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What is mindfulness?

Mindfulness, which comes from Zen Buddhism, can be defined as “non-judgmental awareness in the present moment.”  Simply put, it means being right here right now.  

While this is a simple concept, it is far from easy to practice, because our usual state (when not directly engaged in a task, and sometimes even when we are) is to be everywhere but here and now.  We are constantly “in our heads” --  planning, worrying, remembering, judging, ruminating, and so on – rather than present for what is happening right here.   We are quite often thinking about the future or past, rather than the present.  We are thinking about what’s coming next, what happened earlier, what might happen in the future, what we should have said last night, what we’re going to have for dinner, etc.  Even if we are thinking about what’s happening in the present, our busy thoughts and judgments often keep us from just experiencing it. 

It’s not our fault that we do this; it’s simply the way our brains evolved.  Because of the way we process information and learn language, our brains naturally generate thoughts continually, often in the form of language.   It helps us do what we need to do to live in a complex verbal world.  Sometimes it’s necessary for our bodies to be on autopilot while we go about our day.  But, it sometimes gets in the way of being present for our lives.

Why practice mindfulness?  

There are lots of reasons to practice mindfulness. In my view, mindfulness is helpful in two major ways:  it can reduce negative experiences and enhance positive ones.  In the first instance, it can help us break out of old, automatic patterns of negative thoughts and feelings.  For example, your early learning experience may have taught you that if you speak your mind you will be punished or criticized.  Therefore, you may have learned to keep your opinions to yourself, and to express displeasure through “passive aggressive” behavior.  Or perhaps you learned to automatically blame yourself when things go wrong.  Or you react with irritability to your spouse or children despite your best intentions.  Mindfulness can help us become more aware of what’s happening in the moment, to learn to recognize when these automatic patterns are occurring, and to change them.  With practice, we can learn to act mindfully rather than react automatically.  

The second major way mindfulness helps is what I referred to earlier:  it allows us to be present for our experiences, to live them while they are happening.  Because of all the busy mental activity we often miss a lot of what’s going on.  Have you ever had the experience of being at a great performance or lecture and suddenly realize you missed a good portion of it because your attention drifted?  Or had to ask someone to repeat something?  Or had a child accuse you of not listening?  Of course everyone has these moments, but in the extreme they can interfere with our ability to enjoy life.  If you are aware in the present, there is so much that is beautiful and fascinating and joyful and that gives life meaning.  Your appreciation, satisfaction, and well-being are all increased by being more mindful.

At the very least, “mindlessness” causes us to miss out on some of the simple joys of life.  At worst, it causes suffering, as when we are trapped in old patterns that may have developed out of necessity but are no longer adaptive.  Sometimes both are true at the same time.  If you can’t relax even when you’re not working because you’re constantly thinking about work, or how you look, or about something bad happening; you’re paying a double price, because you’re in the grip of an unhappy thought pattern and you’re missing out on the fun you could be having. 

Is there any scientific evidence for mindfulness?

Yes, there are a growing number of studies that show that mindfulness 1) can be measured, 2) can be increased with practice, and 3) brings real benefits.  These benefits include improvements in physical health (e.g., blood pressure, immune functioning), psychological well-being (e.g., self-esteem, stress regulation, and mood), and relationships (e.g., closeness and acceptance).  Benefits have been demonstrated not only during mindfulness practice but also in the daily life of people practicing mindfulness.

How can I practice mindfulness?

There are many ways to practice mindfulness, and you don’t have to be a Buddhist monk to do it.  One of the simplest ways is to pay attention to your breath, because that is always here and now.  You simply sit and breathe, watching your breath as it goes in and out.  You can also practice mindful walking, where you walk slowly and feel each footstep.  You can eat mindfully, keeping your attention on the smell, texture and taste of food.  You can do dishes or laundry mindfully.  Anything you do, you can do it with mindful awareness of the experience as it is happening.  You can also learn to observe your own thoughts and feelings, and therefore be aware of your internal experiences rather than just being swept up in them.  

All of these practices are more difficult than they sound, because of the natural tendency of our busy minds and wandering attention.  It requires discipline and intention to take hold of your attention and bring it back to the present, over and over again.  But each time you do that you are practicing mindfulness, and the more you practice the easier and more natural it becomes.  

