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A human being is a part of the whole, called by us, “Universe,” a part limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as something separated from the rest—a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal desires and to affection for a few persons nearest to us. Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.


—ALBERT EINSTEIN
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INTRODUCTION


An unexamined life is not worth living.


—SOCRATES


While most of us would agree with Socrates’ sentiment, how many of us actually know how to examine our life as it unfolds and how to examine it skillfully? Furthermore, how many of us think we have the time to do that? We are immersed in a society of speed, technology, and information overload. Despite extraordinary advances in science and technology, from mapping our genomes to information access via the Internet, we live in an age of increasing anxiety and increasing doubt in our capacity to make decisions and to effect change, whether in our bodies, our lives, or the world around us. Feelings of fear, frustration, stress, and confusion seem to be on the rise globally, and the elevated rates of psychiatric illness among adults and children worldwide probably reflect this rising distress.


In the midst of our techno-savvy yet anxiety-producing culture, scientific investigation has become increasingly interested in the ancient practice of mindfulness as an antidote of sorts to the ills of the modern world and as a tool for skillfully examining our lives. Extracted from the religious settings in which it was developed, mindfulness practice has become a secularized tool for investigation of the modern mind. This book is an introduction to the why and how of mindfulness, from a scientist (the why) and a mindfulness teacher (the how).


WHAT IS MINDFULNESS, AND WHAT CAN IT DO?


Mindfulness may be thought of as a state of consciousness, one characterized by attention to present experience with a stance of open curiosity. It is a quality of attention that can be brought to any experience. Mindfulness can be cultivated through explicit practices, such as meditation or yoga or t’ai chi, or even through creative processes in the arts or walking in nature. Mindfulness can also be enhanced less explicitly by adopting a generally mindful approach to life. As you learn the principles and techniques of mindfulness, you can apply them to any moment in the day, whether you are eating, driving, showering, or sending an e-mail.


Meditation can be considered a general term covering a wide range of practices that affect your awareness or utilize contemplation in the service of self-discovery. There are hundreds of kinds of meditation practices, including relaxation, concentration, visualization, and forms of religious chanting and prayer; a large subset of these practices, such as mindfulness meditation, Zen Buddhist meditation, and Transcendental Meditation, specifically focus on enhancing awareness, as do movement-based meditations such as yoga, t’ai chi, and chi gong. While these forms of meditation may differ in how they affect your awareness, all of them are various means of enhancing or, as some would say, “expanding” your awareness. We coined the term “Mindful Awareness Practices,” or MAPs, to refer to this general class of practices. We also call the mindfulness classes we teach at our UCLA Mindful Awareness Research Center (MARC) by the name MAPs.


MAPs, in general, have been around for at least 5,000 years. While mindfulness meditation as a MAP is generally seen as being rooted in the 2,500-year-old Buddhist tradition, variants are evident in the practices of the ancient Greeks, Taoists, Native Americans, various religious traditions, and writings of poets, philosophers, and scientists throughout history. Although ancient in roots, mindfulness meditation is completely suited for modern times. It is a practice that can be done by anyone, regardless of age, background, or religion. The research exploring mindfulness, although still relatively new, is demonstrating that repeated practice can lead to changes in our lives, including:




• Reducing stress


• Reducing chronic physical pain


• Boosting the body’s immune system to fight disease


• Coping with painful life events, such as the death of a loved one or major illness


• Dealing with negative emotions like anger, fear, and greed


• Increasing self-awareness to detect harmful reactive patterns of thought, feeling, and action


• Improving attention or concentration


• Enhancing positive emotions, including happiness and compassion


• Increasing interpersonal skills and relationships


• Reducing addictive behaviors, such as eating disorders, alcoholism, and smoking


• Enhancing performance, whether in work, sports, or academics


• Stimulating and releasing creativity


• Changing positively the actual structure of our brains




The emerging research on mindfulness makes it sound like a cure-all for whatever ails us, and perhaps it could be considered a simple solution for complex problems. For many people mindfulness practice is an excellent adjunct to other approaches they may be using to promote health and wellness, such as therapy, exercise, nutrition, or medication. Moreover, although mindfulness does not remove the ups and downs of life, it changes how experiences like losing a job, getting a divorce, struggling at home or at school, births, marriages, illnesses, death and dying influence you and how you influence the experience. In other words, mindfulness changes your relationship to life. Learning to live mindfully does not mean living in a “perfect” world, but rather, living a full and contented life in a world in which both joys and challenges are a given.


This book explores how to be more mindful in day-to-day life and how to use a mindfulness practice to promote well-being. But this book is also about our individual differences—both in our genes and in the environments that shape us—and how these differences affect our capacity to live more mindfully. Mindfulness meditation is itself a tool for discovering more about ourselves and how we relate to the world around us. This inward investigation, using the tool of mindfulness meditation, may help us understand more about ourselves from a first-person viewpoint just as science has done using a third-person lens of investigation.


HOW DID WE GET HERE?


Fully Present grew out of the collaboration of a scientist, Sue Smalley, and a mindfulness teacher and practitioner, Diana Winston, at their center, the Mindful Awareness Research Center (MARC) at the Jane and Terry Semel Institute for Neuroscience and Human Behavior at the University of California at Los Angeles. MARC is dedicated to increasing mindful awareness through education and research to promote individual well-being and a kinder society. Through MARC, we teach doctors, professors, students, teachers, mental health professionals, parents, seniors, and youth the science, art, and practice of mindfulness in MAPs classes, workshops, and trainings and conduct research on its effectiveness in promoting well-being.


Both of us are deeply committed to mindfulness and have a strong curiosity about the interface of the science, art, and practice of mindfulness. Even though science is the dominant cultural paradigm in the United States, we believe that the ancient practices from the East can inform, affect, and complement life in the modern West. We hope to articulate mindfulness in a way that feels relevant for our times. How can a secular language, based in science, be used to describe what once was the realm of the mystics and philosophers? And practically, how can mindfulness have a positive impact on lives in the twenty-first century amid the technology of Blackberries, iPods, iPhones, and the Internet? This book attempts to answer these questions by examining mindfulness through the lens of a scientist (Sue), the lens of a mindfulness teacher (Diana), and the lens of a practitioner, you the reader, as you learn the experiential practices we offer.


Here’s how the two of us came together to write this book.


SUE’S STORY


When I was forty-seven, I had what might be called a mystical experience. At the time, I was living the hectic life of a full-time professor at UCLA, a mother of three, and a wife of a successful entrepreneur in the entertainment industry of Hollywood. Although I appeared happy, I was actually a cynical scientist who felt competitive, undervalued, envious, and angry at the world. I saw material reductionism—the idea that everything is explicable through a material lens—as a given, and I had no tolerance for others who felt differently. Friends of mine participated in “new age” activities like yoga and meditation, but I thought they were naive and rolled my eyes at these practices.


My world was one of typical twenty-first-century chaos—too much to do and too little time as I juggled career, motherhood, and Hollywood with a big chip on my shoulder over the burden I needed to carry. At work I conducted research to discover genes for autism and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and although I had gone into the field with a passion and love of discovery, I was finding myself routinely going through the motions of science with little interest except for self-recognition. Subjects in my research had become “data points” through which we might understand the biology of disorders, but also through which I might find professional fame or fortune in my field of study. To counter these feelings of apathy and anger, I had begun therapy several years before and was slowly breaking down the external (and internal) barriers I had created for myself. I believe that this intense work to let go of the past and build a strong sense of self had laid the foundation for my mystical experience.


It arose following a brush with death—a tiny early-stage melanoma—and the experience lasted for some thirty days. Just prior to it, I had radically changed my behavior, convinced that change was necessary to save my life. I reasoned that my Western lifestyle was making me sick and that, if I chose a different route entirely, I might get well. I quit wearing a watch. I began yoga, meditation, a macrobiotic diet, acupuncture, massage, and holistic health care to counter the melanoma. Through these radical changes I became aware of my routines, habits, and conditioned behavior. Then one day, rather suddenly, I entered a state of “self-transcendence” in which I let go of my “self” and became part of a large, interdependent network, a deep interconnectedness of all things past, present, and future in which I knew the illusive nature of self, space, and time. While still functioning as a professor, wife, and mother, I nevertheless felt as though I had moved to a different dimension. Interestingly, the negative emotions I knew so well—anger, fear, greed, and envy—disappeared, and I felt only love, compassion, and kindness. After all, this experience showed me, if we are all interconnected and part of a whole, to hurt others would be to intentionally hurt myself.


In this experience, I felt deeply connected with all living and nonliving things—from rocks to ants to strangers to my deceased grandparents to my living children. And my world really began to change. I made new friends, became vegetarian, noticed and observed the world as if it were all new, found an unlimited sense of time, enjoyed every moment of every day, and seemed to live “in the present moment,” experiencing each routine activity as if it were brand-new.


In the aftermath, I tried to make sense of what had happened to me, to understand the experience using the lens of science—the language of the culture I trusted. I researched all I could about brain changes that might explain what had happened, and I began to explore philosophy, physics, neuroscience, psychology, art and poetry, and the writings of the great religions. What I came to see was that the experience I had could be explained by science, but at the same time it could only be known through first-person experience. I discovered that many scientists also understood and wrote about this, from Albert Einstein to Jonas Salk. As Einstein noted, “The intuitive mind is a sacred gift, the rational mind is a faithful servant; we have created a society that honors the servant and has forgotten the gift.”


It was the inner investigative journey that allowed my mystical experience to arise, but it is the day-to-day “living in awareness” that has enabled me to make sense of it. In the experience, I realized that letting go of conditioned habits and views of the world released newfound creativity. In this creativity I have often seen new connections and in that connectedness arises more and more compassion. That mystical experience shifted my work, how I act, think, and feel, and my way of interacting with my family, friends, and the world, and it has been a guiding force for where I am today. My own practice of self-discovery intensified five years ago but continues today in many quiet and steady ways: I practice meditation and yoga, but I also hike, write, paint, and walk in nature, and perhaps most importantly, I remain open and curious about both the joyful and painful situations of life.


In 2005 I founded MARC, with my colleagues at UCLA, to begin to study and to highlight the value of inner discovery—to find the key to compassion or “heart” that often feels lacking in institutional settings. Our center attempts to bring it out in the open by encouraging scientists, doctors, and students to remember to hone their own internal discovery process as intensely as they hone their scientific acumen. In this effort, we hope to instill a greater sense of value within academic institutions for both systems of knowing—the external system of science (reason) and the internal process of discovery (what Einstein called intuition).


DIANA’S STORY


Out of college, somewhat confused and despairing about what to do with my life, on a whim I traveled to India. At first I traveled like any tourist, enjoying glimpses of the Taj Mahal and experiencing the burning ghats of Benares, living on street curries and sleeping in seedy hotels, utterly fascinated by the culture with its juxtaposition of beauty and sorrow. It was in Dharamsala, India, home to the Dalai Lama’s Tibetan government-in-exile, that I began my own spiritual journey. There I encountered Buddhist teachings that offered an answer to questions I did not even realize I had: What causes suffering? What can we do to find true happiness and well-being? I soon traveled to the south of Thailand, where I sat my first ten-day mindfulness meditation retreat at a jungle monastery. Each morning we rose in the dark at 4:00 am to practice silent meditation amid the howling monkeys and the roosters crowing in the day. Day after day I sat on a hard cement floor, persevering, trying my best to remain aware of my breathing, to rein in my wild mind that simply did not want to stay put.


By the eighth day, although it was subtle and not dramatic, I knew something very significant had happened inside me. I was starting to feel the tiniest sense of peace. I encountered something unfamiliar. Deep below the surface waves—the drama, my identity, frustrations, and self-hatred—lay a vast calming sense that I was okay, that a still, clear, peaceful mind was available to me, that I could find happiness. This happiness was not the typical pleasure that comes from material success or acquisition, but a deep happiness from way down inside me that was not dependent on outside conditions.


This first glimmer led to a twenty-year journey of insight meditation. Called vipassana in the early Buddhist language and often translated as “mindfulness,” this practice would become a doorway to peace, compassion, ease, and well-being. It would be the way in which I learned to trust myself, to gain access to my own inner wisdom, and to get to know myself deeply; ultimately it became the ground from which I understand and operate in the world.


I spent much of my twenties and early thirties practicing mindfulness in retreat settings in the United States and Asia, often spending months at a time in intensive meditation practice. In 1998 I lived as a Buddhist nun in Burma (Myanmar) for a year. I inhabited a tiny, spare hut in a forest monastery and practiced continuous mindfulness “boot camp style”—in complete silence, eating only two meals a day, both before noon, shaving my head, and taking the vows of a nun, which included not stealing, killing, or lying and, of course, remaining celibate. The year taught me a kind of fortitude and courage; I faced a landslide of inner demons and learned to overcome and find peace amid them, while at the same time achieving deep states of transcendence and joy.


Upon returning to the United States, I began to teach insight meditation at the Spirit Rock Meditation Center. For years I had been teaching teenagers about mindfulness, but in 2002 I began a four-year teacher training program, apprenticing under some of the leading Buddhist teachers in America. I learned how to lead retreats, workshops, and classes and how to find my own voice as I shared Buddhist teachings and practices with people of all ages.


One of my interests was in the intersection of Buddhist practice and social change. I had devoted many years in the mid-1990s to creating a Buddhist domestic volunteer corps called the Buddhist Alliance for Social Engagement. Much of my teaching and organizing involved bringing mindfulness to activists and other social change agents and organizations. But after a certain point I began to wonder how much impact I was really having. I was teaching about mindfulness, compassion, and balance in a frustrating world of vast inequities, but was society really changing?


About this time Sue contacted me to ask about my interest in teaching as part of a UCLA study on mindfulness and ADHD. My experience teaching teenagers, she suggested, would help researchers assess whether that population can benefit from mindfulness. Through the experience I saw even more strongly how the meditation tools and practices I had learned over so many years in the Buddhist context, as well as my own diligent application of them day after day, had created a body of knowledge and experience that could benefit people in many contexts outside of Buddhism. I was impressed by the work of Jon Kabat-Zinn, who had already taken mindfulness into the medical community to help patients with chronic pain through his Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) programs, which, twenty years later, are a household name in secularized mindfulness. I thought about my own desire to bring values of compassion, connection, kindness, and justice to all people, and I realized that teaching mindfulness in a secular context in a university setting—with all its resources, research capabilities, collaborators, and community recognition—could be an exciting way to have an impact on society from the ground up. If we could then bring these values into institutions, huge shifts might happen. Sue and I shared this vision, so when she offered me a job at UCLA’s newly forming MARC, I decided to take the plunge. It has been one of the most exciting endeavors of my life.


ABOUT THIS BOOK


This book arose because we found ourselves at a loss when participants in our MAPs classes would ask, “What book do you recommend?” While many excellent books on mindfulness are available, their orientation reflects the author’s concerns—some are tied to Buddhism, some are directed toward mental health professions or neuroscientists, and some address specific issues like stress. We sought to present mindfulness in a way that reflects our own view, one that is focused on a balance of science (or reason) and art (or intuition). That balance is different for each of us, so this book attempts to find the balance point between these two orientations by combining our two voices. We hope that we have created an easy-to-read and user-friendly handbook that not only will offer you the practical, how-to aspects of mindfulness but will guide you in using your own reason and intuition to discover how these practices might benefit yourself as well as society.


Each chapter of Fully Present offers a scientific and experiential look at how mindfulness can shape your life, along with practical exercises, alternating between what we call “The Science,” “The Art,” and “The Practice.” The practices are guided meditations that can be read aloud, pre-recorded, or read by someone to you as you practice; alternatively, comparable meditations can be freely downloaded from our MARC website, www.marc.ucla.edu.


Beginning with some practical and basic information, the early chapters explore “What Is Mindfulness?” and “Getting Started.” We then look at the various facets of our lives in which mindfulness can have an impact: experiencing physical pain in the body, feeling negative and positive emotions, paying attention, engaging in stressful thinking, and working with obstacles we encounter. In the last chapter, we leave the art/science/practice format to explore our thoughts—supported by science when available—about taking mindfulness out into the world.


As we continue to collaborate with scientists and practitioners at MARC, we frequently discuss the need to describe mindfulness as a state of mind that can be initiated, cultivated, or enhanced by a variety of means—including the mindfulness meditation practices described in this book. All practices that enhance mindfulness promote self-discovery and awareness, but each of us must find the route that suits us best; your experience is likely to be very different from ours or that of anyone else. As Henry David Thoreau wrote in Walden:




Direct your eye right inward, and you’ll find


A thousand regions in your mind


Yet undiscovered. Travel them, and be


Expert in home-cosmography.





Home-cosmography—the inner universe of your mind—is your own experience, and that is what we hope to foster with this book.


Mindfulness meditation has been helpful to us, and a growing body of research supports its effectiveness for many people, but we would stress that there is more than one way to “direct your eye right inward.” Believing that one method is superior to another is a trap that we would urge you to avoid. If you look within, without preconceived notions, and let yourself be guided by the discoveries to be made in your inner universe, you may be surprised. Lao-Tzu, a Taoist master, wrote: “A good traveler has no fixed plans and is not intent on arriving.” May the journey lead you toward a more fully present life.
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WHAT IS MINDFULNESS?


“Well,” said Pooh, “what I like best,” and then he had to stop and think. Because although Eating Honey was a very good thing to do, there was a moment just before you began to eat it which was better than when you were, but he didn’t know what it was called.


—A. A. MILNE, THE HOUSE ON POOH CORNER


A world-renowned psychiatrist once posed a question to a room full of mental health experts. He asked, “What is the ‘seat belt’ of mental health?” Seat belts save lives; buckling up is a simple thing to do to protect ourselves from physical harm. What is the comparable tool to protect us from the mental hazards of life? What is the seat belt to protect against unhappiness, depression, anxiety, pain, and suffering?


Mindfulness may be the mental “seat belt” that protects us along the bumpy, twisting, turning road of life, whether we encounter unexpected drop-offs, terrible accidents, or smooth sailing.


Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary defines “mindful” as “inclined to be aware,” and “awareness” as “vigilance in observing what one experiences.” Synonyms for “awareness” include “awake,” “watchful,” “wary,” “cognizant,” and “conscious.” So mindful awareness (a synonym for mindfulness) means to be “aware of awareness,” an idea that implies an awareness of self and a capacity to reflect, a definition closely associated with self-consciousness.1 An expert mindfulness teacher, Henepola Gunaratana, describes mindfulness as follows: “When you first become aware of something, there is a fleeting instant of pure awareness just before you identify it… before you start thinking about it… before your mind says, ‘Oh, it’s a dog.’… That flowing soft-focused moment of pure awareness is mindfulness.”2 A mindful mental state differs from being lost in thoughts of the past or future or acting on “autopilot.” To “practice mindfulness” is to exercise or work on honing this state of mind. We all probably agree that that sounds like a good idea; after all, who wants to be unaware or unconscious of their own experiences? Yet, as we will see, consciousness is pretty elusive and difficult to define scientifically, and it changes all the time. We think we know something one day only to discover that what we thought we knew was not quite right. We constantly “wake up” to knowledge, shifting from ignorance to awareness. What we are conscious of changes constantly.


This chapter explores the science of mindfulness, including how it is defined and measured, how it can be both a state and a trait, and how it works as a tool for self-regulation. We then turn to the practicalities of mindfulness to understand how it functions in our lives so that we can begin to cultivate it.


THE SCIENCE


We are still at the beginning of understanding mindfulness from a scientific perspective. Over the last twenty years, there has been an exponential increase in research on mindfulness, from some eighty published papers in 1990 to over six hundred in 2000.3 Yet compared to other behaviors that are known to improve physical or mental health, such as diet and exercise, there is relatively little research on mindfulness. For example, a search of PubMed, the electronic library of biomedical research, using the keywords “mindfulness meditation” or “mindfulness-based stress reduction” yields 492 articles, while a keyword search on “heart disease and exercise” offers 46,136 articles and “heart disease and diet” returns 15,042 articles. Research on mindfulness is in its infancy.


There are two general types of research studies: studies that ask what mindfulness is and how to measure it, and studies that ask what benefits arise from practicing it. While the questions that scientists ask are probably no different from yours, the difference lies in how they seek the answers. Science is a methodology that uses third-person observation, by which we mean that it is an objective process that yields comparable knowledge no matter who does it. In contrast, mindfulness is a first-person, or subjective, methodology, the observation of which is quite challenging. (Imagine how hard it would be to decide which of two people is more “aware.”) Putting mindfulness under the lens of science removes it from what it actually is—a subjective experience—yet in doing so we can gain an understanding of the shared elements of mindfulness as reported by many people and the changes in brain and body states detectable by current technologies and specialties, such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), immunology, and genetics. Yet, no matter how well science describes mindfulness, it cannot capture the experience of it. Scientists can describe the chemical composition of an apple, its color, texture, and taste, but no description matches the experience of biting into an apple. When we name mindfulness and measure it using the tools of science, we may want to remember that the name and the experience are not the same. This is why we look at mindfulness from the perspective of both science and art in this book—to truly understand mindfulness is to not only know about the science of it but also practice the art of it.


Mindfulness is like the Indian proverb about the six blind men trying to describe an elephant: As each one touches a different part, he describes the elephant differently. If we look across the scientific literature, there are aspects of mindfulness described in research on creativity, intuition, self-awareness, insight, and positive psychology, to name only a few areas of focus. Yet to research mindfulness we must have a working definition and then ways to measure it objectively. The working definitions of mindfulness all include “an awareness or attention to present experience.” Added to this basic definition are certain qualifiers describing the kind of attention or awareness a person has (receptive, open) or his or her orientation during the experience (impartial, curious, nonjudgmental, accepting).4 Beyond this definition, there are varied opinions as to what mindfulness represents. Some scientists consider mindfulness to be a cognitive ability, a capacity to think in a certain way; others consider it part of personality, a disposition to respond to the world in a certain way; and still others consider it a cognitive style, a preferred way of thinking.5 All three of these concepts may describe some aspect of mindfulness; it does not appear to fall neatly into any one category. To know where it fits best requires investigation, and that requires a working definition and tools to measure it.


Measuring Mindfulness


Most measures of mindfulness use self-report questionnaires, which include items such as: “I pay attention to how my emotions affect my thoughts and behavior,” “I don’t pay attention to what I’m doing because I’m daydreaming, worried, or otherwise distracted,” “I disapprove of myself when I have irrational ideas,”6 and, “It seems I am ‘running on automatic’ without much awareness of what I am doing.”7 Perusing those items, you can see that some describe attention, some describe a quality of observation, and some describe a tendency to be highly critical. The items are scored in such a way that the more curious and attentive to present-moment experience (without criticism), the higher the mindfulness score. Perhaps the most consistent set of items across all the instruments to date have to do with attention itself: the ability to maintain attention to present-moment experience.


The questionnaires have good reliability, meaning that they are stable over time; a person’s score on the instrument could change because the person has changed, not because of the scale items. A reliable measure of weight, for instance, would be a doctor’s scale; a less reliable measure would be a friend’s estimation (perhaps a friend will always underestimate it). A measure with good validity is one that actually reflects the thing you want to measure. This is our central question here: How do we know how well the self-reports of mindfulness measure the construct of “mindfulness”?


There are currently no objective ways to measure mindfulness that we can use to compare and validate the self-report scales, yet, as we will see in later chapters, this is an area of active research. However, if practicing meditation increases mindfulness, we would expect to see a positive association between time spent in meditation and mindfulness scores; there is evidence to support this positive relationship, but only moderately.8 Self-report scales, currently the only instruments of measuring mindfulness, may be a serious limitation. Perhaps the more mindful you think you are, the less insight you really have into your own mindfulness! That’s not too hard to believe. By analogy, consider a piano tuner and a piano that is slightly out of tune. A minor departure from perfect tone noticed by the tuner might be undetectable to you or me. Indeed, we would probably describe the piano very differently: What the piano tuner says is out of tune you and I might find to be very well in tune. Perhaps the more mindful you are, the greater is your ability to detect subtle deviations from present-moment attention compared to the abilities of a less well-trained, less mindful individual.


Thus, it may be that self-reports are useful only up to a point and that they fail to reflect the most mindful among us. Alternative methods of measuring mindfulness are needed, such as the physiological markers that are associated with mindful states, including brain, body, or even gene expression patterns. Although research is beginning to uncover biological correlates of mindfulness, as you will see throughout this book, none are as yet used as direct measures of mindfulness.


Mindfulness as a Trait


In the last ten years of research on mindfulness, there has been an increasing understanding that mindfulness has the qualities of both a trait and a state. A trait is a feature by which individuals differ owing to genes and environment, and it is relatively stable over time; a state is a temporary biological or psychological feature that may be induced but does not persist over time.9 Your eye color is a trait, but using colored contact lenses changes the state of your eye color.


Even with little or no formal meditation training, people differ greatly in their self-reports of mindfulness. Are some of us genetically destined to be monks, contemplatives, or other mindfulness “experts”? Studies of mindfulness as a trait are just beginning, but preliminary findings suggest that differences reflect biological variation and are probably influenced in part by our inherited genetic blueprints. For example, David Creswell, a psychologist at Carnegie Mellon, and his colleagues demonstrated that people who vary in trait mindfulness also vary in the brain activity associated with how well we regulate our emotions (the more mindful the greater the ability to regulate emotion).10 Others have found comparable associations with attention regulation (the more mindful, or the more hours of mindfulness practice, the greater the attention regulation).11 Taken together, these findings show that mindfulness may reflect differences in self-regulation as a whole, a trait known to vary in the population and to have genetic causes.12


Self-Regulation and Mindfulness


Self-regulation refers to the monitoring and modification of behavior (or of thought, emotion, or body states) to achieve a goal or adapt to the environmental context.13 Many factors influence self-regulation: In addition to your DNA blueprints, how you were raised, and the culture, your self-regulation is also influenced by factors such as medication (like valium), your environment (notice your ability to calm yourself while on vacation versus when you’re at work), and alcohol, among others. You are constantly regulating your body state (your activity level), your cognitive state (your thoughts), your emotional state (your feelings), and your relationship state (how you relate to yourself and others). Mindfulness meditation can influence any of these areas of self-regulation (as we will see in later chapters), and with repeated practice, state changes may even become more permanent traits.


Mindfulness as a State


Despite the idea that mindfulness is an inherent trait influenced by genes, biology, and experience, mindfulness is clearly a state as well, one that can be changed through a wide range of experiences but may or may not last over time. A large and growing body of research demonstrates that mindfulness practice changes subjective and physiological states. The immune system gets stronger, as reflected by an increase in the number of cells fighting infection. Brain activity changes, moving toward patterns that coincide with calm yet focused states of attention. Brain structure itself seems to change: Among longtime meditators, gray matter (the tissue containing neurons) is thicker in certain brain regions compared with nonmeditators. Lastly, even gene expression patterns seem to differ with the induction of a mindful state of mind. On a more subjective level, feelings of anxiety and depression lessen, well-being improves, and relationships toward self, others, and the planet are healthier. Taken together, this evidence indicates that mindfulness can be learned like any other skill and that the practice of mindfulness may be a powerful way to affect neuroplasticity—the brain’s ability to form new connections in response to the environment—as well as epigenetics, the regulation of genes (turning on and off their expression) in response to the environment.


Until the midtwentieth century, scientists thought that our brains were pretty fixed, with a limited number of brain cells and, with only a few exceptions (like memory centers), a limited capacity to change once developed. Yet research in the late twentieth century overturned this assumption.14 Our brains have a great capacity to change in both structure and function with experience, whether that experience is mindfulness practice, learning to ride a bike, speaking a foreign language, learning math, painting, or learning to think or feel differently. Practice changes the brain.


Perhaps one of the clearest examples of this idea is to look at the brains of musicians. A series of research studies show that learning to play music rewires the regions of the brain involved in processing sound (auditory cortex) and the integration of input to output (somatosensory cortex), as happens when a trumpet player monitors the pressure of the lips in playing the instrument, or when the hands of a pianist are in motion. The extent of brain change correlates with the age at which musical training began, the type of instrument learned, and the duration and intensity of practice.15 We can rewire our brains, just as an electrician rewires a house, and science is beginning to show the possible range of such rewiring, as well as its limits.16


However, we can rewire our brains in ways that aren’t always helpful. For example, musicians can overpractice, creating focal hand dystonia (involuntary contraction and spasms of the muscles) by being too forceful in musical practice.17 By better understanding how practice influences the brain, we can perfect aspects of training and correct errors when they arise. The same may be true for mindfulness: With a better understanding of both the positive and negative consequences of mindfulness practice, you can hone its helpful aspects and minimize the harmful ones. For instance, a helpful application of mindfulness practice might be to enhance your awareness of negative behavior like gossip or self-destructive criticism, and an unhealthy application might be practicing mindfulness to yield praise from others. It is important to remember that mindfulness is a means of attending to experiencing and honing your ability at discernment; how mindfulness is integrated into life involves reflection, understanding, and ultimately the choices you make in the world.


Our brains are dynamic and malleable, just like our genes—whose expression, as already mentioned, is turned on or off as a function of our environmental experiences. In fact, much of twenty-first-century science is focused on the malleability of our biology as a consequence of experience, including the experiences we create through our thoughts, feelings, and actions. The circular nature of this relationship is like the chicken and the egg: Experience shapes our biology, and our biology shapes our experiences. Neither our brains nor our genes are fixed, and mindfulness is a means of discovering their fluidity.


Other Qualities of Mindfulness


Many studies of mindfulness have focused on the outcomes of practice, including changes in health, learning, decision-making, self-knowledge, self-regulation, insight, compassion, and creativity.18 How should such outcomes be included in the definition of mindfulness, if at all? For example, if mindfulness is a tool for heightened self-awareness, how does it relate to our definitions of “self”? We know that at about two years of age a sense of self emerges—that is, an understanding of “I” as compared to “you.” Alongside this sense of self emerges an understanding of time, and soon enough the “presence” of childhood dwindles against the thoughts of past and future that occupy much of adult life. Often we do not separate the “I” part of ourselves from the experiences we have—as in “I am happy” or “I am running”—and we may define ourselves by the rise and fall of our history of experiences (“I am a success,” “I am a failure,” “I am a doctor,” “I am a mom,” and so on). By bringing us to the present moment, mindfulness shows us how we relate to our self. In this way, mindfulness is related to concepts of self and the transcendence of self, a topic we return to throughout this book.


Mindfulness also brings our attention to how we see the world—that is, our conceptual framework of the world. As discussed later, our world is shaped by our experiences and the knowledge we accumulate through science, literature, poetry, and so on. Each person has a somewhat unique view of the world. A conceptual framework is generated by language, culture, and individual experiences from birth to death, memory, and a host of physiological and psychological factors. This framework changes throughout your life—think of how you saw the world at five, at fifteen, at thirty-five—but it plays a powerful ongoing role in how you experience the world. Imagine if you lived in the year 1750 and were introduced to a cell phone or a plasma TV screen. The experience would be inconsistent with your conceptual framework of how the world worked at that point in time, and it might lead you to refuse to believe in the reality of these objects or to attribute their workings to some sort of witchcraft. Mindfulness is attention to experience as it is happening—that is, in the present moment. In Buddhist literature, this kind of attention is often referred to as “bare attention,” or seeing things as they are with no shading from the experience of past events—or in other words, seeing things as they are without reference to your conceptual framework, the memory and mind-set you bring to your experiences. Is this really possible? Can you separate your conceptual framework from your experience? If you can, what would you see?


Mindfulness is a means of asking yourself this question, and studies are suggesting that mindfulness practice can and does shift conceptual frameworks. Scientists have studied other methods throughout history, researching everything from the distorted worldview in many psychiatric disorders (such as psychoses) to the changes in worldview that arise via hallucinogenic drugs, brain tumors, hypnosis, religious convergence, near-death experiences, and other phenomena. For example, in the 1950s Aldous Huxley, as part of a research project on the effects of the hallucinogen mescaline, took the drug, and while he was on it scientists asked him questions and recorded his experiences in real time. When asked about space, Huxley noted, “When I got up and walked about, I could do so quite normally, without misjudging the whereabouts of objects. Space was still there; but it had lost its predominance.” When asked about time, he said, “There seem[ed] to be plenty of it… but exactly how much was entirely irrelevant. I could, of course, have looked at my watch; but my watch, I knew was in another universe. My actual experience had been, was still, of an indefinite duration or alternatively of a perpetual present made up of one continually changing apocalypse.”19 Huxley experienced a change in his conceptual framework of space and time. A similar shift happened to Jill Bolte Taylor, a neuroscientist, when she experienced a left-hemisphere brain hemorrhage. During her stroke, her conceptual framework of the world and her “self” in it shifted as radically as Huxley’s under mescaline. What she saw in the aftermath of this shift was the very nature of the different roles our brain hemispheres play in creating our conceptual frameworks and shaping our realities.20


Mindfulness is a tool we can use to examine conceptual frameworks, to lessen the influence of preconceptions, and to experience “what is” by choice rather than through drugs or neurological damage. Perhaps ironically, this echoes the basic principle of all science: to observe data without preconceived ideas as to what the data will show. Mindfulness and science share this principle about the discovery of knowledge, yet the former approaches it through first-person observational techniques and the latter through third-person observational techniques. As scientists move mindfulness into the lab (both experimentally and naturalistically), we will learn how to view it through a scientific lens, but a true understanding of mindfulness requires this first-person experience as well.


THE ART


With some foundation in an understanding of the many scientific questions, paradigms, and methods by which scientists are approaching mindfulness, let’s turn to an experiential look at mindfulness. This section explores mindfulness from a first-person perspective, offering ways to understand mindfulness practically, as well as examples from our students’ lives. At this point we invite you to give mindfulness a try. This book can describe mindfulness, explain its benefits, and analyze its meaning, but until you try it you are approaching it only on the conceptual level. Mindfulness is fascinating to study, but its transformative power lies in the experience.


Experiencing Mindfulness in Life


What might be an experience of mindfulness? Remember a time in your life when you were in the present moment—for example, strolling in the park, where your visual field came alive, or listening to your favorite music. See how clearly you can recall the scenario and try to remember the details: How did you feel? What did you see, hear, smell, or taste? Perhaps you were outside in nature, the sun was shining, and the sky was an uncompromised blue. Perhaps you were walking through the woods, or in a field or on a beach, and with each step you took you felt something that may be hard to describe but that seemed like a sense of connection with yourself or the natural environment. With each muscle movement you felt invigorated, alive, really “in your body” rather than lost in thought as usual. Perhaps for a little while you felt a welcome relief from countless annoying, trivial, or even important issues that had been bothering you. Perhaps these worries even seemed to evaporate. Simply walking, you were present and connected to the experience.


Most of us have had such an experience at least once in our lives, some of us more frequently. Nature is not the only place where this might happen. Similar feelings of well-being, ease, connection, and peace can come to us at any time. Maybe you have this sense in the midst of creative endeavors, like painting, writing, or making music. Maybe it happens when you are running that second mile, when you are cycling, or during a pickup basketball game. Maybe this is the sense you had when you fell in love and it seemed as if only the two of you existed on the planet. Maybe it accompanied the birth of your child or came to you while taking a walk and holding a grandchild’s hand.


All of these scenarios are common, and most of us experience them at some point in our lives. Most of them happen spontaneously, without trying to make them happen. None of these experiences are particularly mystical, unusual, or exalted. We do not have them while fasting in a cave in the Himalayas but in the middle of our daily life. We may not have known at the time to call them “mindfulness,” yet they are authentic, common, and lived experiences demonstrating our natural capacity to be mindful.


Is Mindfulness for Me?


The idea that mindfulness can have meaning for someone with a demanding job, endless responsibilities, and any one of a variety of religious orientations—including Christian, Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist, or no religion at all—might seem absurd. After all, even if there were some benefit 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 observing 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 (which we talk about throughout the book), you can easily practice it instantaneously by remembering to be aware of your present-moment experience 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 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 mindfulness, 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 awareness, you may also become more discerning of your thoughts, feelings, and actions, and that awareness will give you greater opportunity to make a positive change if you wish to do so. Says Charlie, 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. During my cousin’s college graduation, my mother was so busy photographing him receiving the diploma that she did not actually see him accept it. Her only memory is of fiddling with the camera. 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, making dinner, or engaging in some other routine behavior. We tend to remember crises or extra-special events, but much of ordinary life—the daily activities of showering, grocery shopping, getting dressed, and so on—seems to slip by us. We might call this “living life on automatic pilot”: You are functioning, accomplishing life’s tasks, but it is as if no one is at the controls. You are not appreciating or even experiencing much at all; you literally are missing your life. Have you ever gotten into your car, then gotten out of your car and realized you had no idea what happened in between?


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 attention, and experience it as extra-ordinary. (This may happen for you as you try the eating meditation practice at the end of this chapter!) 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. Spicing up life with mindfulness can change the way you approach ordinary 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 suddenly 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.


From the Past and the Future and 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 regret 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 situations 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 living in a different 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 learning 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. You will learn how to do this in subsequent chapters.


Emma, a twenty-three-year-old aspiring actress, struggled constantly with negative thoughts about herself. After a few weeks of the MAPs class, she came into class elated: “I had 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 working with difficult or negative thinking) and when it is useful to use creative 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. Often times 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 a patient, 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 partner has committed to washing the dishes but you come home and find the kitchen a mess, you may react by getting angry or by isolating yourself or by trying 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 awareness, 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 on an L.A. freeway, and 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 opportunity 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.


Mindful Attitude


A classic definition of mindfulness often includes the words “nonjudgmental,” “open,” “accepting,” and “curious” to describe the attitude you can cultivate when being mindful. 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 mindfulness 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 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 mindfulness. This is not to say that sometimes judging, aversion, fear, and so forth, will not color your mindfulness, but that 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 judgmental 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 I 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 mindfulness 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, Oh, I yelled at my partner 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 shadings from your own reactive patterns or ways of deluding yourself. As you become more mindful, 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 suffer from self-criticism and self-hatred. Learning to develop an accepting attitude through moments of mindfulness helps you develop a kind and compassionate 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. As we saw in the science section, this is mindfulness moving from “state” to “trait.”


Mindfulness 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, despite beautiful sunny weather and an amazing beach, all I could think about was whether or not I should be in Hawaii, or maybe another Central American country. Finally, I said to myself, “If I’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 moment 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 moment 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, busyness, 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 palpable. As the saying goes, we have become “human doings” instead of “human beings.” In the science sections of this book, you will learn that many chronic illnesses (pain, depression, heart disease) may arise when we get the doing and being parts of ourselves out of balance. Mindfulness is a means to rebalance doing and being.


It has become so normal to be incessantly busy that many of us cannot even tolerate the feeling of stopping and slowing down. I 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 stimulation. 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 to 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 assumed that a time 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 to 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.


THE PRACTICE: EATING MEDITATION


This introductory exercise provides an excellent experiential understanding of mindfulness. We recommend that you try this practice with a grape or any simple fruit.


Settle back in your meditation posture, 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 supermarket. It actually has a long history. As I describe this, let your mind imagine the history of the grape. Feel free to make other associations on your own.


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 grape. 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 vines, 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 trucks. And we don’t know the circumstances under which the farm workers lived and worked; perhaps their lives were quite difficult. We do know that each person had a set of parents. And 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. And 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 this grape to market? Who tarred, cemented, and paved those roads? Let your mind consider this. Make one more connection you haven’t yet thought of or I haven’t descrribed.


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 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 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 awareness 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, Oh, it’s not as good, or, Oh, this one’s better than the one I had last week. Maybe you want another 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.


20






OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
=] QoaKschette





OEBPS/images/9780306829437.jpg
“Fully Present encourages each one of us to explore mindfulness from

the inside out for our own benefit and the greater well-being of the world.”

—JON KABAT ZINN, bestselling author of Wherever You Go, There You Are
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