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 Mindfulness is… 
from Kabat-Zinn, 1990   

 
 A particular way of paying attention to the present moment and to completely 

own and accept, without trying to change, each aspect of your experience - 
good, bad, or ugly. 

 
 When you start paying attention to where your mind is from moment to moment 

throughout the day, chances are you will find that considerable amounts of your 
time and energy are expended in clinging to memories, being absorbed in 
reverie, and regretting things that have already happened and are over.  And you 
will probably find that as much or more energy is expended in anticipating, 
planning, worrying, and fantasizing about the future and what you want to 
happen or don’t want to happen.  Consequently in any moment we may be only 
partially aware of what is actually occurring in the present.  We can miss many 
of the moments we have to live because we are not fully here for them.  
Unawareness can dominate the mind any moment and consequently, it can 
affect everything we do.  We may find that much of the time we are really on 
“automatic pilot” functioning mechanically, without being fully aware of what 
we are doing or experiencing.   

 
 Mindfulness can release us from the memories, thoughts, emotions, sensations, 

worries, fantasies, and plans that bind us.   
 
 There is nothing particularly unusual or mystical about meditating or being 

mindful.  All it involves is paying attention to your experience from moment to 
moment.  This leads directly to new ways of seeing and being in your life 
because the present moment, whenever it is recognized and honored, reveals a 
very special, indeed magical power: it is the only time that any of us ever has.  
The present time is the only time that we have to know anything.  It is the only 
time we have to perceive, to learn, to act, to change, to heal.  That is why we 
value moment-to-moment awareness so highly. 

 
 Does not involve trying to get anywhere or feel anything special. 
 
 Is not dependent on any belief system or ideology, so that its benefits are 

therefore accessible for anyone to test for himself or herself. 
 



2 

 It does not involve rejecting your thoughts nor trying to clamp down on them or 
suppress them, nor trying to control anything at all other than the focus and 
direction of your attention. 

 
Mindfulness might be beneficial to you because… 

 
 Can help you to cope with emotional and psychological problems that distress 

you by changing your relationship with the distress, symptoms, suffering, and 
pain that you experience. 

 
 Can lead to the discovery of deep realms of relaxation, calmness, and insight 

within yourself. 
 
 Can help you to lessen your reliance on harmful means (drugs, drinking, 

numbing) to cope. 
 
 Can help you to become more aware so that you don't miss life's important 

moments. 
 
 When the mind is dominated by dissatisfaction and unawareness it is difficult to 

feel calm or relaxed.  Instead, we are likely to feel fragmented and driven.  We 
will think this and that, we want this and that.  Often the this and the that are in 
conflict.  This mind state can severely affect our ability to do anything or even 
to see situations clearly.  In such moments we may not know what we are 
thinking, feeling, or doing.  What is worse, we probably won’t know that we 
don’t know.  We may think we know what we are thinking and feeling and 
doing and what is happening.  But it is an incomplete knowing at best.  In 
reality we are being driven by our likes and dislikes, totally unaware of the 
tyranny of our own thoughts and the self-destructive behaviors they often result 
in.    

 
 It is not that mindfulness is the “answer” to all life’s problems.  Rather it is 

that all life’s problems can be seen more clearly through the lens of a clear 
mind.  

 
 Realizing the benefit of mindfulness takes practice and the right attitude, which 

consists of a willingness to confront troubling thoughts, emotions, and 
memories and to see them clearly and completely.   
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Attitude 
 

The attitude that we bring to the practice of mindfulness will to a large extent 
determine its long-term value to us.  This is why consciously cultivating certain 
attitudes can be very helpful in getting the most out of the process of meditation.  
Your intentions set the stage for what is possible. 

 
Non-judging 
 
 Mindfulness is cultivated by assuming the stance of impartial witness to your 

own experience.  To do this requires that you become aware of the constant 
stream of judging and reacting to inner and outer experiences that we are all 
normally caught up in, and learn to step back from it.  When we begin 
practicing paying attention to the activity of our own mind, it is common to 
discover and to be surprised by the fact that we are constantly generating 
judgments about our experience.  Almost everything we see is labeled and 
categorized by the mind.  This habit of categorizing and judging our experience 
locks us into mechanical reactions that we are not even aware of and that often 
have no objective basis at all.  If we are to find a more effective way of 
handling stress and distress in our lives, the first thing we need to do is to be 
aware of these automatic judgments so that we can see through our own 
prejudices and fears and liberate ourselves from their tyranny.  

 
 When you find the mind judging, you don’t have to stop it from doing that.  All 

that is required is to be aware of it happening.  No need to judge the judging 
and make matters even more complicated for yourself.   

 
Patience 
 
 With whatever is happening to us - there is no place to go, just to be.   
 
 We intentionally remind ourselves that there is no need to be impatient with 

ourselves because we find the mind judging all the time, or because we are 
tense or agitated or frightened.  Or because we have been practicing for some 
time and nothing positive seems to have happened.  We give ourselves room to 
have these experiences – why?  Because we are having them anyway!  When 
they come up, they are our reality, they are part of our life unfolding in the 
moment. 
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New Beginning 
 
 To see the richness of the present moment, we need to cultivate what has been 

called “beginner’s mind,” a mind that is willing to see everything as if for the 
first time. 

 
 This allows us to be receptive to new possibilities and prevents us from getting 

stuck in the rut of our own expertise, which often thinks it knows more than it 
does.  No moment is the same as any other.  Each is unique and contains unique 
possibilities.   

 
Non-striving 
 
 Meditation has no other goals than for you to be yourself.  The irony is that you 

are already there.   
 
 For example, if you sit down to meditate and you think, “I am going to get 

relaxed, or get enlightened, or control my pain, or become a better person,” then 
you have introduced an idea into your mind of where you should be, and along 
with it comes the notion that you are not okay right now.  If you are in pain, 
then be with the pain as best you can.  If you are criticizing yourself or 
worrying about something, then just observe the activity of the judging mind.   

 
Acceptance 
 
 Sooner or later we have to come to terms with things as they are and accept 

them in the present moment.   
 
 We often spend a great deal of time denying and resisting what is already fact.  

When we do that we are basically trying to force situations to be the way we 
would like them to be, which only makes for more tension, stress, and worry.  
We may be so busy denying and forcing and struggling that we have little 
energy left for healing and growing, and what little we have may be dissipated 
by our lack of awareness and intentionality.   

 
 Does not mean that you have to like everything or that you have to take a 

passive attitude toward everything and abandon your principles and values.  It 
does not mean that you are resigned to tolerating things as they “have to be”.  It 
does not mean that you should stop trying to break free of your own self-



5 

destructive habits or to give up on your desire to change and grow.  It merely 
means that you have come around to a willingness to see things as they are. 

 
Letting-go 
 
 Our minds get caught in our thoughts – we love them and hate them at the same 

time – but you cannot cultivate loving and holding on to some thoughts without 
that holding on happening to other thoughts that you don’t want.   

 
 Cultivating the attitude of letting go, or non-attachment, is fundamental to the 

practice of mindfulness.  In mediation practice we intentionally put aside the 
tendency to elevate pleasant aspects of our experience and to reject unpleasant 
aspects.  Instead we just let our experience be what it is and practice observing 
it from moment to moment.   

 
Practice 

 
 The more systematically and regularly you practice, the more the power of 

mindfulness will grow and the more it will work for you. 
 
 We are using the word practice here in a special way.  It doesn’t mean a 

“rehearsal” or a perfecting of some skill so that we can put it to use at some 
other time. In the meditative context practice means “being in the present on 
purpose”.  The means and the end of meditation are really the same.  We are not 
trying to get somewhere else, only working at being where we already are and 
being here fully.   

 
 You must create the right conditions for it to happen – you can’t force yourself 

to go to sleep – you create the conditions and then let go.   
 
 Besides the special moments in which create space to be mindful, we practice 

by being present in all our waking moments.  We can practice taking out the 
garbage mindfully, eating mindfully, driving mindfully.  We can practice 
navigating through all the ups and downs we encounter, the storms of the mind 
and the storms of our bodies, the storms of the outer life and the inner life.  We 
learn to be aware of our fears and our pain, yet at the same time stabilized and 
empowered by a connection to something deeper within ourselves, a discerning 
wisdom that helps to penetrate and transcend the fear and the pain, and to 
discover some peace and hope within our situation as it is.   
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Breathing Space  
from Segal et al., 2001 

 
The first thing we do with this practice, because it's brief and we want to come into 
the moment quickly, is to take a very definite posture...relaxed, dignified, back 
erect, but not stiff, letting our bodies express a sense of being present and awake. 
  
Now, closing your eyes, if that feels comfortable for you, the first step is being 
aware, really aware, of what is going on with you right now.  Becoming aware of 
what is going through your mind; what thoughts are around?  Here, again, as best 
you can, just noting the thoughts as mental events... So we note them, and then we 
note the feelings that are around at the moment...in particular, turning toward any 
sense of discomfort or unpleasant feelings.  So rather than try to push them away 
or shut them out, just acknowledge them, perhaps saying, "Ah, there you are, that's 
how it is right now." And similarly with sensations in the body...Are there 
sensations of tension, of holding, or whatever?  And again, awareness of them, 
simply noting them.  OK, that's how it is right now. 
 
So, we've got a sense of what is going on right now.  We've stepped out of 
automatic pilot.  The second step is to collect our awareness by focusing on a 
single object - the movements of the breath.  So now we really gather ourselves, 
focusing attention down there in the movements of the abdomen, the rise and fall 
of the breath...spending a minute or so to focus on the movement of the abdominal 
wall...moment by moment, breath by breath, as best we can.  So that you know 
when the breath is moving in, and you know when the breath is moving out.  Just 
binding your awareness to the pattern of movement down there... gathering 
yourself, using the anchor of the breath to really be present.   
 
And now as third step, having gathered ourselves to some extent, we allow our 
awareness to expand.  As well as being aware of the breath, we also include a 
sense of the body as a whole.  So that we get this more spacious awareness... A 
sense of body as a whole, including any tightness or sensations related to holding 
in the shoulders, neck, back, or face...following the breath as if your whole body is 
breathing.  Holding it all in this slightly softer.... more spacious awareness. 
 
And then, when you are ready, just allowing your eyes to open. 
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Breathing Space: Extended Directions 
 
When you are troubled in thoughts or feelings: 
 
Awareness 
 
 Bring the focus of awareness to your inner experience and notice what is 

happening in your thoughts, feelings, and bodily sensations. 
 
 Describe, acknowledge, identify. 
 
 Put experiences into words, for example, say in your mind, "A feeling of anger 

is arising" or "Self-critical thoughts are here." 
 
Redirecting attention 
 
 Gently redirect your full attention to the breath. 
 
 Follow the breath all the way in and all the way out. 
 
 Try noting "at the back of your mind", "Breathing in...breathing out" or 

counting, "In-haling, one...exhaling, one; inhaling, two...etc." 
 
Expanding attention 
 
 Allow your attention to expand to the whole body - especially to any sense of 

discomfort, tension, or resistance.  If these sensations are there, then take your 
awareness there by "breathing into them" on the inbreath.  then, breathe out 
form those sensations, softening and opening with the outbreath.  Say to 
yourself on the outbreath, "It's OK.  Whatever it is, it's OK.  Let me feel it." 

 
 Become aware of and adjust your posture and facial expression. 
 
 As best you can, bring this expanded awareness to the next moments of your 

day.   
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The Breath  
from Segal et al., 2001 

 
Breath is life.  You could think of the breath as being like a thread or a chain that 
links and connects all the events of your life from birth, the beginning, to death, the 
end.  The breath is always there every moment, moving by itself like a river. 
  
Have you ever noticed how the breath changes with our moods - short and shallow 
when we're tense or angry, faster when we're excited, slow and full when we're 
happy, and almost disappearing when we're afraid?  It's there with us all the time.  
It can be used as tool, like an anchor, to bring stability to the body and mind when 
we deliberately choose to become aware of it.  We can tune into it at any moment 
during everyday life.   
  
Mostly, we're not in touch with our breathing-it's just there, forgotten.  So one of 
the first things we do in mindfulness-based stress reduction to get in touch with it.  
We notice how the breath changes with our moods, our thoughts, and our body 
movements.  We don't have to control the breath.  Just notice it and get to know it, 
like a friend.  All that is necessary is to observe, watch, and feel the breath with a 
sense of interest, in a relaxed manner. 
  
With practice, we become more aware of our breathing.  We can use it to direct our 
awareness to different aspects of our lives.  For example, to relax tense muscles, or 
focus on a situation that requires attention.  Breath can also be used to help deal 
with pain, anger, relationships or the stress of daily life.  During this program, we 
will be exploring this in great detail.   
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Mindfulness of the Breath 
from Segal et al., 2001 

 
 Settle into a comfortable sitting position, either on a straight-backed chair or on 

a soft surface on the floor, with your buttocks supported by cushions or a low 
stool.  If you use a chair, it is very helpful to sit away from the back of the 
chair, so that your spine is self-supporting.  If you sit on the floor, it is helpful if 
your knees actually touch the floor; experiment with the height of the cushions 
or stool until you feel comfortably and firmly supported. 
 
 

 Allow your back to adopt an erect, dignified, and comfortable posture.  If sitting 
on a chair, place your feet flat on the floor, with your legs uncrossed.  Gently 
close your eyes. 

 
 
 Bring your awareness to the level of physical sensations by focusing your 

attention on the sensations of touch and pressure in your body where it makes 
contact with the floor and whatever you are sting on.  Spend a minute or two 
exploring these sensations, just as in the body scan. 
 
 

 Now bring your awareness to the changing patterns of physical sensations in the 
low abdomen as the breath moves in and out of your body.  (When you first try 
this practice, it may be helpful to place your hands on your lower abdomen and 
become aware of the changing pattern of sensations where your hand makes 
contact with your abdomen.  Having "tuned in" to the physical sensations in this 
area in this way, you can remove your hand and continue to focus on the 
sensations in the abdominal wall.) 

 
 
 Focus your awareness on the sensations of slight stretching as the abdominal 

wall rises with each inbreath, and of gentle deflation as it falls with each 
outbreath.  As best you can, follow with your awareness the changing physical 
sensations in the lower abdomen all the way through as the breath enters your 
body on the inbreath and all the way through as the breath leaves your body on 
the outbreath.  Perhaps noticing he slight pauses between on inbreath and the 
following outbreath, and between one outbreath and the following inbreath.   
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 There is no need to try to control the breathing in any way - simply let the 
breath breathe itself.   As best you can, also bring this attitude of allowing to the 
rest f your experience.  There is nothing to be fixed, no particular state to be 
achieved.  As best you can, simply allow your experience to be your 
experience, without needing it to be other than it is. 

 
 
 Sooner or later (usually sooner), your mind will wander away from the focus on 

the breath in the lower abdomen to thoughts, planning, daydreams, drifting 
along-whatever.  This is perfectly OK - it's simply what minds do.  It is not a 
mistake or a failure.  When you notice that your awareness is no longer on the 
breath, gently congratulate yourself - you have come back and are once more 
aware of your experience!  You may want to acknowledge briefly where the 
mind has been ("ah, there's thinking").  Then, gently escort the awareness back 
to a focus on the changing pattern of physical sensations in the lower abdomen, 
renewing the intention to pay attention to the ongoing inbreath or outbreath, 
whichever you find. 

 
 
 However often you notice that the mind has wandered (and this will quite likely 

happen over and over and over again), as best you can, congratulate yourself 
each time on reconnecting with your experience in the moment, gently 
escorting the attention back to the breath, and simply resume following in 
awareness the changing pattern of physical sensations that come with each 
inbreath and out breath. 
 
 

 As best you can, bring a quality of kindness to your awareness, perhaps seeing 
the repeated wanderings of the mind as opportunities to bring patience and 
gentle curiosity to your experience. 

 
 
 Continue with the practice for 15 minutes, or longer if you wish, perhaps 

reminding yourself from time to time that the intention is simply to be aware of 
your experience in each moment, as best you can, using the breath as an anchor 
to gently reconnect with the here and now each time you notice that your mind 
has wandered and is no longer down in the abdomen, following the breath.   
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Sitting Exercises  
from Kabat-Zinn, 1992 

 
Sitting with the breath: 
 
 Continue to practice awareness of your breathing in a comfortable but erect 

sitting posture for at least ten minutes at least once a day. 
 
 Each time you notice that your mind is no longer on your breath, just see where 

it is.  Then let go and come back to your belly and to your breathing. 
 
 Over time try extending the time you sit until you can do it for thirty minutes or 

more.  But remember, when you are really in the present, there is no time, so 
clock time is not as important as your willingness to pay attention and let go fro 
moment-to-moment.   

 
Sitting with the breath and the body as a whole: 
 
 When your practice feels strong in the sense that you can maintain some 

continuity of attention on your breath, try expanding the field of your awareness 
"around" your breathing and "around" your belly to include a sense of your 
body as a whole as you are sitting. 

 
 Maintain this awareness of the body sitting and breathing, and when the mind 

wanders, bring it back to sitting and breathing. 
 
Sitting with sound: 
 
 If you feel like it, try just listening to sound when you meditate.  This does not 

mean listening for sounds, rather just hearing what is here to be heard, moment 
by moment, without judging or thinking about them.  Just hearing them as pure 
sound.  And hearing the silences within and between sounds as well.   

 
 You can practice this with music, too, hearing each note as it comes and the 

spaces between notes.  Try breathing the sounds into your body and letting 
them flow out again on the outbreath.  Imagine that your body is transparent to 
sounds; that they can move in and out of your body through t he pores of your 
skin. 
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Sitting with thoughts and feelings: 
 
 When your attention is relatively stable on the breath, try shifting your 

awareness to the process of thinking itself.  Let go of the breath and just watch 
thoughts come into and leave the field of your attention.   

 
 Try to perceive them as "events" in your mind. 
 
 Note their content and their charge while, if possible, not being drawn into 

thinking about hem, or thinking the next thought, but just maintaining the 
"frame" through which you are observing the process of thought. 

 
 Note that an individual thought does not last long.  It is impermanent.  If it 

comes, it will go.  Be aware of this. 
 
 Note how some thoughts keep coming back. 
 
 Note those thoughts that are "I", "me", or "mine" thoughts, observing carefully 

how "you", the non-judging observer, feel about them. 
 
 Note it when the mind creates a "self" to be preoccupied with how well or how 

badly your life is going. 
 
 Note thoughts about the past and thoughts about the future.   
 
 Note thoughts that are about greed, wanting, grasping, and clinging. 
 
 Note thoughts there about anger, disliking, hatred, aversion, and rejection. 
 
 Note feelings and moods as they come and go. 
 
 Note what feelings are associated with different thought contents. 
 
 If you get lost in all this, just go back to your breathing. 
 
Sitting with choiceless awareness: 
 
Just sit.  Don't hold on to anything - don't look for anything.  Practice being 
completely open and receptive to whatever comes into the field of awareness, 
letting it all come and go, watching, witnessing in stillness.   
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Thoughts and Emotions 
From Segal et al., 2001 

 
Thoughts & emotions are not facts and they are not necessarily true! 
 
Our thoughts and emotions can have very powerful effects on how we feel and 
what we do.  Often those thoughts are triggered and run off quite automatically.  
By becoming aware, over and over again, of the thoughts, emotions, and images 
passing through the mind and letting go of them as we return our attention to the 
breath and the moment, it is possible to get some distance and perspective on them.  
This can allow us to see that there may be other ways to think and feel about 
situations, freeing us from the tyranny of the old patterns that automatically "pop 
into mind".  Most importantly, we may eventually come to realize deep "in our 
bones" that all thoughts and emotions are only mental events (including the 
thoughts that say they are not), that they are not facts, and that we are not our 
thoughts and our emotions. 
 
Thoughts and images can often provide us with an indication of what is going on 
deeper in the mind; we can "get hold of them," so that we can look them over from 
a number of different perspectives, and by becoming very familiar with our own 
"top ten" habitual, automatic, unhelpful thinking and feeling patterns, we can more 
easily become aware of (and change) the processes that may contribute to our 
unpleasant states of being. 
 
It is particularly important to become aware of thoughts and emotions that may 
block or undermine practice, such as "There's no point in doing this" or "it's not 
going to work, so why bother?"  Such pessimistic, hopeless thought patterns are 
one of the main factors that stop us taking actions that would help us get out of 
those states.  It follows that it is particularly important to recognize such thoughts 
as "negative thinking" and not automatically give up on efforts to apply skillful 
means to change the way we feel.   
 
Relating to thoughts  
 
It is remarkable how liberating it feels to be able to see that your thoughts and 
emotions are not "you" or "reality".  For instance, if you have the thought that you 
must get a certain number of things done today and you don't recognize it as a 
thought, but act as if it's "the truth", then you have created in that moment a reality 
in which you really believe that those things must all be done today.  If you find 
yourself behaving in this way, it is likely that you will also feel driven, tense, and 
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anxious without even knowing why.  So if the thought of how much you have to 
get done today comes up while you are meditating, you will have to be very 
attentive to it as a thought and/or emotion or you may be up and doing things 
before you know it, without any awareness that you decided to stop sitting simply 
because a thought or emotion came through your mind. 
 
On the other hand, when such a thought or emotion comes up, if you are able to 
step back from it and see it clearly, then you will be able to prioritize things and 
make sensible decisions about what really does need doing.  You will know when 
to call it quits during the day.  So the simple act of recognizing your thoughts as 
thoughts and emotions as emotions can free you from the distorted reality they 
often create and allow for more clear-sightedness and a greater sense of 
manageability in your life. 
 
This liberation from the tyranny of the thinking mind comes directly out of 
mindfulness practice itself.  When we spend some time each day in a state of non-
doing, observing the flow of the breath and the activity of our mind and body, 
without getting caught up in that activity, we are cultivating calmness and 
mindfulness hand in hand.  As the mind develops stability and is less caught up in 
the content of thinking, we strengthen the mind's ability to concentrate and to be 
calm.  Each time we recognize a thought as a thought and an emotion as an 
emotion when they arise, register their contents, discern the strength of their hold 
on us, and the accuracy of what they tell us, then each time we let go of them and 
come back to our breathing and a sense of our body, we are strengthening 
mindfulness.  We come to know ourselves better and become more accepting of 
ourselves, not as we would like to be, but as we actually are.   
 
The thinking level of mind pervades our lives; consciously or unconsciously, we 
all spend much or most of our lives there.  But meditation is a different process that 
does not involve discursive thought or reflection.  Because meditation is not 
thought, through the continuous process of silent observation, new kinds of 
understanding emerge. 
 
We do not need to fight with thoughts and emotions or struggle against them or 
judge them.  Rather, we can simply choose not to follow them once we are aware 
that they have arisen. 
 
When we lose ourselves in thought and feeling, identification is strong.  They 
sweep our mind and carry it away, and, in a very short time, we can be carried far 
indeed.  We hop a train of association, not knowing that we have hopped on, and 



15 

certainly not knowing the destination.  Somewhere down the line, we may wake up 
and realize that we have been thinking or feeling, that we have been taken for a 
ride.  And when we step down from the train, it may be in a very different mental 
environment from where we jumped aboard.   
 
But what about the strong thoughts and feelings that affect us?  We are watching, 
watching, watching, and then, all of a sudden - whoosh! - we are gone, lost in 
them.  What are they about?  What are they trying to tell us?  How are they 
affecting other thoughts and feelings that are arising?  Why do we always get 
caught up in them?  The kinds of thoughts and emotions we have, and their impact 
on our lives, depend on our understanding of things.  If we are in the clear, 
powerful space of just seeing thoughts and emotions arise and pass, then it does not 
really matter what appears in the mind; we can see our all of our experiences as the 
passing show that they are. 
 
Ways you can see your thoughts & emotions differently  
 
 Just watch them come in and leave, without feeling that you have to follow 

them. 
 
 View your thought or emotion as a mental event rather than a fact.  It may be 

true that this event often occurs with other feelings.  It is tempting to think of it 
as being true and/or important.  But it is still up to you to decide whether this is 
the case and how you want to deal with it. 

 
 Write your thoughts and emotions down on paper.  This lets you see them in a 

way that is less overwhelming.  Also, the pause between having the thought 
and/or emotion and writing it down can give you a moment to reflect on its 
meaning. 

 
 Ask yourself the following questions: Did this thought or emotion just pop into 

my head automatically?  Does it fit with the facts of the situation?  Is there 
something about it that I can question?   

 
For particularly difficult thoughts and emotions, it may be helpful to take another 
look a them intentionally, in a balanced, open state of mind, as part of your sitting 
practice: Let your "wise mind" give its perspective. 
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Allowing & Letting Be 
from Segal et al., 2001 

 
The basic goal of this practice is to become mindfully aware of whatever is most 
predominant in our moment-by-moment experience.  So if the mind is being 
repeatedly drawn to a particular place, to particular thoughts, feelings, or bodily 
sensations we deliberately and intentionally take a gentle and friendly awareness to 
that place.  That is the first step. 
 
The second step is to notice, as best we can, how we are relating to whatever arises 
in that place.  Often, we can be with an arising thought, felling, or bodily sensation, 
but in a non-accepting, reacting way.  If we like it, we tend to hold onto it; we 
become attached.  If we do not like it, because it is painful, unpleasant, or 
uncomfortable in some way, we tend to contract, to push away out of fear, 
irritation, or annoyance.  Each of these responses is the opposite of acceptance.   
 
The easiest way to relax is, first, to stop trying to make things different.  Accepting 
experience means simply allowing space for whatever is going on, rather than 
trying to create some other state.  Though acceptance, we settle back into 
awareness of what is present.  We let it be-we simply notice and observe whatever 
is already present.  This is the way to relate to experiences that have a strong pull 
on our attention.   
 
For example, if you notice that your awareness keeps being pulled away from the 
breath (or other focus of attention) to particular sensations in the body associated 
with physical discomfort, emotions, or feelings, the first step is to become 
mindfully aware of those physical sensations, to deliberately move your focus of 
awareness to the part of the body where those sensations are strongest.  The breath 
provides a useful vehicle to do this - just as you practiced in the core breathing 
exercise you can take a gentle and friendly awareness to that part of the body by 
"breathing into" that part on the inbreath, and "breathing out" from it on the 
outbreath. 
 
Once your attention has moved to the bodily sensations and you have the item in 
the field of awareness, say to yourself, "It's OK.  Whatever it is, it's OK.  Let me 
feel it."  Then, just stay with the awareness of these bodily sensations and your 
relationship to them, breathing with them, accepting them, letting them be.  It may 
be helpful to repeat, "It's OK.  Whatever it is, it's OK.  Let me feel it," using each 
outbreath to soften and open to the sensations of which you became aware. 
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Acceptance is not resignation: Acceptance, as a vital first step, allows us to become 
fully aware of difficulties, and then, if appropriate, to respond in a skillful way 
rather than to react in knee-jerk fashion by automatically running off some of our 
old (often unhelpful) strategies for dealing with difficulties.  
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Dealing With Barriers  
from Segal et al., 2001 

 
Our aim in the program is to be more aware more often.  A powerful influence 
taking us away from being "fully present" in each moment is our automatic 
tendency to judge our experience as being not quite right in some way - that it is 
not what should be happening, not good enough, or not what we expected or 
wanted.  These judgments can lead to sequences of thoughts about blame, what 
needs to be changed, or how things could or should be different.  Often, these 
thoughts will take us, quite automatically, down some fairly well worn paths in our 
minds.  In this way, we may lose awareness of the moment, and also the freedom 
to choose what, if any, action needs to be taken. 
  
We can regain our freedom if, as a first step, we simply acknowledge the actuality 
of our situation, without immediately being hooked into automatic tendencies to 
judge, fix, or want things to be other than they are.  The body scan exercises 
provides an opportunity to practice simply bringing an interested and friendly 
awareness to the way things are in each moment, without having to do anything to 
change things.  There is no goal to be achieved other than to bring awareness to 
bear as the instructions suggest - specifically, achieving some special state of 
relaxation is not a goal of the exercise.   
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When I Become Aware of a Negative Thought  
from Segal et al., 2001 

 
When you become aware of negative thoughts and emotions in your mind, hold 
them in awareness, with an attitude of gentle interest and curiosity, perhaps 
expanding awareness to include one or more of the following (go back to the 
breath after each one): 
 
 Perhaps I am confusing a thought with a fact? 
 
 Perhaps I am jumping to conclusions? 
 
 Perhaps I am thinking in black-and-white terms? 
 
 Perhaps I am condemning myself totally because of one thing? 
 
 Perhaps I am concentrating on my weaknesses and forgetting my strengths? 
 
 Perhaps I am blaming myself for something that isn't my fault? 
 
 Perhaps I am judging myself? 
 
 Perhaps I am setting unrealistically high standards for myself, so that I will  
          fail? 
 
 Perhaps I am mind reading/crystal ball gazing? 
 
 Perhaps I am expecting perfection? 
 
 Perhaps I am overestimating disaster? 
 
The key attitude to take with your thoughts and emotions is gentle interest and 
curiosity. 
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Using What You Have Learned to Deal With Future Moods 
from Segal et al., 2001 

 
The advantages of awareness, acceptance, and mindfully responding to situations 
rather than immediately running off preprogrammed, "automatic" reactions has 
been a recurring theme throughout this course. 
 
Acceptance may often be the springboard to some form of skillful action directed 
at achieving change in participant's inner or outer worlds.  However, there are also 
situations and feelings that it may be very difficult, or actually impossible, to 
change.  In this situation, there is the danger that, by carrying on, trying to solve an 
insoluble problem, or by refusing to accept the reality of the situation one is in, one 
may end up "banging one's head on a brick wall", exhausting oneself, and actually 
increasing one's sense of helplessness and hopelessness.  In these situations, you 
can still retain some sense of dignity and control by making a conscious, mindful, 
decision not to attempt to exert control and to accept the situation as it is, if 
possible, with a kindly attitude to the situation and your reactions to it.  Choosing 
not to act is much less likely to increase distress than being forced to give up 
attempts to control after repeated failures.   
  
In the so-called "Serenity Prayer" we ask for the grace to accept with serenity the 
things that cannot be changed, the courage to change the things that should be 
changed, and the wisdom to distinguish one from the other. 
 
Where do we find this grace, this courage, this wisdom?  At some level, we already 
have all of these qualities - our task is to realize them (make them real), and our 
way is none other than moment-by-moment mindful awareness. 
 

The Future 
 
Decide right now, what your regular pattern of practice will be over the next 
weeks, and stick to it as best you can throughout this period.  Note any difficulties 
that you have and email questions to Sarah or Matt.   
 
Also, remember that the regular breathing space practice provides a way of 
"checking in with yourself" a few times a day.  Let it also be your first response in 
times of difficulty, stress, or unhappiness - KEEP BREATHING! 
 
 
 



21 

Daily Mindfulness 
from Segal et al., 2001 

 
 When you first wake up in the morning, before you get out of bed, bring your 

attention to your breathing.  Observe five mindful breaths. 
 
 Notice changes in your posture.  Be aware of how your body and mind feel 

when you move from lying down to sitting, to standing, to walking.  Notice 
each time you make a transition form one posture to the next. 

 
 Whenever you hear a phone ring, a bird sing, a train pass by, laughter, a car 

horn, the wind, the sound of a door closing - use any sound as a bell of your 
mindfulness.  Really listen and be present and awake. 

 
 Throughout the day, take a few moments to bring your attention to your 

breathing.  Observe five mindful breaths. 
 
 Whenever you eat or drink something, take a minute and breathe.  Look at your 

food and realize that the food was connected to something that nourished its 
growth.  Can you see the sunlight, the rain, the earth, the farmer, and the trucker 
in your food?  Pay attention as you eat, consciously consuming this food for 
your physical health.  Bring awareness to seeing your food, smelling your food, 
tasting your food, chewing your food, and swallowing your food. 

 
 Notice your body while you walk or stand.  Take a moment to notice your 

posture.  Pay attention o the contact of the ground under your feet.  Feel the air 
on your face, arms, and legs as you walk.  Are you rushing? 

 
 Bring awareness to listening and talking.  Can you listen without agreeing or 

disagreeing, liking, or disliking, or planning what you will say when it is your 
turn?  When talking, can you just say what you need to say without overstating 
or understating?  Can you notice how your mind and body feel? 

 
 Whenever you wait in a line, use this time to notice standing and breathing.  

Feel the contact of your feet on the floor and how your body feels.  Bring 
attention to the rise and fall of your abdomen.  Are you feeling impatient? 
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 Be aware of any points of tightness in your body throughout the day.  See if you 
can breathe into them and, as you exhale, let go of excess tension.  Is there 
tension stored anywhere in your body?  For example, your neck, shoulders, 
stomach, jaw, or lower back?  If possible, stretch or do yoga once a day. 

 
 Focus attention on your daily activities such as brushing your teeth, watching 

up, brushing your hair, putting on your shoes, doing your job.  Bring 
mindfulness to each activity. 

 
 Before you go to sleep at night, take a few minutes and bring your attention to 

your breathing.  Observe five mindful breaths.   


