MINDFULNESS MEDITATION
Introduction to Basic Mindfulness Skills

People travel to wonder at the height of the mountains, at the huge waves of the sea, at
the long course of rivers, at the vast compass of the ocean, at the circular motion of the
stars; and they pass by themselves without wondering.

— St. Augustine

WHAT IS MINDFULNESS?

Mindfulness refers to a set of attentional skills that gradually increase one’s baseline level
of satisfaction and decrease one’s baseline level of suffering.

WHY PRACTICE MINDFULNESS?

The aim of mindfulness training is not to achieve a temporary state of relaxation that is
present when you meditate and then vanishes during the rest of the day, but to gradually
increase your baseline of concentration, sensory clarity and equanimity throughout the
day.

With consistent practice, mindfulness helps set the stage for personal growth and
maturity.

e To decrease the experience of suffering due to physical and emotional discomfort.
This is not necessarily the same as being without physical and emotional
discomfort.

e To increase the satisfaction of physical and emotional pleasure. Fulfillment is not
necessarily dependant on the intensity, variety, or duration of the pleasure itself.

e To cultivate a deeper understanding of oneself.

e To sabotage ourselves less (i.e. to stop being our own worst enemy).

e To let go of old negative patterns of behavior and acquire new positive ones.

e To cultivate an abiding sense of connection to the world and people around us and
to serve others more effectively.

WHAT SKILLS ARE DEVELOPED BY MINDFULNESS PRACTICE?

e Concentration. The ability to attend to what is considered relevant at a given
time and to let go of what is determined to be irrelevant, any time you want, for as
long as you want. Concentration power is the single most universally applicable
and most deeply empowering skill that a human being can cultivate.
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e Sensory clarity. The ability to distinguish and keep track of the components of
sensory experience as they arise in various combinations, moment-by-moment.
The basic building blocks of sensory experience include physical-type sensations
in your body, emotional-type sensations in your body, external visual stimuli,
mental images, external sounds, and internal conversations.

e Equanimity. A balanced state of non-interference. It can be thought of as an
attitude of gentle matter-of-factness with regard to your sensory experience.
Equanimity comes from the Latin word aequus meaning balanced, and animus
meaning spirit or internal state.

In the physical world we say a person has lost balance if they fall to one side or
another. In the same way a person loses internal balance if they fall into one or the
other of the following contrasting reactions:

e Suppression — A state of thought/feeling arises and we attempt to cope
with it by stuffing it down, denying it, tightening around it.

e ldentification — A state of thought/feeling arises and we fixate it, hold onto
it inappropriately, not letting it arise, spread and pass with its natural
rhythm.

Between suppression on one side and identification on the other lies a third
possibility, the balanced state of non-self-interference (equanimity).

MINDFULNESS EQUATIONS

Suffering = Pain x Resistance
A person’s subjective sense of suffering is directly proportional to the intensity of
discomfort present and the degree to which the natural flow of that discomfort is
impeded. Conversely, a person’s subjective sense of suffering is inversely proportional to
the degree to which one is able to monitor that discomfort with specificity.

In other words:

e When resistance goes up, suffering tends to increase.
e When mindfulness goes up, suffering tends to decrease.

Satisfaction = Pleasure + Grasping

A person’s subjective sense of satisfaction is inversely proportional to the degree to
which the pleasure is subject to grasping. Conversely, A person’s subjective sense of
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satisfaction is directly proportional to the intensity of pleasure present and the degree to
which one can monitor that pleasure with specificity.

In other words:

e When grasping goes up, satisfaction tends to decrease.
e When mindfulness goes up, satisfaction tends to increase.

Mindfulness x Equanimity = Insight + Catharsis

When mindfulness and equanimity are applied to any aspect of sensory experience, the
result is insight and catharsis.

Insight refers to various aspects related to understanding how your sense of a self is being
generated moment by moment. Your ability to clearly notice the components of sensory
experience grows as you develop concentration. This leads to a more direct awareness
that the nature of everything in and around us is to constantly change.

Catharsis refers to an internal cleaning out that occurs when we pay attention without
interfering. It does not necessarily include the external experience of catharsis we often
take as evidence of personal change (intense surface displays of emotion). When we
practice refraining from the constant pushing and grasping on our sensory experiences,
they begin to take on a quality analogous to digestion or getting a massage.

SOME INSIGHTS INTO RESISTANCE
Steven Pressfield, from his book The War of Art

e We’re wrong if we think we’re the only ones struggling with resistance. Everyone who
has a body experiences resistance.

¢ Resistance obstructs movement only from a lower sphere to a higher. It kicks in when
we seek to pursue a calling in the arts, launch an innovative enterprise, or evolve to a
higher station morally, ethically, or spiritually. So if you’re in Calcutta working with
the Mother Teresa Foundation and you’re thinking of bolting to launch a career in
telemarketing...relax. Resistance will give you a free pass.

e Like a magnetized needle floating on a surface of oil, resistance will unfailingly point
to true North—meaning that calling or action it most wants to stop us from doing. We
can use this. We can use it as a compass. We can navigate by resistance, letting it guide
us to that calling or action that we must follow before all others. Rule of thumb: The
more important a call or action is to our soul’s evolution, the more resistance we will
feel toward pursuing it.
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e The most pernicious aspect of procrastination is that it can become a habit. We don’t
just put off our lives today; we put them off till our deathbed. Never forget: This very
moment, we can change our lives. There never was a moment, and never will be, when
we are without the power to alter our destiny. This second, we can turn the tables on
resistance. This second, we can sit down and do our work.

IMPORTANT TERMS RELATED TO THE TECHNIQUES

The goal of mindfulness practice is to precisely track what you’re experiencing and to let
things come and go with detachment. To create a structure for that to occur, we’ll use
noting and labeling.

Noting
To note something means to notice it and then focus on it intently (but gently) for a few
seconds.

Noting consists of two parts:
(2) an initial noticing which takes place in a fraction of a second
(2) a period of intently yet gently focusing on what you noticed

Labeling

You have the option of accompanying the noting with labeling. To label means to think
or say a word or phrase that describes what you are noting. For breath awareness, the
labels could be “in” for the inhale and “out” for the exhale.

Other examples:

e Blank — The sense of darkness and/or brightness in front of or behind your closed
eyes.
¢ Relaxed — Any perception of bodily repose or muscle relaxation.

Pacing

Note and label at a leisurely pace, allowing about five to ten seconds between each label.
This pace allows you to soak in and savor each experience as you note it. It also
establishes a rhythm and feedback loop to help you become aware when your mind has
wandered off.

Tone

When you speak the labels out loud, use a low, gentle, matter-of-fact tone of voice. When
you think the labels, create the same tone in your mental voice. The tone of voice helps
put you into a deeper state of focus and concentration.
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EASY REST
Shinzen Young (www.shinzen.org)

You can use Easy Rest to...

Increase your general level of concentration power

The more continuously you concentrate on restful states the better you feel, motivating you
to concentrate even more continuously. This clever strategy creates a positive feedback loop
that revs up your concentration power. Thus Easy Rest is an easy way to get a sense of what
a highly concentrated state tastes like. As you become familiar with that, you’ll find that you
can get the same taste during other endeavors such as study, work, interpersonal
relationships, exercise, sports, music, lovemaking, prayer and so forth.

Deal with physical discomfort

Focusing on restful states such as Blank and Relaxed creates a container of equanimity.
Within that container physical discomforts (pain, fatigue, heat, cold, sleepiness, hunger...)
can come and go with less “stickiness” and hence less suffering. Even though you are not
paying attention to the discomfort you are still processing it and purifying consciousness. The
main factor that breaks up blockages is equanimity, and you’re using the restful states to
induce equanimity.

Deal with emotional discomfort

The concept here is essentially the same as that for physical discomfort. Emotional
discomfort arises through one or a combination of bothersome images/negative talk in your
mind combined with unpleasant feel flavors in your body (i.e., body sensations of anger, fear,
sadness, shame, impatience, disgust...). Just as in the case of physical discomfort, even
though you are focusing away from the sensory challenge you are still reducing suffering
through the power of equanimity. It requires (and thus creates) a lot of equanimity to let a
“Feel-Image-Talk storm” play itself out without needing to do something about it.

Feel good
Cultivating the restful states allows you to have a source of sensory satisfaction that is
available anytime you want, no matter what your situation may be.

Weaken urges that lead to behaviors you regret

When the urge to do an undesired behavior (overeating, use a substance, procrastinate on a
responsibility...) comes up you can weaken its power by focusing away from it on to the
restful states. The idea is to keep focusing on the relaxation and blankness and derive
fulfillment from them until the urge passes. If you do this consistently enough, the urge will
eventually lose its power over your life. So Easy Rest is not just a way to feel good
subjectively, it’s also a way to improve how you behave objectively.

The Easy Rest Technique
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1. Start by placing some attention in the darkness/brightness in front of/behind your
closed eyes and some attention over your whole body.

Then begin to note Blank (the sense of darkness and/or brightness in front of or
behind your closed eyes) or Relaxed (any perception of bodily repose or muscle
relaxation).

If all you’re aware of is Blank, note “Blank.”

If all you’re aware of is Relaxed, note “Relaxed.”

If, at any given moment, both are available just choose on to focus on.
It doesn’t matter which one.

Focus on that Blank or Relaxed for a few seconds (unless it disappears
immediately).

After those few seconds, note again either the same experience or a
different one.

2. Let other things arise in the background if they wish.

As you note Blank or Relaxed, other things (Touch, Feel, Image, Talk or
Sound) may arise, perhaps quite intensely. That’s perfectly okay. Let them
arise but in the background of your attention while the foreground of
attention is occupied by Blank or Relaxed.

If you get pulled away into one of those distractions, gently return to the
Blank or Relaxed. Spoken labels may help.

3. You can still focus on rest even when there is a lot of unrest.

Remember that to experience Blank does not require that mental
images be absent. And to experience Relaxed does not require that
your body be free from all discomfort, tension or agitation. You can
have a lot of unrest in your mind and body and still be doing the
technique perfectly!

4. Remember you have options.

You can speak or think labels or note without labeling, whatever
works for you in a given moment.

You can zoom in, zoom out or zoom both ways or not intentionally
zoom, whatever works for you in a given moment.

You can intentionally restrict what you note to just Blank or just
Relaxed, or you can use the basic format of free floating between
them.

You can create restful states by...
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o Opening then closing your eyes to enhance the
darkness/brightness.

o Intentionally relaxing individual body parts to create local
relaxation, or straightening up and settling in to create whole
body relaxation.

BREATH PLEASURE
Shinzen Young

Oxygen Pleasure

Breathe out and hold your breath for just a few seconds. Notice how discomfort arises as
you do this. Then, when you’re ready, breathe in and notice the pleasant sensation that
contrasts with that discomfort. The pleasure of the nurturing oxygen filling your lungs.
Focus in on that pleasure as you breathe in. Now, on each in breathe, from beginning to
end, focus all your attention on that oxygen pleasure. Let any physical discomfort,
emotions, and thoughts be in the background, to the best of your ability. Don’t worry
about the out breath for now.

Relaxation Pleasure

Now, take a slow in breath and notice how there’s some effort when you breathe in—the
muscles have to work. Then breathe out and notice by way of contrast that the out breath
requires no effort at all. It’s passive. It just happens. And therefore, there’s a natural
quality of relaxing associated with the out breath. Now, on each out breath, from
beginning to end, focus on that relaxation pleasure. Physical discomfort, emotions, and
thoughts may clamor for attention, but to the best of your ability, focus on that relaxation
pleasure.

Breath Pleasure

Now, on the in breath, focus on the oxygen intake pleasure, and on the out breath, focus
on the relaxation pleasure, so that there’s an alternation of two kinds of pleasure. Use the
fact that feels good as a motivation to develop continuous contact with either one or the
other of the pleasures, taking you away from any discomfort, away from your thoughts,
away from your emotions, and developing a high state of concentration.
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LOVINGKINDNESS MEDITATION
Sharon Salzberg, from her book Lovingkindness

If we step back far enough, we can begin to see that all of us share a desire for the same
things for ourselves and the people closest to us: safety, happiness, good health, and some
degree of ease. Habitual acknowledgement of these shared core desires is not so much
about changing something as it is about eroding the internal barriers we continually build
without awareness. Over time, this exercise can foster an improved sense of connection
between ourselves and the many “others” we encounter in our lives.

May I/you be safe.

May I/you be happy.

May I/you be healthy.

May I/you find some ease in my life as it is.

HOMEWORK

Please approach these exercises as fun experiments. Look for the effects that accompany
trying to pay closer attention instead of being frustrated with yourself for not being more
mindful. New skills always take time to develop. Be patient with yourself,

1. Ten to fifteen minutes of practice each day using the technique of your choice.

2. Give one activity each day your full attention. Make it something simple and non-
verbal such brushing your teeth, taking a shower, eating a snack, walking around
the block, or starting the car.

3. STOP*atred lights or whenever you find yourself waiting. The following steps
should take about 15 seconds.

e Stop whatever you’re doing. Pause for a moment.

e Take a slow, aware breath.

e Observe your breath just as it is or with an emphasis on pleasant
sensations associated with taking in oxygen or relaxing on the exhale—or
both.

e Proceed. Continue with whatever you were doing.

Please explore working with various triggers which you find personally effective
for this exercise. Stoplights are just one idea to get you started.

*From Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction
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