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INTRODUCTION, ORIENTATION AND WELCOME  

We, the leaders of this program, warmly invite you to travel on a path that leads to wellbeing, 
happiness and the freedom from the anguish of stress, anxiety and depression. The primary 
aims of these programs are to help you cultivate mindfulness, kindness, concentration and 
wisdom. These skills and qualities help to prevent the relapse of depression as well as manage 
anxiety and stress. In particular, mindfulness is considered as a way to help deal with difficult 
and painful thoughts and emotions and generally reduce or stop us getting caught up in old 
unhelpful reactive patterns.   

 
Mindfulness-based stress management skills take time to develop and integrate. To avoid 
disappointment, it is best to have realistic expectations about the program or course and 
understand that progress is best measured over years and months rather than weeks and days. 
The skills that you will learn and the insight you will develop from this program can be used 
throughout your whole life and will serve to protect you from falling back in unhelpful patterns 
associated with stress, anxiety and depression.   

 

Commitment and homework  

Like any skill, developing mindfulness requires energy and practise. We strongly encourage that 
you practise this practice because it leads to skills development and insight.  There is 
homework to do, which we have called “Activities to do between sessions ”.  The main 
homework we encourage commitment to, is devoting some time every day to purposefully 
practising mindfulness skills.  We encourage that, as the course progresses, you build up the 
time you practise a formal mindfulness exercise (such as mindfulness of breath) to at least 45-
50 minutes a day. Depending on your temperament, the type of mindfulness exercise can vary. 
You may choose, for example, mindfulness in daily activities and actions, movement exercises 
(such as Chi Kung or yoga), walking (slow or fast), mindful physical exercise such as swimming, 
and of course, meditation in sitting postures. We also understand that finding time to do formal 
mindfulness exercises may be difficult.  If you can‟t practise the ideal, it is extremely important 
to be kind to your self, not fall into feeling inadequate or guilty, and simply do the best you can 
with what is appropriate and suitable for you.  
 
You will also notice that there are written exercises to do if you find them useful. The benefit of 
the written work varies from individual to individual. If you find these types of exercises useful 
we strongly encourage you to put in the effort to do them.  

 

Being in a group.  

We have all come to this program for different reasons and we may be different ages and from 
different backgrounds.  Some of you may know nothing about mindfulness and never have 
practised, whilst others may be very experienced.  Something that unites us regardless of age 
and experience is that we want to learn about mindfulness and are willing to do this in a group 
format.  Many of you have been in groups and even conducted groups yourselves. In order that 
groups run smoothly and the conditions are conducive to learning there is always a need to 
clarify basic agreements. Even though most of these agreements are obvious we like to clarify 
them so that there is no confusion.  

1. No drugs or alcohol. If you use non-prescription drugs or alcohol we ask you not to come 
to the group under their influence.  

2. Punctuality. We ask you to be punctual because it is easy for lateness to become a habit 
and our time together is precious.  
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3. Letting someone know if you can‟t come. If you are unable to come for a particular 
session, please let us know.  

4. Letting people have their say.  Part of each session is devoted to either a leader 
presenting a topic or us (together) sharing our wisdom about life and ways to be free. We 
will be discussing many issues, especially about ways to manage stress, anxiety and 
depression with mindfulness and related strategies.  If you are the type of person who 
talks a lot please be sensitive to let others have their say. If you are the type who 
becomes shy to speak up, please see this course as an opportunity for you to have your 
say if you wish.  

5. Appropriate disclosure and being discreet. Even though our discussions will be 
therapeutic, please understand that this is a skills based program and not a „therapy 
group‟.   Therapy groups often involve individuals talking about their personal issues and 
sharing lots of personal information.  These types of groups can be very beneficial. Our 
collection of individuals, however, is not one of these groups. If you have a personal 
crisis that you need to talk about, we cannot give it the time it may need in this group 
context. This group cannot be used as a substitute for personal counseling or an 
opportunity to ventilate personal problems.   

6. Confidentiality. Even though we ask you to be discreet, some personal disclosure 
inevitably and often occurs. When this does occur please respect each other‟s privacy 
and maintain confidentiality about it.  

7. Let us know if problems with the practice arise. Meditation is an enormously beneficial 
practice.  But like anything there can be problems or negative side effects. If weird and 
uncomfortable reactions occur let us know before they spiral into problems. Similarly, if 
you find that the practice is making your stress, anxiety and depression worse, talk to us 
about it so the problem can be addressed earlier rather than later. If you don‟t feel 
comfortable talking about practice issues within a group setting talk to a leader during a 
break, by phone or make an appointment to see one of the leaders at the earliest 
convenience.   

8. Cultivating respect and kindness. The theme of this group is finding ways to be free from 
those tendencies that cause suffering.  Finding freedom is dependent on favorable 
conditions. We are united in that we all suffer in some way or other. It is extremely 
important that the group space is one of acceptance and respectful kindness.  We ask 
you to be kind to yourself and others.  

9. Being careful of destructive patterns.  Being kind to ones self and others involves not 
being lost in behaviours that are generally unhelpful for the health and wellbeing of all 
group member. These behaviours are those types of intentional actions that hinder 
progress towards the aims of the program.  Some of these behaviours may include:   

 Cynical reluctance to try the activities that are suggested. 

 Intentionally speaking in ways that may harm or hurt any members of the group 
including a leader. 

 Purposefully acting in ways that harm or hurt any members of the group. 

 Being argumentative and overly critical in ways that are not constructive. 

 Inciting discontent in other group members such as complaining that the group 
processes are not useful when these statements are not founded. 

 Purposefully coming excessively late on a regular basis or in some other way 
causing disruptions to the group. 

 

How to use the workbook and recordings 

It is not essential to read all the handouts. It is, however, recommended as they serve as 
reminders to points covered in sessions. Some of you will find the ideas expressed in this 
workbook to be common sense and the exercises simple, while others may find the ideas hard 
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to understand and the exercises difficult to practise. Everyone is different. The workbook should 
therefore be utilised to the degree that each individual finds helpful.    
 
It is possible to not attend a group and use the workbook and recordings in “self-help” manner, 
picking and choosing that which may be relevant to you.  It is generally recommended, 
however, that you attend a group and get suitable instruction and guidance from someone 
experienced in mindfulness and related practices.  This workbook can be tailored and used 
individually or for group based courses consisting of either 4, 6, 8, 10 or 12 weekly sessions and 
in some cases whole or half days of practice. The workbook, as it is, has been written for either 
a basic eight-session course with the possibility of four extra extension sessions or a twelve- 
session course specifically for the treatment of Generalised Anxiety Disorder (GAD).  The order 
of the sessions varies for the GAD course, but the contents are the same.  
 
The handouts make reference to guided meditations, and audio CDs are provided as part of the 
program. With the original GAD course, 3 CD‟s with 12 different guided tracks were provided. 
Now, however, 27 different guided meditation exercise tracks are available. Some of these 
tracks are available as free download MP3s from www.buddhanet.net  (go to audio, then to 
guided meditations then to Malcolm Huxter). Some other tracks may also be available from 
www.malhuxter.com or www.malhuxter.blogspot.com . 
 
Some exercises may not suit the individual and some practitioners may choose not to use the 
recorded meditations at all. Some meditations may be timely whilst other meditations may not 
be timely or be inappropriate. You are advised to consider the guided meditations offered and 
utilise those that may be helpful. When you feel confident, you can practise the chosen 
meditation exercise or exercises without the aid of a recording.   There are probably hundreds 
of different ways to meditate. It is usually best to find a meditation practice that suits and be 
consistent with it. It is also helpful to experiment and to combine a variety of different meditation 
practices if they support each other. Ultimately, with a broad repertoire, you can utilise practices 
as and when they are needed.    
 

Skilful applications 

Though this workbook can be used in a self-help manner, it was originally designed as a 
reference manual for course participants who received suitable instruction.  Skilled guidance is 
particularly important if you have had, or suffer from a clinical condition such as severe 
depression, debilitating anxiety disorder or some form of psychosis.   
 

Severe depression  

As far as depression is concerned, the exercises explained in this workbook are most helpful as 
a way to prevent relapse once an individual is over an episode. Those who are severely 
depressed may not be able to concentrate enough to read the workbook and do many of the 
mindfulness exercises, thus not benefiting much from the program. Sometimes, attempts to 
practise mindfulness may be misunderstood and shift to unhelpful self-analysis and rumination, 
which only makes the depression worse. In these cases, anti–depressant medication may be 
necessary and can be used with suitable mindfulness exercises to help cultivate concentration. 
Mindfulness of daily activities and gross movements, such as physical exercise can help to 
strengthen concentration and shift attention away from unhelpful rumination. Recommendations 
discussed in the first few sessions can also be helpful. Having goals, supportive social contact 
and finding pleasant and fulfilling activities to do and doing them are particularly helpful ways of 
coping with severe depression.  
 

http://www.buddhanet.net/
http://www.malhuxter.com/
http://www.malhuxter.blogspot.com/
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Anxiety and other conditions 

We ask you to understand that there are other specialised group and individual programs for 
conditions such as violent and abusive temperament, drug and alcohol abuse, eating disorders, 
chronic pain, complicated grief, personality disorder, social phobia, agoraphobia, panic disorder, 
obsessive-compulsive disorder and post-traumatic stress.  Nonetheless, the exercises and 
concepts described in this workbook may be helpful with a variety of anxiety disorders and other 
conditions.  Of all the anxiety conditions, this program and workbook is most suited to 
Generalised Anxiety Disorder (GAD), and research using this program for GAD has had positive 
results.    
 
Psychosis or mania 
Working though the program and reading the handouts is not recommended for those who are 
acutely psychotic or manic.  In these situations medication is usually the best option and 
working closely with a mental health practitioner is highly recommended. A mental health 
practitioner may, however, utilise some ideas and exercises found in the program and 
handouts. Mindfulness in daily activities, mindful physical exercise and progressive relaxation, 
found in the first few sessions, may be helpful in these circumstances.  Therapist assisted 
understanding of “urge surfing”, which is explained in one of the later sessions may be helpful to 
offset over engagement with manic emotions. Generally, however, the ideas and exercises in 
this workbook are best utilised when one is over an episode. 
 
Undesirable reactions   
When new to the practice, mindfulness can be confused with focusing on oneself and one‟s 
distress, an unhelpful habit, which is also known as self-focussed attention. When one focuses 
on one‟s distress and the circumstances surrounding it, the effect can be unsettling and if 
vulnerable, unwanted reactions can be triggered.  Self-focussed attention is particularly 
prevalent with individuals who are prone to panic attacks or depressive episodes. 
 
With depressive episodes, self-focused attention can draw attention to negative self-concepts or 
beliefs. This can trigger feelings of being overwhelmed and distressed.  
 
Panic attacks refer to the sudden and rapid onset of the fight or flight mechanisms of fear. 
Obviously these mechanisms have a biological function. When the fear function is not 
necessary, however, panic attacks can be extremely debilitating and develop into a disorder. 
When individuals suffer with panic disorder, there is a tendency to focus on physical sensations 
and misinterpret the significance of these sensations.  Some mindfulness exercises require 
practitioners to bring attention to physical sensations or the breath. Sometimes these exercises 
can be distressing for those who suffer with panic disorder because of self focussed attention 
and catastrophic misinterpretations. 
 
Mindfulness is not the same as self-focussed attention. With mindfulness, distress may be 
brought into awareness but is seen with curiosity, acceptance, in context and does not need to 
be taken personally or misinterpreted.  Exercises explained throughout this workbook, which 
cultivate awareness of external events, such as mindfulness of sound, can help to deal with 
self-focussed attention. If one is vulnerable, skilled guidance can be particularly helpful. With 
panic disorder, sufferers are encouraged to slowly and gradually become familiar with physical 
sensations so they need not elicit panic reactions.  
 
Another untoward reaction is Relaxation Induced Anxiety (RIA). This reaction occurs when 
some individuals relax, and, in the process of relaxation, unresolved emotional issues surface 
and trigger anxiety.  Again, the workbook details how to deal with emotional issues but, 
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nonetheless, caution is warranted. The advice and support of experienced practitioners can be 
particularly helpful.  
 
Those who choose to use the handouts and recordings in a self-help manner should monitor for 
untoward reactions. If exercises lead to calm and peaceful states of heart-mind, continue their 
use. If, however, a particular exercise causes distress that is unsettling and overwhelming, 
suspend using that exercise for a period and utilise coping skills that are helpful. Later, as 
confidence builds and it is timely, the distress eliciting exercises can be revisited in a sensitive 
and wise manner.  Such timely exposure to anxiety provoking experiences can be helpful and 
healing, but it should be done gradually.  The healing process of exposure is explained as the 
course progresses.  
 

Mindful movement 

Posture and movement are important components of mindfulness practice. You will be invited to 
participate in mindful movement in the form of gentle yoga, Chi Kung or self-massage 
throughout this course. The gentle movements we show are demonstrated as some ways you 
can be mindful of posture and movement. They are voluntary and you must use your own 
discretion about their appropriateness or inappropriateness for you and your body. Please do 
not do anything that causes pain or you feel may be damaging. You need to judge and be 
responsible for yourself. All these movement exercises are completely voluntary and you can sit 
out if you wish.  All exercises (emotional and physical) are voluntary and participants choosing 
to do these exercises are asked to do so in a responsible manner that respects their personal 
ability and limitations and in a way that is not harmful. 
 
Thank you for finding the time to read this introduction to the course. We, the leaders of this 
course, welcome you to this liberating journey with openhearted warmth and gratitude. We hope 
that we can share with you our understanding about cultivating mindfulness wisdom, kindness 
and joy and we wish you all the best. 
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SESSION ONE: STRESS, DEPRESSION AND ANXIETY, AND WAYS 
TO BE FREE WITH MINDFULNESS.  

Session overview 

The aims of this session are to begin to understand how we get stuck in stressful patterns and 

discover some ways we can break free from these unhelpful habits. We will also begin to 

understand depression and anxiety and what it means to be free from these conditions.  Stress, 

the causes of stress, freedom from stress and ways to be free, will be described as four truths 

about life. Though it is true that we may suffer with stress, anxiety and depression, it is also true 

that we can find freedom from the suffering. Mindfulness, which sometimes means 

remembering to be here now, is one skill that can help us find freedom and happiness.  

Mindfulness will be introduced as an important part of the way that we can short circuit stressful 

habits.  

   

The first truth: Being overwhelmed and unhappy or stressed 

Stress is a word that everyone uses but there is not agreement on what it means. There are 

many different ways stress is described and explained. Sometimes it is simply described as that 

which is difficult to bear. Sometimes we may be stressed because something very difficult may 

occur to us, like becoming ill. Stress can involve the despair we feel when we don‟t get what we 

want, or get what we don‟t want or we lose that which is dear to us. Another way to think about 

stress is when demands are more than our ability to cope, and as a result we react physically, 

emotionally, with our thoughts and with our behaviours.  All sorts of emotions like being out of 

control with anger, feeling depressed, anxious, worried and tense have been related to stress. 

Being overwhelmed by things that are happening within us and around us is another way to 

describe stress.  
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Physical, emotional, mental and behavioural reactions  

When we are stressed we may act mindlessly, doing things without care and attention, and 

make mistakes. Some of the behavioural reactions involved in stress include acting in ways that 

are harmful for our self or others either in the short term or long term. Like, for example, getting 

hijacked by destructive urges and hurting ourselves or hurting people we care about. Other 

examples of behavioural reactions could include drinking or smoking or drugging as a way to 

cope. Unfortunately these types of behaviours can lead to heedlessness or becoming physically 

unwell. Feeling angry, worried, confused, jealous, frightened or depressed are emotions that 

may be involved with stress. At a physical level stress may lead to muscle tension, increased 

heart rate, increased blood pressure, sweating, diarrhoea, nausea, aches and pains, headaches 

and a whole range of illnesses. Mental reactions to stress could include not being able to think 

clearly, lack of focus, forgetfulness and more.   

 

 

Demand 

Ability to 

cope  

Demands are more than our ability to cope. 
Imbalance = stress 

  

Appraisal  evaluation, 
comparison, thinking  

 

Emotional 

reactions 

Physical  
reactions 

Mental  
(thinking) 

reactions 

Behaviour 
reactions 

Stress is a process where demands outweigh our ability 
to cope and our reaction to the imbalance may increase 

the stress we feel. 

When we are stressed we feel out of balance. 

Feedback Feedback 
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Psychologically, stress may lead to symptoms such as depressed mood, anxiety, worry, loss of 

confidence, irritability, and or sense that we have rush because we never have enough time to 

do what we need to do. Patterns of anxiety and depression could be considered as a sense of 

being is out of balance. Though “imbalance” may be a more accurate way of describing 

psychological suffering, the term “disorder” is used in mental health establishments to refer to 

particular symptom patterns that are distressing and or impact on our ability to cope and 

function.  

 

Anxiety and depressive disorders 

There are a many different psychological disorders where people experience anxiety and 

depressive symptoms. Even though there are differences between disorders, symptoms found 

in one disorder may also be found in others. Further to this, everyone is different and so, even 

though many people may have the same disorder, an individual‟s particular symptom pattern is 

unique to them.  Often people do not clearly fit a particular diagnosis or they feel stigmatised by 

having what is happening to them named as a disorder.  As long as people do not identify with 

their disorder, naming them can, however, be very useful. Naming symptom patterns as a 

disorder can help to share information and ultimately help people understand how best to 

manage their distress.    

Names for disorders have changed over the years and will probably change further as science 

refines understanding. At the time of writing these handouts some of the anxiety disorders 

include: 

 Generalised Anxiety Disorder or GAD,  

 Post Traumatic Stress Disorder or PTSD where there are anxiety responses related to 

one or more traumatic situations,  

 Agoraphobia, where there is fear of being in places or situations (such as shopping 

malls, in cinemas, in buses and more) where escape may be difficult or embarrassing, 

 Obsessive Compulsive Disorder or OCD, where there may be strange and unwanted 

thoughts as well as possible compulsions to act in ritualistic ways to neutralise the 

thoughts,   

 Social Phobia where there is excessive fear that others will judge in a negative way and 

as a result the person avoids social circumstances,  

 Panic disorder, where panic attacks happen in situations where most people would not 

be afraid.  
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Depression, as a disorder, is very common and there are few different types that include:  

 Bi-polar disorder (manic depression) where there is clearly a biological illness and there 

are often severe swings between feeling down and manic,    

 Reactive depression where depressive symptoms emerge after a very difficult 

circumstance, 

 Endogenous depression. With the endogenous depression, symptoms emerge without 

any particular reason except, perhaps, chemical imbalances in the brain, 

 Post-natal depression, which affects some mothers within a few months after the birth of 

a child.    

Sometimes depression is categorised as psychotic, melancholic or non-melancholic depending 

on how symptoms present and how severe they may be.  

 

Depression and anxiety  

Depression usually involves a sad, discontented and miserable mood, while anxiety usually 

involves fear and feeling physically excited and on guard. The symptoms of depression and 

anxiety, however, overlap.   For example, a symptom of Generalised Anxiety Disorder (or GAD) 

(a common anxiety disorder)  is uncontrollable worry for at least six months. Those suffering 

with GAD may also experience some of the following symptoms to a degree that interrupts their 

ability to function in life: 

 Restlessness or feeling keyed up, 

 Being easily fatigued, 

 Difficulty concentrating or mind going blank, 

 Irritability, 

 Muscular tension, 

 Sleep disturbance. 
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In a manner similar to GAD the symptoms of major depression can include:  

 Depressed mood, 

 Diminished interest and pleasure, 

 Weight loss or gain, 

 Insomnia or hyper-somnia (over sleeping), 

 Psycho-motor agitation or retardation, 

 Fatigue, 

 Excessive guilt or feelings of worthlessness, 

 Recurrent thoughts of death, 

 Low self esteem, 

 Feelings of hopelessness, 

 Poor concentration or difficulty making decisions. 

                                           
 

The Second Truth: The causes of anxiety and depression  

The causes of anxiety and depressive disorders vary.  Stress, as described earlier, can lead to 

anxiety and depression. Excessive worry and rumination can also lead to these disorders. In 

some cases anxiety and depressive disorders may have physical causes including physical 

illness.  In other cases, significant events, occurring throughout our lives, may lead to emotional 

reactions, anxious or depressed patterns of thought and eventually depression or anxiety. 

Depression and anxiety may also have strong genetic links and the predisposition to be anxious 

or depressed can be inherited. For some people, difficult social circumstances or plain hardship 

may be causal factors. In other cases, depression or anxiety may arise with no particular 

causes.  On the whole, anxiety and depressive disorders can have numerous genetic, 

biological, social and psychological factors, which all interact. 
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Sometimes things just happen and or don‟t work out or we lose something and we feel sad. 

                                               

One point to consider with these disorders is that habitual reactions can be learned.  

We learn habits, both helpful and unhelpful, in many complex ways. One way we learn is 

through behavioural reinforcement. Reinforcement refers to strengthening or supporting 

something. When behaviours are reinforced they are strengthened or increased. When we are 

rewarded or something pleasant occurs at the same time as, or shortly after, a particular 

behaviour, that behaviour is likely to increase and get stronger.  Or, if an unpleasant experience 

is stopped or made less after a particular behaviour, then that behaviour is also likely to 

increase. Reinforcement is one of the main ways in which living creatures, including humans, 

learn.  

 

Psychological patterns driven by avoidance and aggression, craving and addiction or simply 

being unaware can be causative for much of our psychological anguish.  

 

Avoidance and aggression  
Many experiences in life including emotions, thoughts, situations and physical sensations are 

unpleasant. Avoiding what we find unpleasant provides relief, which is reinforcing.  Sometimes 

avoidance is necessary for survival and wellbeing. Often, however, it is not and the more we 

avoid the stronger the habit of avoidance becomes. When avoidance becomes unnecessarily 

habitual, we do not get evidence about the way things actually are. Avoiding some experiences 

may increase our stress and suffering. If we avoid investigating our stress, for example, it may 

become entrenched. Avoidance tends to reduce our ability to learn positive coping skills 

including different ways to think about and respond to difficult experiences.   
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The flip side of avoidance is aggression. Sometimes we are aggressive, mean and nasty to 

ourselves, and this is a cause for an enormous amount of misery. Sometimes we get lost in 

being hostile and aggressive to other people or animals, and this also eventually ties us up in 

contracted knots of unhappiness.   

 

Addictions 
Sometimes, rather than avoiding certain experiences we seek them out because they are 

pleasing and enjoyable. Like avoidance, seeking out experiences is often necessary for 

survival, health and wellbeing. Sometimes, however, the pleasant experiences we want may not 

be conducive to long-term happiness. They may provide pleasure in the short term but, in the 

long run, increase our stress and suffering. In these cases clinging, grasping and craving 

patterns become unhelpful habits. When we are addicted to pleasant experiences at the 

expense of long-term health, happiness and wellbeing we are like slaves to habits of pleasure 

seeking.  

 

                                                       

 

Being unaware 
Sometimes experiences are not particularly pleasant or unpleasant yet we fall into habits with 

them because we simply do no understand and are ignorant about the effects of what we are 

doing.  The more we follow unhelpful habits the more they are reinforced.  

 

Habits driven by addictions, avoidance and/or ignorance can become automatic and 

unconscious. When our lives are ruled by habitually unconscious and automatic patterns our 
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reactions to things may become entrenched. Being trapped in automatic patterns we forget the 

awe-inspiring mystery of life and instead, life seems stuck, flat, stale, dull and grey. Or, we are 

constantly on guard against the possibility that we may meet that which we are avoiding or lose 

that which we enjoy. When we are slaves to automatic and unconscious habits, we fail to see 

the possibilities that life has to offer and we may be bound by anxiety and depression. The 

psychological healing of anxiety and depression is often based around de-conditioning 

unhelpful, habitual and reactive learned responses. 

 

 Some ways to de-condition and be free from unhelpful automatic patterns include:  

 Facing and investigating what we are avoiding,  

 Reducing addictive type patterns and,  

 Developing understanding about our behaviours.  

 

Auto Pilot 

Being on autopilot is one way we become stuck in unhelpful reactions and our anguish is 

reinforced. Very often we do things automatically, without noticing what we‟re doing. We forget 

to pay attention to our present moment realities and instead get entangled, lost and blinkered by 

illusive thoughts including those about the past or future.  

                      

                                               
This course will outline ways that understanding, skilful action, resolve/determination, 

mindfulness and concentration can help us to manage stress.  One function of mindfulness is 

that it helps to develop understanding that can free us enslaving habits. One function of 

concentration is that it gives penetrative power to mindfulness and it can calm and counter 

negative coping responses such as unwarranted and excessive fear. 
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The third truth: Happiness 

Like the word stress, the meaning of happiness varies for different people.  Positive 

psychologists see happiness in three ways:  

1. The simple feeling of enjoyment and pleasure.  

2. The uplifted feelings that are related to getting completely engaged with something, like, 

for example, doing a project, reading a great book, surfing, playing music or sport. 

3. The sense of wellbeing and peace of mind we get when we do something that is 

important or meaningful for us. This could include being kind to someone or helping a 

friend out when they might need us.  Loving and being loved are probably the most 

meaningful things for most people.  

 

Positive psychologists say that the first type of happiness is healthy and very helpful for a sense 

of wellbeing. Unfortunately this type of happiness is precarious because, most of the time, it 

depends on getting what we want. Not only do things that are enjoyable not last, but even if we 

got what we wanted all the time, the way we feel about our acquisitions could also change.  Like 

for example, the first time you go to your favourite restaurant it may be very enjoyable. If 

however, you had the same meal, over and over again, day after day, the level of pleasure 

could quickly wane. Advertising marketing often tries to convince us to buy into the first type of 

happiness. They say that we will be happy when we get what we want. The things that money 

buys can bring happiness to certain point, but we all know that in the long run money can‟t buy 

happiness. For example, multi millionaires and lottery winners aren‟t always very happy.  There 

may be short cuts to the first type of happiness. Like, for example, having endless holidays 

going on spending sprees, having affairs, using drugs and alcohol etc., Unfortunately, the highs 

of holidays do not last, the money quickly runs out on spending sprees and other short cuts may 

have hidden costs that eventually lead to misery and despair. 
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There are no short cuts to the second and third types of happiness because they often depend 

on us doing something, training in some way or other, or creating positive habits.  Being 

engaged and having purpose are more fulfilling types of happiness than just getting pleasure 

and enjoyment. Scientific research shows us that people who have the second and third types 

of happiness are healthier, live longer, have more success with their work and are more able to 

cope with life difficulties.  

Buddhists, who have developed many of the mindfulness practices described in this workbook, 

have ideas about happiness that are consistent with the positive psychologists. They say that 

happiness arises from developing calm and insight. With insight we are able to disentangle 

ourselves from the causes of anguish and are more skilled at creating the causes of happiness. 

They say that one aspect of happiness is a form of contentment with your self and the things 

around you and this contentment comes from wisdom, healthy lifestyles and training the mind 

with mindfulness and concentration.  

The fourth truth: A path of freedom.  

                                                  
How do we manage stress? How do we turn off the autopilot and switch on to life?  
 
There are many ways to short circuit stressful patterns and pathways of happiness. Some of 
these pathways could include:   

 Decreasing demands by, for example, being wise about what we take on and saying no 
to things that could be unhelpfully overwhelming. 

 If we don‟t have a choice with demands, such as when we become ill, we could 
endeavour to change what needs to be changed and accept the things that can‟t be 
changed.   

 We can increase our ability to cope by learning helpful strategies.  

 We can investigate, change and be creative with the way we see and think about 
demands.  

 We can decide to not to do actions that may that hurt or harm ourselves and or others. 
 We can incline towards relinquishing unhelpful mental, emotional, behavioural and 

physical patterns such as the tendencies to be aggressive or stingy.  
 We can incline towards cultivating generosity and kindness both to ourself and other 

beings.  

 We can develop wisdom, which helps us make wise decisions about how to act. 

 WE CAN ALSO CULTIVATE AND TRAIN IN MINDFULNESS, WHICH IS AN 
IMPORTANT SKILLS THAT CAN HELP US ON THE PATH OF HAPPINESS.  
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What is Mindfulness? 

There are several features of mindfulness. Some of these features are:  remembering, attention, 

present centredness, being open minded and purposefulness. Traditional definitions of 

mindfulness emphasise remembering and contemporary psychological perspectives emphasise 

attention. In this workbook both remembering and attention are taken into account. 

 

The original meanings of attention were to “attend to” “care for” and “watch over”. The attention 

aspect of mindfulness could therefore mean caring for and watching over that which is 

happening in the present moment. Mindfulness can refer to remembering to bring kind, open-

hearted attention to experience. Mindfulness has also been described as remembering 

where we are, what we are doing and who we are with (Hanh, 1999).    Other terms used for 

mindfulness include: present centred awareness, detached observation, bare attention, 

remembering to be here now, self awareness, and listening to oneself. Yet another way of 

describing mindfulness is presence.  

 

Though mindfulness often includes bare attention it is often more than just “being aware in the 

moment” as it includes recollection and non-forgetfulness. Mindfulness can only occur in the 

present moment. We can however, mindfully recollect the past, so that we can learn from our 

experience and build wisdom.  Mindfulness can also involve remembering to do something in 

the future. Such as remembering the purpose of what you are doing and not forgetting the 

suitability, timeliness and appropriateness of what is being done.  With mindfulness we track 

change with experience and this helps to develop understanding.  

 

Mindfulness is a coping skill, a way of being and a meditation practice. One psychologist called 

Linehan (1993) has described mindfulness as the practice of observing, describing and 

participating with experience that is done in a non-judgemental, focused (one thing at a 

time) and skilful manner.  

 

Remembering to bring attention to the present or simply enjoying the moment is intrinsically 

liberating from much of our emotional distress. Mindfulness helps to keep us on track with our 

chosen directions. Mindfulness also generally engenders a non-reactive stance that can de-

condition or short circuit unhealthy reactive patterns.  Mindfulness can help us to not be 

seduced and intoxicated with the highs of life while protecting us from not being deceived and 

lost in the lows. Mindfulness is the opposite of being mindlessly on automatic pilot. With 
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mindfulness it is possible to relax with joyous awe to the mystery and beauty of life.  

Mindfulness can help liberate us from stress, anxiety and depression.  

 

                      

Remembering the lessons from the past, remembering your purpose and remembering to 

be here now. 

 

What are we mindful of?  

You can be mindful anywhere and with almost everything in life.  You can be mindful when you 

are playing music, eating, talking, walking, running, sitting, lying down, and breathing. You can 

be mindful as you negotiate a business deal, or when you are gardening. Wherever you are 

able to be aware, in those situations and circumstances you can be mindful. As mentioned 

earlier, however, mindfulness is more that just being aware in the moment. In order to be 

successful, bank robbers or snipers need to be in the moment and aware of what they are 

doing. This type of present moment awareness, however, is different than mindfulness. Skilful 

mindfulness has an ethical quality, which includes purposefully endeavouring to avoid harm.    

There are four domains or areas of mindfulness, which are:  

 
1. Body and bodily experience, such as posture, actions, physical sensations as well as the 

breath. 

2. Feelings of whether something is comfortable or pleasant, uncomfortable or unpleasant 

or in the middle/neutral.   

3. Moods, emotions and states of mind such as a happy mind, a sad mind, an angry mind, 

a peaceful mind and so on.  

4. Emotional, mental and behavioural patterns and reactions, both helpful and unhelpful as 

well as other phenomena.  
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Related qualities  

On the path of freedom, mindfulness is not alone. There are many other skills and qualities that 

go with it. They all help to develop each other.  Some of these skills and qualities are:  

 
Relaxation: 
Being able to relax is very important, especially in a modern world where everyone seems 

stressed and tense.  Relaxation is basically being able to let go of tension. Relaxation is a 

primary ally to being mindful. Relaxation is the bedrock on which you build the stability of 

mindfulness.  

 

Focused attention: 
Focused attention includes attempting to pay attention to one thing at a time.  It involves 

“relaxing into” and “opening up” to an experience rather than forceful concentration. It involves 

simply bringing attention back to the object of attention or action.   

 

Non-judgemental stance: 
Non-judgement does not imply one should not utilise wise discrimination about life‟s events. For 

the practice of mindfulness, however, it generally refers to suspending the filter of evaluating 

comments so that objects of mindfulness can be perceived as they are.  It means suspending 

unnecessary condemnation.  This involves staying with the facts rather than our opinions of the 

facts, such as “good” “bad” “should” “should not” etc.  

 

Acceptance: 
Acceptance refers to the willingness to experience that, which happens in our mind and body. 

Acceptance does not refer to apathetically condoning dysfunctional patterns or events. Rather it 

means seeing things as they are in the present moment.  Acceptance may not always be best in 

situations that are negative or not constructive. In the realm of private internal experiences like 

thoughts and emotions, however, acceptance allows choice in how we may react. Acceptance 

refers to being open to experience and being willing to take what has been offered by life. 

Willingness is like being open to the mystery of life with a big “yes” as opposed to rejecting life‟s 

experiences with a “no” or a  “yes but…..”.  

 

Commitment: 
Commitment could be considered to be the willingness to put forth effort. Ironically the type of 

effort needed for mindfulness practice is sometimes described as effortless. It involves the 

motivation and willingness to continue to practice even when it seems boring or unpleasant. It 
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could be compared to digging for water. We need to resolve to keep going even if results do not 

quickly emerge.  The need to practice cannot be over emphasised.  Positive results are more 

probable with practice.  

 

Patience: 
Patience is like acceptance.  One cannot push the natural unfolding of change. Patience 

involves opening up to experiences in every moment as they arise and giving our minds the 

space to have these experiences.  Patience also involves the understanding that as we learn to 

cope, emotional or mental distress will arise from time to time and it may be intense. We can 

develop tolerance, however, because we know the distress will change.   

 

Patience also involves a deep and warm acceptance of our self and the rate of our “progress”. 

Remember that breaking old negative habits takes time and judging ourselves harshly makes 

matters worse.  

 

A beginner‟s mind: 
A beginner‟s mind refers to a quality of interested curiosity about life. As a beginner, one is open 

to experience and everything is new and fresh.  It also refers to a quality of investigation, which 

means inquiring into the nature of something.  This usually means seeing beyond mere 

intellectualising to involve intellectual as well as intuitive understanding about the changing, 

interdependent and mysterious nature of our minds and bodies.   

 

Kindness:  
Kindness is an essential part of mindfulness. Often we are unkind to ourselves, engaging in 

negative judgment and condemnation. Mindfulness practice requires a quality of tender 

“OKness” about ourselves.  Like acceptance this does not mean we condone unwise actions or 

behaviours, but it means that we begin to understand that things arise because of many 

interrelated causes and conditions. Being kind to ourselves enables us to have the courage to 

be open to experience.  

 

Non-grasping:  
Sometimes this attitude has been described as non-striving. It is important to have goals, a 

direction for action and in some cases apply courageous effort to achieve our goals.  The 

process of how we attain our goals, however, may be more important than the goal. Being too 

concerned about an outcome can become a hindrance to being here now. Sometimes a non-

striving attitude is described as being important with relaxation/meditation.  A non-striving 

attitude means that when one does an exercise it is not done with attachment to a goal in the 
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future. Rather, an exercise is done for its intrinsic value or for its own sake.  Non-grasping may 

be a better way to describe this attitude because this word highlights the importance of not 

being too attached to outcomes.   

 
 
It is important to understand that these attitudes and skills develop naturally, in due time and 

with practise. Do not be discouraged if, at first, they seem not to be present.  

 

Some beginning mindfulness practices  

It is good to start being mindful with simple everyday activities and objects. In this way you can 

see how mindfulness is a part of life and a skill that you can cultivate and use in all situations.  

One every day activity is eating. Learning to be attentive to eating is one way to experiment with 

mindfulness, and experience the benefits for your self.  Another good beginning practice is 

learning how to relax. Relaxation and mindfulness often go together, and progressive relaxation 

is a basic mindfulness of body practice. An important point about relaxation, however, is that 

sometimes with some people it can trigger uncomfortable reactions. If this is the case for you 

another good place to start is by being aware of sounds. These three beginning practices are 

described over the next few pages.  There are also audio tracks available for mindfulness of 

sounds and progressive relaxation.  

 
Invitation to eating mindfully.  

Eating is often an automatic and unconscious behaviour.  Sometimes we have barely finished 

one mouthful before we shove in the next, and we often do other things like listening to the radio 

or watching TV rather than simply enjoying our meals.  
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To break auto pilot mode, it helps to do one thing at a time. With eating this involves just eating 

when eating. That is, not talking, or walking or reading or watching TV or something else while 

eating. With mindful eating you bring curious and interested attention to all the different parts of 

the eating process. Before you eat it is also very helpful to think about and reflect on how the 

food got on your plate, or in your hand. This pre-consuming reflection helps to slow you down 

and develop understanding about the interdependence of all things including a simple morsel of 

food. Such reflection also helps to cultivate gratitude, which can be a healing emotion.  

 

Eating Mindfully  

Before you begin to eat your food, sit down and spend a few moments reflecting on how this 

food got to be in your hand or on your plate. Did someone give it to you? Or did someone spend 

time and effort preparing for you?   How did it develop and grow or how was it prepared? 

Reflect on all the things that were needed for it to grow, such as the sunshine, water, and the 

nourishment from the soil. Reflect on where this food came from. Perhaps it came from far 

away, in which case there was effort and energy spent bringing to you. Think of all the people 

involved in preparing it and bringing it to you.   

 

If you are eating a piece of fruit, feel the fruit in your hand. Notice the weight, shape, size and 

texture of this piece of fruit. Be very curious. Look at this piece of fruit.  Notice its size and all the 

colours and shapes and other thing you can see. Notice the way the light shines on it. Smell it. 

What does it smell like? If you were to describe this smell to someone else how would you 

describe it?  Bring it to your mouth and have a bite. Listen to the sounds that the biting makes 

then taste all the tastes. Notice all the bursts of experiences and let them come and go. What 

does it taste like? Notice all your judgements as well. Do you think it is nice, not nice or 

somehow in the middle. Slow down your chewing so that you can savour the experience. Feel 

how the morsels move around in your mouth and how your tongue automatically does its thing.  

Then when the time is right, notice the urge to swallow your mouthful and let it move down your 

throat and into your belly. How does that feel?   

 

Now notice if there is wanting for more. If there is wanting, notice the urge to have more and be 

present with the urge. Then, when you decide to follow the urge notice how you bring the piece 

of fruit to your mouth for another new moment of experience and be mindful of everything and 

continue to enjoy your food, mindfully.   
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Mindfulness of sound  

 Make yourself comfortable, sitting upright and relaxed.  

 Scan your body and release what ever tension you may feel. 

 Make the intention that for the period of this exercise, you will not to follow concerns 

about things other than being here and now being mindful of sound.  

 Also make the intention to be open and kind to other experiences if and when they come 

up.  

 Now bring your awareness to sound.   

 Be aware of sound as sound or vibration.  

 There may be sounds of music, birds, cars, traffic, air conditioning, wind, rain or just the 

hum of silence.  

 Notice how you may create pictures and names around the sound such “my  favourite 

music track”, “dog barking”, “traffic”, “birds” or whatever. Don‟t struggle with the names or 

the pictures and simply listen to sound as vibration. Noticing how the sounds arise and 

pass away.  

 Notice how some sounds are pleasant, some sounds are unpleasant and some sounds 

are neither pleasant nor unpleasant. Be aware of all your judgements, but don‟t worry 

about them. Simply remember to be aware of sound as sound.  

  Now arising ………now changing…now passing away.  

 Let your mind be as if it is the sky, open, expansive and clear, and let sounds arise and 

pass through. 

 By listening to sounds, as an orchestra of life, you can become very peaceful.  

 By listening to sounds and noticing how they all change you can become very peaceful.  

 Be content and at peace to listen to sounds.  

 When the time is right you can end this period of mindfulness.  

 If mindfulness of sounds was helpful for you, remember that you can be mindful of 

sounds when ever it feel like the right thing to do.  

 

Progressive Relaxation 

With Progressive relaxation you are asked to tense you muscles. Don‟t tense your muscles for 

longer than 6 or 7 seconds. Also don‟t tense your muscles if it causes you any pain.  

 

 Find a comfortable, quiet place to sit or lie down. A place that you will not be interrupted 

for about 20 minutes.  
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 Make the intention that for the next 15-20 minutes you will not be too concerned about 

anything except being mindful in the moment and practising relaxation.  

 Remember that you cannot force relaxation to happen, and it is more of something that 

happens when you let go of tension.  

 First, close your eyes and focus on your breathing, keeping it slow and even.  Say the 

words  “let go” to yourself a few times as you breathe out. 

 Tense up your right foot, squeezing your toes together and pointing them downwards.  

Focus on that tension.  Slowly release that tension as you breathe out, saying the words  

“let go” or  “relax” to yourself. 

 Now tense up you‟re the rest of  your  right leg 

 Slowly release the tension as you breathe out. 

 Go through the other muscles in your body, working through the muscles of your right 

leg, left leg, buttocks, back, abdomen, chest, shoulders, left arm, left hand and fingers, 

right arm, right hand and fingers, neck, jaw, lips, eyes, and forehead. 

 When you finish, scan through your body and make sure most tension has been 

released.  If some areas are still tense you can spend extra time just relaxing those 

muscles. 

 Slowly open your eyes and remember that throughout the day you remind your self to let 

go of tension by saying to your self “let go” or “relax”.  
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Activities to do between sessions   

 Practise progressive relaxation once or twice a day for about 20 minutes.  If a recording 

is supplied, use it. Otherwise follow the instructions in this workbook.  

 Notice experiences and use the noticing diary at the end of this chapter. Record how you 

became aware of pleasant experiences throughout the week.  Simply notice experiences 

without feeling that you have to do anything about them. If you can, notice the thoughts, 

feelings, bodily sensations and how you responded to the experience.  

 Endeavour to practice “Mindful eating” at least once a day with a meal, snack or cup of 

tea.  

 Attempt to enjoy simply being in the moment. 
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Pleasant events diary 1 

 (adapted from Hayes et al, 1999 and Kabatt-Zinn, 1990) 

DAY Experience: What 

happened? 

Emotions: What were 

the emotions you 
experienced?  

Thoughts: What were 

the thoughts you 
experienced?  

Physical sensations: 

What bodily 

sensations did you 
experience? 

Responses/reactions: 

How did you 

respond/react to your 

emotions, thoughts 
and sensations?  

 

 

 

MONDAY 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

TUESDAY 

 

 

 

     

 

WEDNESDAY 
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DAY Experience: What 
happened? 

Emotions: What were 

the emotions you 
experienced?  

Thoughts: What were 

the thoughts you 
experienced?  

Physical sensations: 

What bodily 

sensations did you 
experience? 

Responses/reactions: 

How did you 

respond/react to your 

emotions, thoughts 
and sensations?  

 

 

 

THURSDAY 

 

 

     

 

 

 

FRIDAY 

 

 

     

 

 

 

SATURDAY 

 

 

     

 

SUNDAY 
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SESSION TWO: HAVING PURPOSE AND DIRECTION. 

Session overview 

In this session we will explore the importance of having a direction with life and bringing 

mindfulness to daily activities. When we know where we are going it is easier to act mindfully and 

remember the purpose of what we are doing. Having purpose and acting with purpose are ways 

to give us meaning (the third aspect of happiness according to positive psychologists). Not only 

can having a direction, even with simple every day activities, counter anxiety and depression, it 

can also help find “flow”. Flow is when things get so interesting that there is no time to feel bored 

or miserable. Flow is similar to the second type of happiness where we are so engaged that 

worries and concerns all fall away. Flow is like being in a very creative and enjoyable mental and 

emotional zone. Flow will be explained in more detail later. For the moment it is helpful to 

remember that that being the moment, with mindfulness, can include acting with purpose. In this 

session we will introduce “noting”, which is a very helpful tool for mindfulness and give more 

explanation about how to practise mindfulness with daily activities. There will also be guidance in 

practising “body scan”, another body oriented mindfulness practise.   

 

Acting without purpose 

When people become depressed they are often overwhelmed with hopelessness.  They may be 

acutely aware of distress in their lives but not be able to see a way out of this suffering.  Life can 

seem meaningless and the thought “why bother” can often arise.  People caught in depression 

may withdraw from social contact and general activity and retreat into what seems like an 

emotional black hole. As we discovered in the last session, anxiety and depression, as disorders, 

can occur together.  With anxiety however, the avoidance of activity is more clearly related to 

fear.  People suffering with anxiety may feel as if they are backed into a corner of avoidance. In 

this way they are often frozen into inactivity and social withdrawal.  

 

Sometimes rather than being inactive we frantically engage in nervous activity in an effort to get 

everything done at once or to avoid an array of feelings including a sense of boredom, 

inadequacy and failure. This type of activity is often done in a chaotic and unconscious manner.  

We may rush around from one activity to the next not really being sure of what we are doing or 

why we are doing it.  At the end of the day we may feel exhausted and also feel unsatisfied 

because nothing was achieved.  This type of undirected or confused behaviour is stressful and 

consequently adds to our suffering. 
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If we act in a purposeless or meaningless manner it is easy to fall victim to old anxious and 

depressive patterns. Avoidance and not feeling motivated to act are symptoms of depression and 

anxiety. If we can slowly and gradually confront our avoidance it can decrease the anxiety we 

feel.  Ironically, if we can be more active with goal directed behaviour this can increase our 

motivation and help us get above depression.  

 

Energetic and courageous effort is often required to:  

 Stop destructive patterns, 

 Prevent these patterns arising again, 

 Cultivate helpful patterns and, 

 Maintain the helpful patterns.  

 

Here effort does not mean a struggle and strain to achieve, rather it is energy and motivation to 

follow that which is meaningful to us. Confidence about helpful paths of action arises when, with 

understanding, we realise that unhelpful patterns are keeping us in reactive cycles of stress. 

Confidence gives rise to commitment or motivation. When motivated, we can endure short-term 

hardship and difficulty because we can see the possibility of long-term release from the negative 

bind. 

 

Having purpose and direction 

Mindfulness is one strategy that can help us to confront automatic habits, quell emotional over-

reaction and reduce unhelpful learned responses.  Having purpose and acting with purpose are 

ways to reduce tendencies associated with anxiety and depression. Mindfulness can also help us 

act in a manner that is suitable and appropriate to achieve our goals and aspirations.  

 

When we know the directions that are important to us, it is easier to navigate according to those 

directions.  Having purpose and acting with purpose are ways to manage our stress. One aspect 

of mindfulness is acting with clear comprehension or understanding that what we do is in line with 

that which is important to us.  
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Goals  

Goals provide us with purpose and direction. Goals can be immediate (i.e. daily or weekly), short 

term (1-12 months) and long term (10 years to life).  If a possibility or a goal can be clarified, 

motivation for action can arise.  Goals can be like ideal circumstances or ways of being (i.e., 

feeling, thinking and behaving) that we can aim for. Goals can also be like having a positive 

template which provides us with a view on life that is counter to one that is enmeshed in cycles of 

stress or suffering.  Having a goal or aspiration when we are suffering is like being in a small dark 

room but being able to see out a window to a beautiful view.  

 

To be meaningful and satisfactory, goals need to be realistic, achievable and clearly defined.    A 

useful acronym for goals is SMART.  

 

 Specific 

 Measurable 

 Achievable  

 Realistic 

 Time measured 

 

In order to achieve something worthwhile it can help to start with an ideal or a “dream” of how we 

would like things to be as a long-term goal. It helps to be specific by clarifying exactly how and in 

what areas of one‟s life things could be different. Then, thinking constructively and realistically, 

consider the steps that may be needed and make these immediate or short term goals.  

 
Goals are particularly important when we feel out of balance with a disorder.  As avoidance is an 

ally to both anxiety and depressive disorders, having realistic and concrete goals helps to reduce 

this tendency.   We may have long-term goals but trying to achieve those goals all at once may 

be unrealistic. Therefore, we need to achieve our goals gradually. With anxiety it is helpful to start 

by clarifying exactly what we are avoiding and what we would like to achieve. Then, plan how to 

get closer and closer to our long-term goals. The step-wise approach needs to involve graduated 
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approximations that meet realistic challenges.  Someone suffering with agoraphobia, for example, 

may have a long-term goal to be able to go to a large mall, do a few hours shopping and manage 

anxiety. The step-wise approach to meet this goal could start by committing to visiting the local 

corner store for a few minutes, then at a later date, to go to the local small supermarket for 30 

minutes. Slowly and over time this person could increase the time they spend shopping as well as 

the size of the shops they visit. 

 

When people are overwhelmed by sadness or depression they are not motivated to set goals and 

be active. Yet, if they become active the activity can build energy and motivation and lift their 

mood. Further to this, when people who are prone to depression participate in pleasant activities, 

and/or activities that give a sense of achievement, this participation can also influence a lift in 

their mood. Goals can be made on a daily basis and can be very simple. Cleaning one‟s room, for 

example, can be an achievable goal which, when completed, can give a sense of satisfaction.  

 

It is particularly important to participate in activities that are enjoyable. Such activity increases the 

possibility that joyful emotions will arise. Joy is a wholesome emotion that can be healing, help 

focus attention and counter despondency as well as fear.  Including enjoyable and satisfying 

activities in our daily agendas helps to counter stress, depression and anxiety. Enjoyable and 

satisfying activities vary from one person to the next but could include: dancing, participating in 

interesting projects or hobbies, sports, music, reading, visiting friends, movies, being in nature, 

surfing and so on. Sticking to a Pleasant Event Schedule (included in these handouts) can be 

very helpful when people are depressed.    

 

As everyone is unique, the type of goals which help overcome destructive patterns need to be 

designed and planned on a person-by-person basis.  

 

The risks of goal directed behaviours  

Goals are important because they give us direction. We need to hold them lightly, however, and 

be flexible to change. We can never be certain about how things may turn out and if we cling to a 

specific outcome we may be disappointed if that outcome doesn‟t occur. Goals are future oriented 

and thus, one risk with clinging to goals is that if we become too focused on achieving something 

in the future we may forget to appreciate what is happening to and with us in the present.  When 

goals are not SMART, another risk with goal-oriented behaviour is that if our expectations are too 

high or unrealistic it is possible to be discouraged when we don‟t achieve our goals.  
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Time management  

Time management refers to being realistic about how long tasks are likely to take and allocating 

an appropriate amount of time to achieve one‟s goals. Prioritising the steps helps in making 

decisions about what should be done first.  Effective time management involves setting out the 

day‟s goals and prioritising the steps needed to achieve them.  Decisions about what needs to be 

done and when, involves priorities being given to each task and determining how long each step 

may take. 

   

Valued directions  

 

                                       

 
The destination or goal is important but so is the journey. Valued directions are different from 

goals.  Goals tend to be specific or definable achievements or outcomes. Values, on the other 

hand, tend to describe ways of being that are important to us and are lived. Valued directions 

involve that which we think or feel is important, our fundamental purpose, and that which is 

meaningful to us. It is possible that people hold values that could be harmful to themselves or 

others. Generally, however, values adhere to principles of non-harm and the following discussion 

is based on these types of valued directions. Valued directions include how we would like to “be” 

as we aim to achieve our goals.  Living in accordance with our values gives us a sense of 

fulfilment and satisfaction.  That which we value includes the way we would like life to be.  When 

people live according to their valued directions they often feel vital. When they act contrary to 

valued directions they often feel inner turmoil and this can lead to depression and anxiety.   

 

It is helpful to be conscious of our values and prioritise the most important ones. If we know our 

values we are more able to make decisions about our actions and we can act with purpose and 
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direction. Mindfulness helps to ensure that our actions are in line with our valued directions and 

thus is a way to protect wellbeing and happiness.  

 

We often discover our valued directions when we are faced with life crises. We can also discover 

our values when consider what is really important and what we really want. 

 

“Noting” as a tool to develop mindfulness 

There are many specific strategies, techniques and approaches that are used in mindfulness 

training. One strategy used to develop mindfulness is that of “noting” or labelling (sub-vocally 

giving objects of mindfulness a name).  

 

“Noting” can serve to concentrate the mind as well as clarify what is happening. Noting can be 

used in formal sitting or walking mindfulness practices or it can be used in one‟s daily activities or 

busy work life as attention focuses on whatever is predominant. For example, attention to the 

rising and falling of the abdomen while breathing can be labelled "rising, falling". Thoughts of the 

past can be labelled "remembering", and thoughts of the future, "planning".  Emotional tendencies 

can be identified and labelled appropriately such as "anger", "worry", "fear",  “sadness", “joy”, 

“peace” “excitement” etc.  Actions also can be labelled accordingly. One may, for example, use 

the note "brushing" for brushing one's teeth, or “reaching” for reaching for a door handle.  

 

Putting a name to distressing experiences can often diminish the destructive power of these 

experiences. Noting can therefore help to give us mental or emotional space from destructive 

habitual patterns and give us the possibility to choose alternatives.  The choices we make have 

outcomes.  Noting is a tool of mindfulness.  When we are mindful we are more able to choose  to 

act in a manner that reflects our true aspirations or valued directions.   

 

With noting it is important to understand the difference between making judgements about the 

world and ourselves and simple descriptions. The approach used with mindfulness involves 

simple descriptions as opposed to judgemental evaluations. Judgemental evaluations may take 

the form of, for example, rejection with angry undertones. With mindfulness, opinionated 

judgements are not helpful.  
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Choices and intentions 

When our valued directions are clarified, the types of emotional and behavioural habits or 

patterns that block us from living our life to its full potential become more obvious.  Part of 

changing such habits involves choosing to act in accordance with valued directions. Choices or 

intentions are impulses to action that are driven from the “here and now”. Thus intention directed 

behaviour is different from goal driven behaviour which is future oriented. Healthy or wholesome 

choices can steer us in directions that are congruent with our values. Intentions or choices can be 

macro or micro. At a macro level, intentions can steer us through the bigger picture of our whole 

life. When we are clear about our values it is easier to make important decisions about the 

direction we wish our lives to take. At a micro level, intentions are involved in moment-to-moment 

actions of our every day life. Simple actions such as getting up from a chair, scratching our face, 

going shopping, or saying something to someone, etc. all involve intentions.  At the micro level 

we may have thousands of intentions every day. If we want to short circuit reactive patterns it 

helps to be mindful of skilful and unskilful intentions. Skilful intentions are those intentions, which 

lead to happiness. Unskilful intentions are those intentions that lead us to act in a manner that 

may add to and further complicate our stress. If we can begin to be mindful of some of our 

intentions, both macro and micro, it can become a very powerful way to give us choice with our 

actions and their consequences.  Mindfulness may help to restrain impulsive unskillful actions 

and engender skilful actions.  

 

Noticing intentions to do something helps us to make the choice to either follow through with our 

intentions or not. Mindfulness of intentions is a refined practice of mindfulness and it will be 

explained in more detail later. For the moment, however, it is very helpful to start to become 

aware of some intentions to do simple activities.  

 

Mindfulness counters forgetting our true aspirations and being unconsciously caught up in blind 

reactive habits. Mindfulness can provide the mental “space” within which we can see the process 

and navigate according to our purpose (Kearney, 2002).  In this way mindfulness and the wisdom 

it develops guide the choices and commitments we make moment-to- moment or year-to-year.  

 

As well as providing understanding of purpose, mindfulness enables us to determine the 

timeliness and appropriateness of an action.  By bringing attention to our actions and their effects 

we begin to understand which actions serve our values and which ones don‟t. 
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Mindful speaking and listening 

Speaking and listening are two actions that can either increase our suffering or heal it. 

Sometimes people speak to each other in very harmful ways. Harmful speech can cause 

suffering to others and regret to our self. Harmful speech can include telling lies, backbiting, 

slander and talk that may lead to hatred and disharmony among individuals or groups of people. 

Harmful speech can include malicious, callous, cruel and abusive language. Harmful speech can 

also include mindless speech such as idle, useless and thoughtless gossip and babble. Mindful 

speech is skilful and this type of communication  inclines toward the tendency to say the truth in a 

benevolent, meaningful and useful manner. Mindful speech may be spontaneous yet is spoken 

carefully in a manner that is appropriate to time and place. If saying something is not beneficial 

then keeping silent is also skilful speech.  

 

The nature of skilful speech, like everything, is contextual.  It may, for example, involve refraining 

from telling all of the truth to someone if this is untimely or not constructive, and even, in some 

rare cases, telling a mistruth if this leads to reducing suffering.   

 

Skilful speech and clear comprehension of what one is doing are tied together.  Clear 

comprehension of action involves understanding the appropriateness, timeliness and suitability of 

these actions.  It is closely linked with mindfulness because it is remembering the purpose of our 

helpful activities so that they do not cause suffering.  There is a common saying that goes: “Put 

your mind into gear before you engage your mouth”. This saying exemplifies the common sense 

nature of mindful speaking, which entails both mindfulness and clear comprehension of the 

purpose, suitability and timeliness of speaking.  

 

Mindful listening is the reciprocal activity of mindful speaking. It involves putting aside opinionated 

filters or biases and truly tuning in and listening to another being. Mindful listening can include 

hearing the content of what an individual may be speaking. However, it emphasises attuning to 

the meaning, emotions and energetic presence of another person. Truly listening can resolve 

conflict and heal both inner and outer conflict. Mindful listening involves listening with attentive, 

kindness, compassion and understanding.  
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Mindfulness of daily activities  

It is possible to be mindful of whatever you are doing throughout the day. Ideally, it is helpful to be 

mindful during all of your waking hours. Mindfulness in activities generally means being attentive 

to what is being done while it is being done and doing it in the best way possible. When you are 

being mindful, you are likely to do things more skillfully and effectively, and in a manner that is not 

harmful to anyone. This means you are more aware of the purpose of your actions so that they 

are in harmony with your goals and what is important to you. In addition, you are more likely to 

get into flow and fully engage with what you are doing. Actions that may have once been boring 

might become really interesting and enjoyable.  

                                      

    

 

Mindfulness in daily life can be naturally relaxed and begin from the first moments of awareness 

as you wake up in the morning. When you wake up, wake up to your senses: look, listen and 

remember to be present, instead of getting caught up in habitual autopilot regrets about the past 

and worries about the future.  
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 Tune into what is happening in the present moment and be openly curious about it.  

 

                                   
 

 

Greet the new day with a fresh beginner‟s mind.  

 

                            

                                  

 

 

As you go about your daily activities you can remember to PAUSE, RELAX, and BE AWARE.  
even  it is for just a few moments.  
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 You can also be present and engaged with life and the world around you.  

 

                           
 
Throughout the day, you can purposefully choose to be mindful with everyday activities such as: 

washing up, cleaning the house, talking on the phone, etc.  When you do these things try to bring 

all your attention to what you are doing.  When you notice that your mind has gone off task, 

simply bring it back. If you choose to do activities that are enjoyable or interesting, you may notice 

that it is easy to focus and be mindful because the mind naturally wants to stay anchored on 

interesting or enjoyable things.   

 

Remembering the day’s events   

An aspect of mindfulness is non-forgetting or recollecting.  When you can remember the day‟s 

events in a way where you don‟t get caught up in negative judgements about your self or others, 

you can start to see how one thing affects another. In this way you can begin to understand any 

negative patterns and reactions you have as well as what worked to bring focus, happiness and 

joy. Spending a few minutes, at the end of the day to recollect the day‟s events and actions can 

help to develop understanding. In particular, it is very helpful to remember the positive things that 

happened and how they came about.  This type to recollection also provides a boost to 

mindfulness the next day because we begin to pay attention in a way that we can remember what 

happened and how it unfolded.  If you feel it would be helpful for you, you could use the daily 

experiences diary (at the end of this chapter) to make a record of some of the things that 

happened throughout the day.  To begin with, see if you can remember pleasant events. Later 

when you are able to not get caught up in thinking negatively about events, you can remember 

difficult situations and how you coped with them. Bring curiosity to the events, so that you can 

remember what happened, what thoughts you had, what emotions occurred or what mood you 

were in, how it felt, how you responded and so on.  
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Body scan 

The body scan is one practice that many people find very relaxing. It is similar to progressive 

relaxation without the tensing first. It involves mindfulness of the body and can help you become 

sensitive to how the whole of the body feels.  Some people very occasionally find the body scan 

exercise disturbing and unsettling at first. People who are prone to panic attacks sometimes find 

focusing on physical sensations triggers panic attacks. If this or something similar occurs to you, 

it may be better to put body scan aside for a while and do something else such as mindfulness of 

sound or mindful movement.  Slowly, gradually and in a very sensitive manner, returning to body 

scan will eventually de-condition these reactions. If difficulty is experienced, discussion with an 

experienced practitioner is advised. A recording of a guided body scan is available and 

instructions are below, but the exercise basically involves becoming aware of the physical 

sensations throughout your body.  Body scan can become relaxing because there seems to be 

an untangling and a  “letting go” of muscular tension, like that experienced with progressive 

relaxation.   

Body scan-instructions 

 Allow yourself to be as comfortable as you can either lying face up or sitting on a chair or 

cushion.  

 Make the intention that, for the next 20 or so minutes, you will try not to fidget or move 

unnecessarily or be too concerned about anything other than being here now and bringing 

attention to the sensations in your  body.  

 When thoughts, emotions, sounds or other things pull your attention away from physical 

sensations do not struggle.  Let these experiences arise and pass away but have them on 

the edge of your awareness  

 Let physical sensations be the central focus. 

 At first bring attention to your body as a whole and with the out breath, let go of tension in 

your legs, body, arms and head.  

 Then bring curious, focused and open-minded awareness to the top of your head. 

 Notice sensations as they are, without thinking that they should be other than the way they 

are.  

 Then begin to scan with your awareness so that it progressively and systematically covers 

the whole of your body from the top of your head to the tips of your toes. 

 Feel and be aware of whatever sensations there are without feeling that you need to 

change them.   

 Slowly shift attention to your forehead.  Be aware of sensations in your forehead.  

 Try to be open to experience without condemnation or judgment.  
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 Then bring awareness to your face, your eyes, your nose, your cheeks, your mouth, your 

jaw and your whole face.  Feel the experience.   

 As you bring mindfulness to the various parts of your body it is as if, without trying, 

whatever tightness, that may have been there melts and falls away.  

 Bring awareness to the physical sensations at the back of your head and the top of your 

neck.  Your neck your throat, the top of your chest and the top of your shoulders.   

 Move attention around every corner and aspect of your shoulders letting your awareness 

touch upon every sensation.  

 Bring awareness to your arms, the inside of your arms the outside of your arms your 

biceps, moving down your arms to your elbows, your forearms, your wrists and your 

hands.  

 Know and be aware of physical sensations with a curious and open mind.  

 Bring awareness to the top of your chest, upper back, your whole chest. Move and scan 

with your awareness through your body, being open and accepting of experiences as they 

are. 

 If there is any pain or discomfort, try to be gentle, kind and compassionate.  

 It is as if when you bring compassionate awareness to distress it is healed.  

 Be mindful of your belly, back and hips.  

 Slowly and bit by bit scan with awareness to the sensations from the top of your thighs 

down to your knees.  

 Shift awareness down to your shins, your calves, your heels, your ankles, toes, top part of 

the feet, and base of the feet.  

 Then bring attention to the whole of your body.  

 Bring attention to the quality of aliveness in your whole body.  This aliveness may feel like 

vibrations.  

 If you are feeling relaxed and it feels good sit or lie back and enjoy these feelings. When 

your mind wanders off somewhere simply remember to bring it back to the nice feelings. 

Continue to do this for a few minutes.  

 As you end the exercise slowly move your fingers and toes, then your hands and feet, 

become aware of the room that you are in, open your eyes, give yourself a stretch, and go 

about your daily activities with the understanding that you can be aware of your bodily 

sensations as you need and it can help you to feel peaceful and relaxed.  
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Clarifying long term goals 
 

One way to clarify goals is to imagine how things would be if a “miracle” occurred and the 
suffering associated with your problems was released and unbound and issues disappeared and 
were resolved .  If this were the case, how would things be different? What would be different 
about you, your behaviour and what you do, the way you think and feel, how you relate to 
yourself and others etc… These ideals can then become long-term goals.  
 

My ideals or “dream” situation 

 
Where am I? 
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________   
 ___________________________________________________________  
 
Who is with me and how do I relate to others? 
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________    
 ___________________________________________________________  
 
What am I doing and how is this special?    
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________    
 ___________________________________________________________  
 
How am I thinking, behaving and feeling? 
 
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________    
 ___________________________________________________________  



 

Handouts for mindfulness based stress management programs   2008 Malcolm Huxter, Clinical Psychologist 

Comic illustrations copyright Robin Hall 2006 
47 

 

Values 

 

What valued directions are embedded in your dreams or visions for the future? What is important 
for you in various domains of your life?  How would you like to “BE” in these domains? How would 
you like to “BE” in various areas of your life to feel that every moment was truly valued?   
 
 

Relationships? 
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________   
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________  
 
Health: emotional, physical, mental and/or spiritual? 
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________   
 ___________________________________________________________  
 
Work, education or occupation?  
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________   
 ___________________________________________________________  
 
Other? 
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________   
 ___________________________________________________________  
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 Goal setting 

 

My values and ideals are like a wish list that I want to have and put into practice in my life. 
 
By setting realistic long-term goals for my future I can envision a time ahead when I will be 
enjoying some or most of my values.  This gives me motivation so that I can take steps toward 
my goals. Taking steps towards goals can give a sense of achievement, which can counter fear, 
feelings of hopelessness and sadness.  
 
 

Short-term goals (1-12 months) 
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________   
 ___________________________________________________________  
 
Immediate goals (daily or weekly) 
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________  
 ___________________________________________________________   
 ___________________________________________________________  
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Activities to do between sessions   

 Begin to slow down and do one thing at a time with some of your daily activities. 

 Be attentive and aware in different areas of your life, e.g.: at work, recreation etc.   

 Reflect on what is important for you and consider your goals and valued direction.  Complete 

the forms on the previous few pages about goals and reflect on the values embedded in the 

goals.  

 Attempt to act in a manner that reflects helpful values. This may include participating in 

pleasant events or activities that will give you some sense of achievement on a daily basis. 

These purposeful activities can be very simple such as cleaning up a room or doing some 

other chore in a mindful manner. Completing the activity schedule handout may be helpful if 

you tend to be the type of person that gets stuck in a rut of inactivity. If you are the type that 

needs to be on the go and active all the time it may involve having some time for doing 

nothing in particular other than relaxing and “pottering around”.  

 “Get into” something that is enjoyable.  Consider being spontaneous without being impulsive.  

 Substitute Body Scan for progressive relaxation and practise this at least once or twice a day. 

Revert to progressive relaxation if you find it more beneficial. 

 Spend a few minutes at the end of the day, recollecting and processing the day‟s events and 

your actions.  Be careful not to slip into rumination. You can complete the daily experience 

diary as a way to help you develop your ability to recollect and remember the days activities.    
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Pleasant events schedule 

Step 1: 

 
Gradually increase the amount of things that you do by planning specific activities each day.  This gives you more 

control over what happens and provides more opportunities for enjoyment and achievement.  Planning specific 

activities in a detailed way helps you to pace your day and lessens the tendency to slip back into passivity and 

negative thinking.  Use the activity plan as your guide. 
 

Step 2: 

 
Rate the degree of pleasure (P) and achievement (A), which you experience from each activity.  Rate your activities 

from 0 to 5 (after completing them) on the following scale. 

 
The Pleasure Scale (P) refers to the feeling of enjoyment that you get from the activity.  By increasing your 

opportunities for pleasurable experiences you can make yourself feel better.  Maintaining a reasonable degree of 

pleasure can also help prevent you from becoming depressed again. 

 
 0 __________ 1 ____________ 2 _____________ 3 ____________ 4 ___________ 5  

 No     Some     Maximum 

 Pleasure    Pleasure    Pleasure 
 

The Achievement Scale (A) refers to the sense of accomplishment or achievement gained from having taken on the 

activity.  Achievement is affected by how difficult the task was for you at that time.  If the activity is a difficult one 

for you right now and you attempt it, then you give yourself a high Achievement (A) rating.  For instance, getting 
yourself off to work when not depressed may not seem like a very difficult task.  When down, it may be an ordeal.  

Cooking, going to the bank, or seeing friends may all be high achievement tasks when you are feeling down. 

 
 0 __________ 1 ____________ 2 _____________ 3 ____________ 4 ___________ 5  

 No     Some     Maximum 

 Achievement    Achievement    Achievement 
 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR USING THE ACTIVITY PLAN 

1. Plan one day at a time. 

2. Plan the activities the night before for the following day. 

3. Plan activities on an hour to hour basis. 

4. Break tasks into small steps. 

5. Plan to include some activities which usually give you pleasure and also include some increasingly difficult 
tasks. 

6. Work towards getting back to the routine you had before you were depressed and include activities that you 

used to enjoy. 

7. Keep to the activity plan as closely as possible.  However, you will also need to be flexible. 

8. If an activity is missed, just proceed with the next one. 

9. Record you Pleasure (P) and Achievement (A) ratings for each activity as soon as possible after the event.  The 

ratings between 0 & 5 refer to how you were feeling during the activity. 

(Adapted from Beck, 1976; Lewinsohn, Ricardo, Youngren & Zeiss, 1986; World Health Organisation, 1995 ) 
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Activity schedule 

Please list all activities undertaken during the day.  Rate each activity for sense of pleasure (P) and sense of achievement (A) 

 SUNDAY P A MONDAY P A TUESDAY P A WEDNESDAY P A THURSDAY P A FRIDAY P A SATURDAY P A 

8.00am                      

9.00am                      

11.00am                      

12.00md                      

1.00pm                      

2.00pm                      

4.00pm                      

5.00pm                      

6.00pm                      

7.00pm                      

8.00pm                      

10.00pm                      

RATING SCALE FOR SENSE OF PLEASURE (P AND SENSE OF ACHIEVEMENT (A) 

 None    Mild   Moderate  Maximum 

 0 __________ 1 ____________ 2 _____________ 3 ____________ 4 ___________ 5  
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Daily Experience Diary  

(adapted from Hayes et al, 1999 and Kabatt-Zinn, 1990)  

DAY Experience: What 
was the 
experience? What 
happened?  

Feeling: did you 
like it, not like it 
or feel indifferent. 
(pleasant, 
unpleasant or 
neutral?) 

Emotions: what 
were they? Try to 
name them e.g., 
sad, happy, 
frightened or other?  

Thoughts: What 
sort of thoughts 
were you having? 
What were you 
thinking?   

Body: What were 
your bodily 
sensations? What 
happened in your 
body?  

Response/Reaction: 
How did you respond 
to your emotions, 
feelings, thoughts, or 
bodily sensations? 

 
 
 
MONDAY 
 
 
 

      

 
 
 
TUESDAY 
 
 

      

 
WEDNESDAY 
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DAY Experience: What 
was the 
experience? What 
happened?  

Feeling: was the 
experience 
pleasant or 
comfortable, 
unpleasant or 
uncomfortable or 
neutral? 

Emotions: what 
were they? Try to 
name them e.g., 
sad, happy, 
frightened or other?  

Thoughts: What 
sort of thoughts 
were you having? 
What were you 
thinking?   

Body: What were 
your bodily 
sensations? What 
happened in your 
body?  

Response/Reaction: 
How did you respond 
to your emotions, 
feelings, thoughts, or 
bodily sensations? 

 
 
 
THURSDAY 
 
 
 

      

 
 
 
FRIDAY 
 
 
 

      

 
 
SATURDAY 
 
 

      

SUNDAY       

 



 

Handouts for mindfulness based stress management programs   2008 Malcolm Huxter, Clinical Psychologist 

Comic illustrations copyright Robin Hall 2006 
55 

SESSION THREE: WISDOM, HEALTHY LIFESTYLES AND 
MEDITATION  

 
The journey of freedom from stress, anxiety and depression, that includes mindfulness also 

involves wisdom and wise actions   Wisdom, healthy non-harming lifestyles and mental 

development all work together to unbind us from stress.  The basic aim of this session is to 

introduce the idea and practice of meditation as a form of mental and emotional training. This 

session entails understanding that effective meditation arises in a context that includes 

understanding and skilful actions, which are based on this understanding.  

 

Healthy lifestyle, meditation and wisdom work together.  

      

 

 

 

 

Influences        influences 

 

 

          Influences  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Having a healthy lifestyle basically refers to caring for our bodies and our minds. Healthy 

lifestyles include acting in ways that are not harmful for our selves or others.  When our actions 

are healthy then it is easier to practise mindfulness and concentration. When we practise 

mindfulness and concentration then we begin to understand how things are and how they 

interact. When we develop this type of wisdom, we know how to act in ways that will support the 

directions we want and free us from the anguish of stress anxiety and depression.  

Healthy 
lifestyles 

Non-harming 
action. 

Safety. Respect 
for our bodies and 

life. 
 

Meditation  
Energy, focused attention 

and awareness. 

    

Wisdom or  
Insight and 

understanding 
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Healthy lifestyle: caring for our bodies and caring for our minds  

Everyone is different but some ways of caring for our bodies may include: 

 Doing regular physical exercise,  

 Engaging in relaxation exercises,  

 Having a healthy diet,  

 Avoiding unwise use of alcohol and illicit drugs, and  

 Ensuring we have enough and regular sleep.   

 

Caring for our mind depends on numerous factors coming together and interacting.  Events in 

our lives and the way we respond to these events can influence our capacity to manage stress 

and the way stress affects us. Mindfulness may be an essential factor for caring for our minds.  

Other helpful factors can include:  

 Being honest with ourselves and others, 

 Remembering ours positive attributes and knowing our strengths, 

 Using our strengths in a way that helps our self and others,  

 Not intending to harm ourselves, others or the environment, 

 Being generous, kind and compassionate and helping other beings, 

 Having enjoyable and satisfying things in our lives,  

 Engaging in enjoyable and satisfying projects, 

 Finding meaning and a sense of achievement in our lives, 

 Doing things that are meaningful, 

 Being assertive with or avoiding those who try to abuse or harm us,  

 Getting to know thoughts and emotions so that we don‟t get caught up in harmful ones 

and create helpful ones,.  

 Associating with wise, caring and supportive people,  

 Being able to think clearly about problems and try out solutions,   

 Having gratitude about what we have,  

 Generally respecting life. 

 

A healthy lifestyle involves skilful action.  Skilful action basically refers to acting in ways that are 

not harmful for one self or others.  Further to this, skilful action involves acting in ways that are 

helpful for both our selves and other beings.    
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Wisdom and understanding that actions have consequences  

Wisdom involves knowing that actions have consequences. Wisdom also involves knowing how 

to act in ways that increase happiness and decrease unhappiness.  

 

When we are not intentionally harming ourselves or others it is less likely that our minds will be 

plagued with hatred, guilt or fear. When we avoid harmful speech, actions and occupations, our 

conscience is more likely to be clear and our minds easily able to focus on the present moment. 

If we lie, deceive and use abusive speech, much of our mental energy may be spent worrying 

about being exposed or ways to defend our self against counter attacks. For most of us, 

blatantly harmful acts such as unnecessary killing, stealing or sexual behaviour that hurts 

someone rarely leaves our minds free of disturbance. Further to this, the unwise use of alcohol 

and non-prescription drugs can cloud our minds and lead to a range of harmful and regretful 

behaviours. The basic message is that intentionally harmful actions have negative 

consequences. The more we allow harmful intent to dominate our action the harder it is to have 

the type of mental composure conducive to managing stress.  

 

According to one Buddhist monk called Thanissaro Bhikkhu “the Buddha had a simple test for 

measuring wisdom. You're wise, he said, to the extent that you can get yourself to do things you 

don't like doing but know will result in happiness, and to refrain from things you like doing but 

know will result in pain and harm.”  (from Access to Insight, 2006). This measure of wisdom 

emphasizes the importance of skilful action.  

 

When we act skilfully, we are more able to be present for the experience of life. When we are 

present (mindful) we get to know ourselves: our likes, dislikes, our important life directions, 

actions that are helpful and actions that are unhelpful. This knowledge is a form of wisdom and 

with this knowledge we are able to think clearly and accurately.   We can develop wisdom from 

hearing wise words, reading wise words or thinking clearly. Wisdom can also grow out of 

meditation. 
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leads to                leads to  

 

            leads to   

       

 

 

 

 

 

Wise actions often lead to beneficial outcomes. Unwise reactions often lead to unbeneficial 

results affecting our self and or other people. Wisdom helps us to think clearly, which is the 

basis of effective problem solving. Wisdom helps us make decisions about the best course of 

actions. Ultimately, wisdom leads to happiness and helps us maintain and protect our 

happiness. 

 

Problem solving skills 

Sometimes ignoring, denying or not dealing with problems can make them worse.  Becoming 

overly worried or relying on unhelpful ways to deal with problems can also make the problem 

worse.  One helpful way to deal with problems is to approach them in a realistic, logical step-by-

step manner. Problem solving skills often include the ability to think logically and realistically.   

They involve looking at an issue from an objective perspective and considering a number of 

alternatives to deal with the problem. Mindfulness can help with problem solving as it enables 

us to monitor our emotional reactions and ensure that we don‟t loose our objectivity.  If a 

particular problem is causing stress it is helpful to be mindful and think in a constructive manner. 

One must be careful however, not to let such thinking turn into rumination or worry. If a time limit 

is placed on problem solving activity then it helps to offset the possibility of destructive 

automatic thinking patterns taking control. 

Situations, 
triggers or 

cues 

Responses or 
actions of body 
mind or speech 

Consequences 
affecting 

ourselves and/or 
the world and 

people around us 
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Hints for problem solving 

(adapted from Manicavasagar & Blaszczynski, 1995)  

The following are some steps you can take to help with problem solving.  

1. Define the problem.  This means being clear about what the problem actually and exactly 

is. When you look at defining the problem you may notice that it may in fact be a 

combination of a number of smaller concerns. Each smaller concern could be easier to deal 

with than one big one.  

2. Consider possible solutions.  Once you have defined the problem or problems accurately 

you can brain storm and or write down all the possible solutions for the problem or problems.   

You can be as creative, imaginative and outrageous as you like.  

3. Rate the solutions. Once you have written down all possible solutions rate these solutions 

as either good or poor, with good solutions getting a high score and poor solutions getting a 

low score.  

4. Decide the best possible solutions or combination of solutions then write down these 

decisions.  

5. Consider how, when and where you can implement the solutions and write them down. 

Then, put into action the solutions you decided on with an experimental attitude.  

6. Review your efforts. Once you have tried the solutions review these actions. Review the 

effectiveness and difficulty of your actions as either: effective, neither effective or ineffective, 

or ineffective. Also rate them as easy, neither easy or difficult or difficult.  

7. Consider modifications to the solutions. If they were not effective and then continue to 

review the effectiveness of modifications or try new solutions. Try to be patient and objective 

with outcomes. 
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 Hints for sleeping well 

1. Go to bed only when you are sleepy and arise at the same time every morning.  Do not 

sleep late in the mornings trying to make up for “lost sleep”.  If you think you have insomnia, 

do not take naps during the day. 

2. Try to establish a routine by doing the same thing every night before you go to bed. 

3. Limit daily in-bed time to the usual amount present before the sleep disturbance and do not 

do other activities, such as watching TV in bed. 

4. If you experience insomnia, avoid drinking caffeinated drinks after mid-afternoon and don‟t 

drink more than two cups of caffeinated drinks per day.  Don‟t have a cigarette at least one 

hour before bed as nicotine increases heart rate, blood pressure and the body ‟s state of 

arousal. 

5. Do not use alcohol or illegal drugs to help you sleep.  Alcohol, for example, has now been 

found to reduce both light sleep and deeper rapid-eye movement sleep (REM).  Try drinking 

a herbal tea or a mug of hot milk instead. 

6. Sleeping pills don‟t provide a long-term solution to sleeping problems and therefore should 

be avoided or not taken for long periods. 

7. “Compartmentalise” time for problem solving during the day, not last thing at night.  Identify 

any problems that are causing you to be anxious and try to resolve these problems by 

making decisions at allocated times other than when you go to bed.  

8. Do not lie in bed worrying for long periods of time, particularly if you wake up during the 

night.  If you cannot sleep, get out of bed and do something that is calming such as, 

meditating, listening to music, or reading light fiction (plan appropriate activities in advance).  

Return to bed only when you are sleepy again. 

9. Eat at regular times daily, and avoid large meals near bedtime as eating late and going 

straight to bed may give you indigestion and a restless night. 

10. Regular exercise during the day or early evening can improve sleeping patterns.  Try to 

avoid exercise late in the evening as this may make it more difficult for you to get to sleep 

(with the exception of sex which may help you to sleep). 

11. Ensure the room you sleep in is comfortable, dark with a minimum of noise.  If you have a 

tendency to oversleep, it may be helpful to let the morning light enter the bedroom. 

12. Avoid evening stimulation: substitute radio or relaxed reading for television. Avoid disturbing 

movies or programs before going to bed 

13. Practice evening relaxation routines, such as progressive muscle relaxation.  

14. Try hot, 20-minute, body temperature- raising baths near bedtime. 

15. Practice exercises that develop loving kindness before going to bed. 
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Mindful physical exercise 

Mindful physical exercise can enhance both physical and emotional health. Mindful physical 

exercise can include any number of different activities such as yoga, surfing, dance, tai chi or 

other martial arts, recreation, sport or work involving movement.   

 

Mindful physical exercise can involve bringing attention to our postures, slow gentle or vigorous 

energetic movements.  It generally involves comprehending the purpose of your actions and 

bringing attention to the bodily experiences of posture and activity. Being attentive to physical 

sensations can be one aspect of this practice. We can be attentive to different parts of the body 

as it moves or we can be attentive to the whole body.  The key point is that we do not get 

caught up with “thinking” about our bodies but we are attentive to tangible bodily experience.  

That is, the experience of stretching, heat, cold, softness, hardness, movements, tightness, 

looseness, painful sensations, pleasurable sensations etc., Being generally aware of our 

posture is another way to be mindful with physical exercise.  

 

If you are involved in competitive sports, being mindful while doing this activity generally means 

that you participate 100% in the activity and you enjoy the sport for its intrinsic value. 

 

Meditation or mental and emotional training  

                                 

Meditation can lead to wisdom. The term “meditation” has many meanings and it can conjure up 

many mystical ideas.  At a very practical level, one way that we can understand meditation is as 

a training to develop insight or wisdom and a calm, serene or tranquil mind. Yet another related 

meaning of meditation is “familiarisation”. Familiarisation means that we get to know our selves 

and what leads to what.  
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All meditation usually involves some form of effort, mindfulness and concentration or focus. The 

effort involved with meditation is not the same as strain or struggle.  The type of effort required 

in meditation can involve rousing enthusiasm, energy, and commitment to persist. It can also 

involve knowing when there is too much energy or enthusiasm and letting go or letting be. Just 

as tuning a guitar string cannot be too tight or too loose, the effort for meditation is a level of 

energy that is not too much or too little. Concentration is the gathering together, focusing and 

collecting of attention. It is the stabilising, centring and unification of attention. Mindfulness is, of 

course, remembering to be aware. 

Meditation is a skilful and balanced interplay of energy, mindfulness and concentration where 

sometimes mindfulness is emphasised and sometimes concentration is emphasised.  Different 

formal meditation practices are inclined towards either the development of concentration or 

mindfulness.  There are two broad categories or varieties of formal meditation practices: Calm 

and Insight. With the calm variety, concentration or sustained and focussed attention is brought 

to one particular object. With the insight variety, mindfulness of changing objects is emphasised.  

There is, however, much cross over with insight meditation requiring concentration to ensure 

depth in awareness whilst calm meditation requires awareness to monitor concentration and 

ensure it is sustained.  

Even though there are probably hundreds of different ways to meditate, all meditation practices 

are Calm meditation practices, Insight meditation practices or a mix of the two.   

                                              

With insight meditation you enquire and investigate things about your self and the world around 

you. With insight meditation you may start focusing on one thing, but your focus could change to 

something else. You may for example, bring attention to and investigate what ever grabbed 

your attention away from what you originally focussed on.  
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Some schools of insight meditation instruct practitioners to firstly establish mindfulness in a 

primary object of attention. Primary objects of attention are chosen objects that are easy to 

bring attention to.  Physical experiences are often chosen as primary objects because they are 

more tangible than more insubstantial experiences such as thoughts. Later, it is possible to 

make things such as thoughts and mind states primary objects. It is also possible to have 

“choice-less” or open awareness where the primary object is the flow of changing experience. 

Choice-less or open awareness is generally considered as a more advanced practice, but some 

people find it very helpful from the outset of their practice.  

Since mental and bodily phenomena are constantly changing, it is normal that many objects will 

come into our sphere of awareness with insight meditation.  If objects, other than the chosen 

primary one, become so strong that they draw our attention away, we then make those objects 

“secondary” objects of attention.  We stay mindful of secondary objects until they no longer 

stand out, and then return our attention to our primary object. Primary or chosen objects can 

become an anchor or a resting place for our attention. Physical sensations, sound and the 

breath are common primary objects of attention in insight meditation practice. 

 

With Insight meditation enquiry or investigation is emphasised. It is as if we go inside an object 

to sight or see what is happening. It is as if one asks about the nature of the object of attention 

with the question “what is happening here?” or “how should this object be seen or insighted?” 

Sometimes, experience need not be strong and we can choose to be attentive to and 

investigate subtle experience, such as the types of thoughts and mind states that underlie and 
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influence more surface level reactions and responses.  In this way we bring kind and curious 

enquiry to the various levels of our experience.  

According to philosophy behind Insight meditation there are three characteristics of life. These 

characteristics are that all things are: 1/impermanent or changing, 2/interdependent or 

contingent on other things for their existence and 3/uncertain, unreliable or ambiguous.  Insight 

meditation is usually directed at noticing one or all three of these characteristics by bringing 

detailed and penetrating awareness to experience. In the beginning, we usually notice the 

characteristic of change. However, as individuals vary, one of the other characteristics may be, 

at first, more obvious.  The basic instructions for insight mediation are: bring precise yet kind 

enquiry to present moment experience, be aware of reactive patterns and stories but do not get 

lost in them and stay present. Also notice one of the three characteristics of existence, in 

particular change. More details about the three characteristics and insight meditation will be 

explained in as we progress through this workbook.   

 

Serenity meditations sooth and quell emotional and physical disturbance. They help us to feel at 

ease, relaxed, happy, peaceful and serene. With calm or serenity meditation practices one 

chooses an object to focus on, and then places single-minded attention on that object. 

Sometimes the focus with serenity meditation is considered like a funnel or tunnel like narrowing 

of attention. Often however, concentration is more experienced like a stilling, stabilising, 

centring and settling of mind. In this way serenity meditation serves to collect attention and 

create a sense of composure and integration. When attention is collected, some activities of 

mind fall away and one‟s attention centres on one thing. Of course other object may come to 

mind. However, as interest in the object of attention grows, concerns, worries, hankerings or 

desires about other things lose significance and attention becomes absorbed into the object of 

interest.  The progressive sequence with serenity meditation is firstly 1/relaxation then 2/stability 

then 3/vividness or seeing the details of the object.  
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There are many objects one can choose to focus on, including: visualisations, mantras, 

particular states of mind, reflections, tasks that one is doing, bodily experiences, the breath and 

so on.  The basic instructions for serenity meditation are:  choose an object of attention, 

stabilise attention on that object, use what ever helps attention stay focused, work though and 

eventually let go of that which blocks the flow or obstructs attention and allow absorption into 

the object.  Apply soft and gentle energy to return attention to the object repeatedly. Notice the 

pleasantness, happiness, peace and single pointed attention related to the practice.   

 
Serenity meditation stills, unifies, composes and concentrates the mind. Insight meditations 

develop insight or wisdom.  As mentioned above, calm and insight meditations often overlap so 

that insight meditation also develops calm and calm meditations can develop insight.  

Sometimes meditation practitioners consciously develop serenity meditations first, so that their 

minds are stilled and when they investigate the nature of an object of attention it is seen clearly 

and distinctly with insight. Sometimes meditation practitioners find that they can‟t concentrate 

well and they cultivate moment-to-moment attention and this eventually builds the power of 

more sustained concentration for calm meditations.  With experience, meditation practitioners 

may often switch back and forth between calm and insight aspects of meditation within the one 

meditation session. The insight practices help to provide understanding that can uproot negative 

stressful patterns and the calm practices help to keep the negative patterns at bay and provide 

some peace and wellbeing.  Insight influences and often alters the way we see things by directly 

looking at and investigating patterns of experience. Serenity can also give rise to understanding 

by providing an alteration in the way we experience things. This alteration can range from 

minimal and subtle to significant and obvious.  A subtle change could be simply feeling a little bit 

more relaxed than previously. An obvious change could be strong feelings of pleasure and 

wellbeing.  

 

Ultimately individuals learn the dynamic relationship between calm and insight and they learn to 

skilfully develop both mindfulness and concentration. The sequence followed in this workbook 

involves developing mindfulness for insight first.  In latter sessions, specific serenity practices 

based on concentration will be explained in more detail.   

 

Recollection.  

A helpful part of meditation is being able to recollect what happened during the meditation 

period. Being able to remember what happened and how one negotiated difficulties and skilfully 

cultivated mindfulness and related skills, works in a way that it builds wisdom and general 

understanding.  After a formal meditation period is highly recommended to spend a few 
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moments or if you have time, a few minutes, reflecting on and recollecting what happened 

during the meditation period.  This type of meditation review helps to developing understanding 

about what works when for particular states of mind and ultimately builds meditation skill.  

 

Posture 

The way we sit, stand, lie or move is important with meditation. The basic recommendation is to 

ensure that your posture does not block or impede a healthy flow of life energy. If you are 

sitting, this may involve sitting with minimal or no muscular tension, an erect back, shoulders 

relaxed, chest open, head upright and hands placed comfortably on your legs or in your lap.  A 

posture reflecting peace and dignity is helpful when meditating. 

 

Mindfulness of breath 

Mindfulness of breath is one practice that can be either an insight meditation practice or a calm 

meditation practice. Mindfulness of breath has been a traditional object of mindfulness for a 

number of reasons.  Awareness of the breath not only encourages diaphragmatic breathing, 

which has numerous benefits on a physical level, but also helps us monitor our mind. In this 

way it provides a way to integrate and connect the mind and body. Another reason why 

awareness of breath has been a popular object of mindfulness is because as long as we are 

alive we breathe.  Hence, it is always there to provide us with an object to be attentive to.  

 

Whatever the nature of the breath, it is accepted and allowed to be as it is.  There are many 

ways to be mindful of the breath such as just knowing that you are breathing or following the 

breath as it moves past your nose tip down into your abdomen and back up again. Another way 

to be mindful of the breath is by noticing the sensation somewhere in your torso, such as the 

abdomen, as it rises and falls with the breath. In this way you can track the changing physical 

sensations. You follow the breath from the beginning of the rising motion right to the end and 

note ‟rising‟ as your abdomen is rising.  The inward breath movement will stop for a split second 

then change to an outward breath.  As it changes you pay attention to how it feels then as the 

abdomen is falling you pay attention to how that feels and note  “falling”.  There are many 

different ways to practice mindfulness of breath either as a serenity practice or an insight 

practice.  
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Mindfulness of breath as a calm meditation practice.  

Mindfulness of breath can be used to relax the whole body and parts of the body. As described 

above, you can also focus on how your belly feels as it moves up and down your breath. 

Another traditional way of being mindful of the breath is by being aware of how it feels as it 

passes your nose tip, or the area on your upper lip.   

 

All three ways develop relaxation, stability and vividness. Mindfulness of breath with the whole 

body or parts of the body is, however, very good to develop relaxation. Mindfulness of breath in 

the belly is very good for stability and mindfulness of breath at the nose tip is particularly good 

to develop vividness. If you want you can use these three places of focus like changing gears 

on a car. You start relaxing the whole body, then shift to second gear with mindfulness of the 

belly rising and falling. Then, when you are relaxed and feeling stable with your focus, you can 

shift to the more refined focus at the tip of the nose or the area above your lip. At the area 

around your nose you can focus and get very clear about the subtle sensations. If you feel the 

need, however, you can change gears back down to the body or the belly. You may feel, for 

example, you are getting too tense at the nose tip and you need to relax. So, you can shift 

gears back to the belly or the whole body.  You may also feel the need to just stay in first gear, 

relaxing, for the whole of your meditation journey. Or, if it is going well, you may feel like setting 

cruise control and stay focusing on the sensations at the tip of nose.     

 

Anxiety with mindfulness of breath  

If being mindful of the breath seems to make you more anxious discuss this with an 

experienced practitioner. Eventually, problems associated with mindfulness of breath can be 

managed with practice.  When practitioners find mindfulness of breath uncomfortable or it 

triggers unwanted reactions they can substitute something other than the breath as their 

primary object. It is possible, for example, to pay attention, in a focussed manner, to sensations 

in different parts of your body such as your hands or various “touch points” such as your feet or 

the sensations in your buttocks on a chair or cushion. It is also possible to be aware of objects 
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outside your body such as sounds or sights.  Noticing and focusing on the quiver of a leaf in the 

breeze, the changing dance of a flame or the rhythmic movement of the ocean are examples of 

how objects of sight can become objects of meditation.   

 

Mindful walking 

Mindful walking involves the practice of making the action of walking the primary object of 

mindfulness.  It can be calming and, like the breath, serve as an anchor to orient attention back 

to the present moment.  With mindful walking one can begin to understand another way in 

which mind and body are interconnected. The movement of the feet and consequently the way 

physical sensations change (body) depends on an intention (mentality or mind).  With mindful 

walking the focus of attention is on how the physical experience changes.  However, you can 

also notice the relationship between intention and action.  

 

Mindful walking can be done at different speeds. When you very walk fast, such as with power 

walking pace,  the attention is broader and may involve awareness of your whole body moving. 

With slow walking the focus of attention is narrower and usually at the feet. At a very slow pace 

the sensations at the base of the feet as they touch, press, shift and lift from the ground can 

become the focus of attention. Generally it is best to start each walking session at a fast pace 

then eventually slow down if this feels comfortable. Attention is brought to the process of 

walking and is directed to the sensations in the legs or the feet whilst noting “right” “left” “right” 

“left”. You can walk mindfully at a fast pace or, after a period you can slow the pace down and 

note  “lifting” “placing” “lifting” “placing” and so on.  If it feels comfortable you can walk very 

slowly, taking many seconds to make one step, noting, for example, “lifting” “moving” “dropping” 

“touching” “pressing” etc., in reference to the feet in the stepping motion.  Noting each and 

every movement at the beginning of the movement helps to ensure that awareness follows each 

and every movement from its beginning till its end.  Many people find walking mindfully very 

helpful if they are feeling too restless to sit mindfully.  
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Mindful walking - instructions 

 Ensure that there is space enough to walk for at least a few paces in front of you and set 

the intention that for the next 20 minutes or so you will commit to being present here 

now. 

 Begin by standing and bringing attention to your posture. You should be relaxed upright 

and dignified, with eyes open looking few metres in front of you. Let your chest be open, 

relax your shoulders, making sure your knees are not locked and place your hands 

where they are comfortable 

 Become aware of sight, sounds and what is happening around you and, without 

rejection, let these things be on the periphery of your awareness. With curious interest, 

notice the sensations in your body standing, letting go of unnecessary muscle tension. 

 Let “standing” be the centre of your awareness. 

 For a minute or two, enjoy the simple activity of standing 

 Then allow your attention to focus on your feet and the sensations in them, whether cold 

or pressure or whatever you may be feeling. 

 When you are ready, notice the intention to take a step. 

 Notice the changing sensations as you shift your weight onto one foot and pick the other 

one up. 

 Notice how your foot feels as it travels through the air and the changing sensation of 

pressure as you place it on the ground. 

 If you wish you can use noting such as “lifting, moving, placing” or if you wish to walk a 

bit faster you may use “left, right” 

 Walk at a pace and find a rhythm that is comfortable for you. 

 If you are walking at a slow pace, attention will be more acutely focused on your feet, at a 

faster pace, the attention can be broader such as your legs or the whole of your body. 

 When thoughts, sounds, sights and emotions pull your attention away from walking, 

simply note the experience and refocus your attention.  

 When you come to the end of your walking pathway, stop, be aware of turning, then walk 

back mindfully back along your pathway.  

 If you feel comfortable you can gradually slow the pace and the rhythm down.  

 Continue walking for a period that is suitable then let the mindfulness cultivated during 

mindful walking carry over into your daily life.  
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Mindfulness of breath as a calm meditation practice: Instruction.  

Body, belly and nose tip-practise. 

Find a secluded and peaceful place and make yourself comfortable either siting or lying in a 

supine posture. If you tend to fall asleep do not lie down, but sit comfortably in an upright and 

dignified manner. Make a clear intention or resolve that for a particular period of time you will 

endeavour to cultivate concentration, joy, tranquillity and peace by focusing on the breath. Put 

aside all concerns and worries about the world. Also suspend cravings after things not present, 

and allow your attention to settle on your breath. Couple relaxation with the breath, and focus 

on both the breath and letting go of muscular tension. Bring single-minded attention to that 

process and when the mind goes off somewhere else, bring it back to relaxation and breath. 

After a while it may start to feel very nice or pleasant. Those pleasant feelings can be included 

into your awareness and they help you focus. You can continue to relax with the breath and this 

could be your whole meditation.  

 

Remember to let the breath be completely natural. Just as you don‟t try to control the breath 

when you are asleep, let the breath be as if you are asleep. Let the breath breathe you.    

 

If you want to can focus your kind attention to the rising and falling of the breath as you feel it in 

your belly. Make it so that focussing on the breath is very important. So important that you have 

no time for anything else, and if thoughts and disturbing emotions come up, try to let them go 

with the breath. In this way you stay with the rising and falling of the breath in you abdomen. 

Track the movements and be with it all the way. Sometimes is may feel as if there is a warm 

glow in your belly that feels very pleasant. If the movement of the breath in your belly is 

enjoyable, enjoy it and let the enjoyment increase your focus. Feel your self become very stable 

with the breath.   

 

If you feel that you would like to increase the vividness of your experience, you can shift your 

attention to the feelings either at the tip of the nose or the area above your top lip. Stay focused, 

and try to notice the very subtle sensations. Let awareness of the breath at your nose tip be 

very relaxing and calming and hone in on all the subtle aspects in the sensations.  Let yourself 

get absorbed in focusing on the breath. So absorbed that thoughts and other experiences 

simply do not have a chance to take the spot light.  Simply get into it. Relax and let go into being 

here now with the breath. Let your self be relaxed, calmed and soothed with the breath. Let 

problems and concerns fade away and let the sensations of the breath become vivid and clear.  
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The breath is all there is and be at peace with it.  

 

If you feel the need to change gears to be aware of the breath in your whole body or in your 

belly, simply do that which is needed to maintain relaxation, stability and clarity.  Remember 

however, to bring single-minded care and attention to the breath where ever it is.  

 

When the time is right come out of the meditation period. Firstly, however, spend a few 

moments going back over the meditation exercise and remember what worked for you and what 

happened. Put these recollections in your memory banks for future reference, and then slowly 

move your body and open your eyes if they were closed. Then go about doing what you do 

knowing that you and practise relaxation, stability and vividness as and when you choose.  

 

Mindfulness of breath at your abdomen as an insight practice- instructions 

 Loosen any tight clothing or other constrictions. 

 Allow yourself to be as comfortable as you can, either lying face up or preferably sitting 

on a chair or cushion 

 When you sit ensure that your back, neck and head are upright and straight in a dignified 

and relaxed posture. You can close your eyes, or if they remain open, let their focus be 

diffuse. 

 Make the resolve that, for the next 20 minutes or so, you will endeavour not to fidget or 

move unnecessarily. Nor will you be too concerned with future goals or anything other 

than being here now and bringing attention to your primary object. 

 Bring attention to your body as a whole and let go of tightness. You can briefly let your 

awareness scan throughout your body, finding tension and letting it go using your out 

breath to help you. 

 As you let go of tension, it is as if your awareness of your bodily experience becomes 

clearer and sharper. 

 As you sit or lie there, you notice the movement of your breath in your abdomen. If you 

can‟t feel the movement in your abdomen, be attentive to the movement in your chest or 

in both your chest and abdomen. 

 Don‟t force your focus, rather let your mind be open and sensitive. 

 Keep you breathing natural, neither speeding it up nor slowing it down. Let yourself be 

accepting of the breath without judgement that it should be other than it is. 

 You can use noting such as “rising” or “falling” to help you bring attention to the 

movement of your abdomen or chest as you breathe.   
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 Pay attention to the beginning, middle and end of the rising movement and the 

beginning, middle and end of the falling movement. 

 Do not struggle with thoughts, feelings or other experiences but let them arise and pass 

away.  

 Notice thoughts, feelings and other experiences and track how they change.  

 When they no longer dominate your awareness bring attention back to rest with your 

breath and noticing sensations in the abdomen.  

 You can use noting to help be mindful of the things that draw attention away from the 

breath, such as “thinking, thinking” or “remembering, remembering” or “hearing, hearing” 

etc., 

 Allow your open, yet focused mind to notice just one breath at a time, connecting mind 

and body.  It is as if the knowing of the breath and the breath are not separate.  

 

Five obstacles to meditation  

Meditation is simple but very difficult. As we try to follow instructions for meditation it is 

inevitable that hindrances to our practice will arise. Skill negotiating these obstacles develops 

with experience and it becomes part of our ongoing meditation practice. In essence the 

hindrances are states of mind, which seem embedded and entangled in our sense of being. 

Humans may experience millions of different states of mind and  meditation teachers point to 

five groupings, which may considered as obstructive to meditation and being content, peaceful, 

psychologically free. Being mindful of these five hindrances is usually included in the 4 th domain 

of mindfulness being mindfulness of phenomena or mindfulness of mind objects. Skilfully 

working with and through the hindrances are advanced aspects of meditation practice.. 

Nonetheless, early reference is made to these hindrances because it is easy for beginners to 

feel discouraged in the beginning stages of meditation. If you can be aware of the hindrances 

and realise that they are part of meditation practice, then discouragement is less likely to arise.     

 

Each and every individual needs to learn for themselves strategies for the hindrances. Gently 

and kindly knowing and courageously exploring these patterns of heart mind are powerful ways 

to negotiate these difficulties. Mindfulness is the main way to deal with the obstacles or 

hindrances. Being able to identify a hindrance with mindfulness, and note or name it, is one 

powerful way to overcome and reign in its obstructive power. It also helps to not take the 

hindrances personally or see them as enemies to be quashed. Rather it is best to see these 

hindrances as honoured guests that will not stay long.  Working through the hindrances is, in 

fact, the business of meditation and this ultimately leads to freedom from stress, anxiety and 
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depression.  Ways to work with the hindrances are explained throughout this workbook and 

more detailed explanations will be provided in later session/chapters. In summary, however, the 

hindrances are:  

1. Unnecessary craving. An example of this is like getting lost in thinking about chocolate 

when you don‟t have or need any.  

2. Feeling hostile, ill will, hating things or being bored. These feeling can get in the road of 

getting in the flow of meditation.  

3. Lethargy or a sense of being mentally dull. An example of this is going to sleep during 

meditation, when you don‟t need or want to sleep.   

4. Restlessness, agitation or worry.   

5. Procrastinating or feeling uncertain about the usefulness of meditation and the path of 

happiness. This type of block stops you from getting experience and learning about the 

benefits for yourself.  

 

Much of dealing with the difficulties of meditation is about finding balance. 
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Activities to do between sessions   

 Recollect the days events. Reflect on the consequences of your actions. Use the 

response/reaction record if you feel this may help.  

 Engage mindfully in some appropriate physical exercise. This may include power walking, 

swimming, jogging, yoga or other movement that is not harmful.  

 Practise, either with or without a recording, one of the mindfulness of breath exercises for 

about 15-20 minutes, once or twice a day. If you find mindfulness of breath unhelpful, 

continue with either body scan or progressive relaxation once or twice a day.  If you find both 

body scan and mindfulness of breath helpful you can alternate between the practices. 

Otherwise just practise mindfulness of breath.   

 Experiment with mindful walking (with or without recording) for about 20 minutes once or 

twice a day. If you wish, you can combine mindful walking with mindfulness of breath doing 

mindful walking for a period (10-15 minutes) followed by mindfulness of breath (15-20 

minutes). 

 Commit your self to formal meditation practice. If you can‟t, do not judge yourself harshly 

and endeavor to make mindfulness and wise action a way of being in the world and living. 

 Try being mindful of your breathing for a few breaths a few times a day during your daily 

activities, practise finding breathing spaces in your life.  

  “Just notice” events in your life without feeling that you have to react to or “do” anything with 

these events.  The domains of noticing can include unpleasant experiences as well as 

neutral and pleasant experiences. You can record these experiences on the daily 

experiences diary.  

 Continue to use “noting” in formal mindful activities such as walking or sitting mindfully as 

well as in daily activities. 

 After a formal meditation period, spend a few minutes reflecting on what happened during 

the time you meditated. If you want you could start to keep a journal. See if you can track 

back and recollect the period and remember any features.   
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Response/reaction record  

Our response or reactions to situations have consequences that affect our thoughts, emotions, and physical feelings. Sometimes they 

also affect the people and the world around us. Complete the record below as a way of considering response options for each 

situation.   

 

Trigger/ 

situation 
Response/ 

reactions  

Consequences: How did 

your response affect 

yourself and or others 

around you?   

Was it in line 

with or in 

opposition to 

your goals and 

values?    

If it was in line, how 

can you increase 

these types of 

responses? 

If it was in opposition, 

what are some 

alternative responses? 
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SESSION FOUR:  MINDFULNESS OF THOUGHTS AND THE 
CHOICE TO ENGAGE OR DISENGAGE 

 

This session involves developing awareness of thinking, and how thinking can be 

both helpful and unhelpful on the path of freedom. Firstly a reactive stress spiral will 

be described as having thoughts, emotions, behaviours and physical sensations. 

Then, the nature of destructive thinking patterns will be highlighted and two different 

ways of dealing with unwanted thoughts and unhelpful thinking patterns will be 

explored.  The first way involves changing what we think. The second way involves 

using mindfulness to change the way we relate to thoughts and thinking patterns. 

When we use mindfulness and curious investigation with thoughts, wisdom arises. 

With wisdom it is possible to transform our relationship to unhelpful thoughts and 

thinking patterns and reduce the struggle and suffering with them.  

 

Thinking   

“Thinking” can have many meanings.  The types of thinking and thought processes 

discussed in this session include: imagery, stories, memory or messages expressed 

either with words (verbal) or pictures (visual).  These types of thoughts may include 

what seems like random and unrelated images or words or it may include trains of 

thought that appraise evaluate, compare, judge and comment.  These types of 

thoughts are like we are talking or having discussions with ourselves.  Sometimes 

people become completely stuck in their heads thinking about life rather than 

experiencing it.  
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Sometimes our thoughts are like a cascading waterfall of memories, images and 

ideas or like video clips about the past and the future. On the path of freedom, 

thinking can be both helpful and unhelpful.  Helpful thoughts or attitudes about the 

world and our selves can prevent us from becoming depressed or anxious.  On the 

other hand, as stress can be cyclic and interactive, thoughts may not only be triggers 

for stressful reactions but also outcomes.  They can be part of the entangling process 

that leads to a snow ball of crippling stressful reactions.  

Reactive Stress Spirals 

 
 
 
 
       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thoughts can be a part of vicious destructive cycles that can also include emotions, 

behaviours and the way our body feels.  Sometimes the types of thoughts that lead to 

us feeling miserable or unnecessarily anxious are called toxic thoughts because of 

their debilitating impact.  

             

 

Triggers 

Situation  
Thoughts 
Emotions 
Sensations 
 

Thoughts 

Behaviours Physical 

sensations 

Emotions  

New situation 

New triggers 
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Sometimes thoughts seem to get out of control.  

                                       

 

And the more we try to stop them or blank the mind the more they grow and 

grow…… 
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Mindful Investigation 

According to meditation teachers, the ability to investigate helps to dispel confusion 

(Pandita, 1992).  Investigation can involve realistic and logical discursive enquiry, like 

we are talking wisely to ourselves about the truth of something.  Investigation can 

also involve curious and penetrative questioning that is not discursive. The latter type 

of enquiry involves penetrative insight into the nature of the object being investigated. 

This type of enquiry is not the same as being lost in thinking about something. It 

refers to contemplating, with clarity the nature of phenomena including that which we 

call our self. Contemplating something can involve tracking changes so that we get a 

clear picture of the phenomena we are tracking. Helpful enquiry often involves 

looking at cause and effect, action and consequence relationships.  Helpful 

investigation often involves asking WHAT is happening and HOW it is happening. 

When we ask WHAT is happening, it could involve subjective experiences such as 

hearing and sounds, thoughts, sensations or states of mind. Sometimes as we are 

asking WHAT and HOW we may also discover reasons for things arising. Generally, 

however, mindful investigation does not ask the question WHY. Though asking the 

question WHY something has arisen is sometimes very helpful, such questioning can 

often get entangled in inaccurate interpretations, misconstructions and unhelpful 

blaming. Thus, such questioning is not generally followed.  

 

Sitting mindfully with thoughts often clarifies any underlying deeper fears or beliefs 

 

                 
 

Mindfulness and investigation work together. Mindfulness includes noticing what is 

happening and how it changes.  Mindfulness and investigation cultivate wisdom 
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because we learn about the types of actions that lead to being entangled in anguish, 

anxiety and depression and the types of actions of body, speech and mind that lead 

to happiness and being free.  

 

When we bring attention to present moment experience we may also notice how the 

experience changes and what factors are related to the change. If thoughts are the 

object of mindfulness, then we can notice how “thinking” changes and also notice the 

factors related to the arising and passing of the thought, such as triggers or 

associated emotions.  

   

When we are calm, it is possible to purposely explore or investigate thoughts in an 

objective manner.  Initially it best to begin with only short periods of time (such as 5-

10 minutes), because it is very easy to lose an objective perspective with thoughts 

where we get entangled with the stories. When we get entangled and enmeshed we 

may lose a perspective that leads to knowing and understanding our experience.  

With practise it is possible to maintain longer periods of time of observation and 

investigation without getting lost and hijacked. With distressing thoughts and 

emotions, you can use curious investigation to ask yourself, “What is really 

happening here?” or  “What is the truth of these thoughts?” or “What is the 

connection between thoughts and emotions?”, or “How do I behave when I am 

hijacked by this particular emotion?” or  “How does this experience change?“  or 

“What triggered these thoughts?” or “What are the underlying states or mind related 

to these thoughts and how do I experience these states”   and so on.  With curious 

enquiry it is very important that we bring a quality of open minded kindness and care 

to what we are investigating.  When we bring kind enquiry to our experience we 

generally get to know this experience. Sometimes this can resolve day to day 

problems we may have been mulling over. It can also go deeper so that we discover 

more fundamental characteristics of thought.  With enquiry we can discover that 

thoughts change, they are not who or what we are, and that a thought about 

something does not necessarily represent the truth of that thing.  These realisations 

about thoughts can liberate us from whatever suffering that thinking may bring.   
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Managing stressful or problematic thoughts and thought processes 

Two ways to work with difficult thoughts that involve mindfulness are:  

1. Changing what we think or the content of our thoughts and  

2. Changing our relationship to thoughts 

 

Both ways involve altering the believability of unhelpful thoughts.  A cognitive 

behavioural therapy (CBT) model considers that it is not a situation that causes us 

emotional distress but our beliefs and assumption or the way we think about it. 

 

According to CBT or Cognitive Therapy (CT) the responses we have to events in life 

are mediated by the way we think about them, or our beliefs. Cognitive therapists 

often talk about the ABC of thinking. In the ABC of thinking A refers to Activating 

event or experiences, B refers to Beliefs or the interpretation of events and C refers 

to Consequences.  Many upsetting emotional consequences are mediated by beliefs 

and unrealistic assumptions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is helpful to understand and manage thoughts and thinking styles. Mindfulness can 

help us identify the types of thoughts that may be problematic in our lives. 

Mindfulness helps us to clarify how different types of thoughts may trigger different 

types of emotional experiences and vice versa. Much of our thinking is automatic. 

That is, it seems to be involuntary, uncontrollable and appears to just “pop” into our 

heads. Sometimes it seems as if an endless babble of commentary, evaluation, 

discussion, judgments, messages and so on is taking place.  Often the seemingly 

endless babble has underlying themes. These themes may reflect assumptions and 

core beliefs about the world and ourselves. Beliefs and assumption can help us to 

cope with life in an effective way or they can hinder and be maladaptive. 

 

Unrealistic or unhelpful thoughts are often catastrophic, inaccurate, inflexible and 

self-defeating.  Unhelpful thoughts tend to have inflexible and absolute words such 

as: should, have to, must, ought, can‟t, always, never etc. If our beliefs are distorted 

and not in line with the way things actually are, we are more likely to experience 

some type of stress.  Mindfulness coupled with curious investigation can help to 

uncover maladaptive beliefs so that we choose to be less driven by negative 

interpretations.  Mindfulness enhances our ability to identify depressive and anxiety 

producing thoughts so that we can replace them with something more helpful if we 

wish. 

Activating 

situation or 

event 

Beliefs 

Inaccurate 
thoughts about 
ourselves, the 
situation or event. 

Consequences 

Upsetting 
emotional 
reactions   
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If our mind is disturbed we can track back, with enquiry, to ask ourselves what our 

perception of the trigger was.  Once discovered, we may be able to change our 

disturbance by seeing alternative perspectives. Sometimes it is possible to use 

concentrated investigation to inquire about what seems to be the content of 

underlying beliefs that may be causing distress. For example, if certain thoughts keep 

returning, you can ask yourself, or reflect on, what might be driving these thoughts.  

With investigation, you may notice a core belief or discover that clinging, attachment 

or aversion to a view, concept or experience is often behind thought pattern.  If you 

are kind and gentle it is possible to go deeper layers of the experience, such as the 

currents of mind states below the surface thinking patterns. Sometimes concentrated 

investigation can uncover the origins of beliefs as coming from significant life event, 

such as a traumatic childhood experience.  However, as a cautionary note, it is better 

to let this type of memory arise naturally rather than asking WHY and running the risk 

of negative and inaccurate projections. Furthermore if such connections are 

uncovered the process is best managed by asking WHAT and HOW the memory is 

experienced in the present moment. If memories are uncovered and this is 

distressing it is often best managed with a supportive friend or therapist. With 

mindfulness we can move from the unconscious to the conscious and the unhelpful 

to the helpful.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
MINDFUL ATTITUDE TO THOUGHTS 
 

It is important to remember that even though thoughts influence our sense of 

being we are not our thoughts and that even though thoughts can be powerful 

and lead to action we can choose to not act on them.  

 

 

UNCONSCIOUS   

CONSCIOUS  

UNHELPFUL HELPFUL 
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A cognitive behavioural model, where thoughts, emotions and 

actions interact  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Eg: Failing a university exam.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THOUGHTS 

EMOTIONS  

ACTIONS 

THOUGHTS: 
“I am stupid and I 
don’t deserve to 
succeed” 
 

EMOTIONS: 
Unworthy 
Sad 
Hopeless 

Unmotivated 

ACTIONS: 
The student doesn’t 
study and fails the 

subject. 
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THOUGHT CHALLENGING SUMMARY 
1.  Look for the evidence to support the belief,  

2.  See alternatives to the unhelpful beliefs,   

3. Question the probability of the belief being true  

4. Consider the cost, or whether it really mattered if what we believed 

was true or not. 

 

 

Unhelpful 

Thought 

Believe it 

(1-100%) 

Challenge Helpful 

Thought 

Believe it 

(1-100%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 



 

Handouts for mindfulness based stress management programs   2009 Malcolm Huxter, Clinical Psychologist 87 

 

Unhelpful ways of thinking 

 

 Overgeneralisation, which refers to the tendency to over exaggerate. For 

example, interpreting failure at one task to mean failure at everything.  
 

 Polarised thinking. This is thinking in extremes of  black or white judgements.  

Things are either totally good or bad and there are no shades of grey.  
 

 Mental filtering. In CBT this unhelpful pattern is where one tends to just focus 

on the negative rather than seeing alternatives or the bigger picture. 
 

 Catastrophising. This pattern is very common with worry and refers to over 
estimating the probability that something “terrible” will happen and focusing on 
the worst possible outcome.   

 

 Minimising and magnifying. This pattern refers to minimising the positive 

and magnifying the negative (usually in reference to ourselves and our own 
qualities or capacities).  

 

 Mind reading. This pattern refers to making inferences and assumptions 

about how other people feel and think without evidence.  
 

 Personalising. In CBT this refers to taking personal responsibility for events 

where such responsibility is not due, or relating events to oneself when there 
is no basis to do this.   

 
 
 
Being mindful of thoughts, seeing thoughts from a space of awareness helps you 

move unconscious thoughts into awareness and transform them from being unhelpful 

to helpful.  
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Changing the relationship to thoughts with insight 

Another way that mindfulness can be used with unwanted, difficult or problematic 

thoughts is not to change their content but to change the way we relate to them. 

 

Control is often considered as having power over something. It may be difficult to 

control thoughts. The more you try not to think a thought, for example, the more it 

may surface. It is possible however, to manage thoughts so that they have less 

control over us. Developing a relationship of openness and kindness with thoughts is 

one way to manage them.  If we begin to recognize how, in many circumstances, we 

have choice in how we respond to events then we may begin to feel that we have 

more power and control in our lives. 

 

When we are mindful of thoughts we have more opportunity to choose how to 

respond to them. We can also utilise thoughts in a way that may reduce mental 

distress. Once we can identify different types of thinking patterns, it is possible 

choose to disengage from the types of thoughts that may be unhelpful and choose to 

engage with the types of thoughts that may be helpful. Choosing to engage with 

healthy thoughts can include reflecting on happy themes and thinking about people 

that that inspire us or have been kind to us. This type of positive reflection can 

promote a sense of peace and joy.  

 

When we identify unhelpful thinking patterns we can note them accordingly, such as: 

“judging” “condemning”, “worrying”  “ruminating”  “obsessing” and so on.  If particular 

patterns of thought driven by maladaptive beliefs can be identified they can also be 

noted accordingly. Some people find it helpful to put particular “notes” on habitual 

themes. Like, for example, “the relationship tape”, the “needing to be acknowledged 

tape”, “the self critic” and so on. 

 

It has been said, “that which gets your attention gets you”. Focusing on something 

increases the likelihood of becoming absorbed in that “thing”. When we are sensitive 

to the types of thoughts we are having we are more able to choose to focus on the 

positive or neutral and not focus on the negative. This does not mean that we deny or 

suppress unhelpful thoughts, but rather, see them for what they are and not engage 
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with them. One way to disengage from unwanted thoughts or thinking styles is to 

note or acknowledge a thought or pattern of thoughts, but then anchor oneself in the 

present moment by being attentive to present moment experience. This may include 

focusing on what one is doing, or being attentive to the way one experiences the 

world through bodily experiences (sight, sound, smell, touch and taste or bodily 

sensations).   

 

With Calm meditations the way to deal with unwanted thoughts is to not pay attention 

to them.  By not paying attention to them they do not disturb you.  Just if you were in 

a train reading a really interesting book and in the same carriage a young child was 

having a tantrum a few seats away, people moving past you, the train rocking around 

etc., yet  you are not disturbed by these things. Because the story in the book is so 

interesting you notice these other things but they do not get your attention.   

 

Another way to disengage from difficult thoughts is to not react to them or to struggle 

with, resist, try to control or suppress them.  Rather, allow them the space to “be”. In 

this way we can be attentive to thoughts but from a frame of reference that is 

distanced from them. Some calm meditation practices make the contents of the mind 

(including thoughts) the object of focus.  These types of calm meditation can be very 

helpful to change a destructive and harmful relationship to thoughts and thinking 

processes.  

 

Disengaging from thoughts is also like observing and stepping back from them. This 

“stepping back” occurs within oneself and NOT outside oneself. If it feels as though 

you are stepping outside yourself, this is called dissociation. Mindfulness is not 

dissociation.  Stepping back can be considered as the opposite to “falling into” and 

getting entangled.   

 

Linehan (1993, p.67) used the following metaphor to explain the difference between 

going outside oneself and stepping back and observing. “Imagine that the place you 

go outside yourself is a flower. The flower is connected to your centre by a long stem. 

The centre is the root of the flower. Imagine coming down the stem to the root”. 
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Choosing to cultivate wholesome thoughts and disengage from unwholesome 

thoughts takes time and practice. Related to this ability to choose, is insight about the 

nature of thoughts. Thoughts can be illusionary and it is easy to misidentify with the 

content of our thoughts. Thoughts are not however, what they advertise themselves 

to be. An interpretation of something may not reflect the truth of that thing. In other 

words, thoughts are not facts.  Thoughts are thoughts and they do not necessarily 

define or accurately describe the world around us, or who or what we are.  

 

With insight meditation thoughts can became object of attention and being mindful 

with thoughts leads to insight or wisdom. Insight means that we can perceive and 

understand thoughts as they actually are. This means we can know thoughts as 

changeable, contingent and unreliable. Insight can liberate us from the burden of 

believing illusive thoughts as truth. 

 

Mindfulness can help protect us from being intoxicated with pleasant thoughts and 

can also help create a sense of humour or spaciousness with unpleasant thoughts. 

By being aware, we can often see a new perspective on our problems. By not 

engaging with unhelpful thoughts the belief in their content is not strengthened. In 

this way, the content of unhelpful thoughts are challenged and changed via a process 

of acceptance rather than by a struggle for control.  

 

Noting and naming is often good to catch negative thoughts before they get out of 

control.  
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Anchoring yourself in the reality of what you are doing and remembering to 

remember to be here now is possibly the most powerful way to find some peace with 

disturbing thoughts.  

 

                                       

                           

 

Mindfulness of hearing  

Sound, like any experience, can be an object of mindfulness.  Further more it is 

possible to make sound a primary object of mindfulness meditation.  Sound 

meditation can be practised during formal meditation times or during one's day-to-day 

activities, as part of one's general mindfulness repertoire. Making sound the object of 

meditation is very helpful when there is restlessness, as it can be pleasant and gives 

a sense of spaciousness. 

 

As with any object of mindfulness you notice the WHAT and HOW of sound and 

hearing. You notice how the sounds change and what factors were related to the 

change. When you practice mindfulness of sound, allow sounds come and go. Try 

not to judge sounds as good or bad but try to hear sounds as vibrations coming to 

you, and simply “be” with them. Hear sounds as if they are music, being attentive to 

the nuances of the sounds. Pictures or concepts related to the sounds may come into 

your mind.  Allow these ideas to be, but direct your attention to sounds.  Be attentive 

to the changing nature of sounds and how one sound leads into another. Some 
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sounds may be unpleasant and some sounds may be pleasant. With unpleasant 

sounds it is helpful to direct attention as if it is going inside the sound (Martine 

Batchelor, 2004) and notice the insubstantial nature of the sound. With pleasant 

sounds it is useful to notice how they arise and pass away.   

 

Listening to thoughts with mindfulness  

At times it seems as if our mind is overwhelmed with unwanted thoughts.  Even 

though our mind may be flooded, we try, as much as possible, not to follow or get 

“caught up” in, or involved with these thoughts.  As with all objects of mindfulness we 

notice the WHAT and HOW of thoughts.  As much as possible we try to step back 

from the thoughts and develop what Linehan (1993) calls a  “teflon” mind, or a mind 

that can let the thoughts go and change according to their natural conditions.  It is 

helpful to notice the changing nature of thoughts. As with other objects of 

mindfulness it is also helpful to develop an objective and non-condemning stance 

about thoughts. In this way we begin to study and know thoughts and understand 

how they can lead to other thoughts, emotions, feelings, or bodily experiences.  

 

In the same way you that you hear sounds with a passive and open-minded manner, 

allow your attention to shift to thoughts.  Allow thoughts to come into the 

spaciousness of your mind. See thoughts as clouds in the sky, leaves in a river, 

waves on the ocean, placards in a parade.  Sometimes people see thoughts as if 

they are like buses coming down the road. Each bus has its destination clearly 

displayed and stops to allow you to get on board. If the destination says “road to 

misery” you can choose not to board. If on the other hand the sign says “road to 

happiness” you can choose to board and figuratively engage in those thoughts. 

 
After a formal meditation period you can spend some time reflecting on the thoughts 

that came up during that time.  Remember to be reflective and objective and not get 

entangled thinking processes. Yet, notice the types of thoughts you had, perhaps 

also noting what you were thinking about and what the underlying feeling tones were 

in relation to the thought. In this way you build up a form of understanding about 

thought and their relationship to deeper states of mind and the things that are 

happening in your life.  
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Mindfully watching thoughts  

For some people the comparison to listening to thoughts may not be as appropriate 

as the idea of watching or observing thoughts.  With this perspective, it is as if you 

passively observe the movie of your mind.  There may be all sorts of mental 

constructs, stories, memories, fantasies and imaginings passing through your mind.  

The challenge with this exercise is to watch the movie without getting lost and caught 

up in the story.   Sometimes it may seem as if the stories are never ending, one 

thought after another. The thoughts may come and go very rapidly without you being 

fully aware of their content. Sometimes the thoughts may have a high emotional 

charge. Other times they are just random memories, images, pictures, ideas, and 

more.   Sometimes the thought may be frightening other times they may be amusing 

or boring. Whatever the content of thoughts may be, it is important to remember that 

they are just thoughts and are not necessarily facts to be believed.   With this 

exercise it is helpful to leave your eyes slightly open. You don‟t look around of 

course. But, you let your focus be diffuse, not really looking at anything, except the 

contents of your mind.  When your eyes are left open it helps you to realise that 

thoughts are just constructs of the mind.   
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Activities to do between sessions   

 Continue with a regular routine of meditation.  Utilise mindfulness of body 

practices as your foundation (e.g., mindfulness of breath, mindful walking, or body 

scan).  If thoughts arise, note them accordingly. 

 Experiment with your repertoire by listening to the  “mindfulness of sounds and 

thoughts” recording. 

  Practice disengaging from thoughts by purposely focusing attention on what you 

are doing or experiencing.  

 If you are feeling concentrated and calm, experiment objectively with examining 

thoughts for very short periods (only a few minutes). Play particular awareness to 

how they change and how they relate to other experiences.  

 At the end of the day, recollect the day‟s events. Use a diary to record some 

experiences throughout the day and notice thoughts. Begin to notice thoughts or 

thinking styles that may lead to suffering, and thoughts or thinking styles that may 

lead away from distress (do not get too analytical). 

 Notice particular patterns of thought, such as “catastrophising” 

“overgeneralisation” “minimising”, and note them as they arise.  

 Try not to be afraid of thoughts, and try stepping back and being accepting of 

thoughts. Let thoughts come and go without unwarranted reaction. 

 Try, on occasions, to listen to the babble of judging, evaluating, comparing etc., 

without getting caught up in the stories.  Step back and listen to thoughts just as if 

you were listening to a babbling stream.  

 If you are comfortable, begin to increase the length of time you do formal 

mindfulness exercises to longer than 30 minutes.   

 It is recommended that after a formal meditation period you spend a few minutes 

recollecting the meditation and the things that occurred during this period. In 

particular pay attention to the types of thoughts and thinking patterns you may 

have experienced, and the themes of thought you may have experienced. 

Remember to be objective, honest and curious about what happened and not get 

entangled in being over critical or condemning about your experienced. If you find 

it useful you could start to keep a journal about your meditation experience.  
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Mindfulness of sounds and thoughts   

 Make yourself comfortable, sitting upright and relaxed.  

 Scan your body and release whatever tension you may feel. 

 Make the determination that for the period of this exercise, you will not to 

follow concerns about things other than being here and now and what you are 

doing. Remember that for 20-30 minutes you don‟t have to do anything other 

than practising mindfulness of sound and thoughts.  

 Also make the intention to maintain a stance of willingness, receptivity and 

openness to experience as it comes to you, arising and passing away.  

 Now turn your mind to sound.   

 Be attentive to sound as sound or vibration.  

 Be alert but relaxed and receive sound as it comes to you. There may be 

sounds of birds, cars, traffic, air conditioning, wind, rain or just the hum of 

silence.  

 Notice how you may create images and labels around the sound such as: dog 

barking, traffic, birds or whatever. Don‟t struggle with the labelling and the 

pictures but distinguish the sound from the label.  Let the labelling or pictures 

be on the periphery of your awareness and direct you attention to sound as 

vibration.  

 Notice also how some sounds are pleasant, some sounds are unpleasant and 

some sounds are neither pleasant nor unpleasant. Notice and note the 

judgements and without struggle let them go by bringing attention back to 

sound as sound.     

  Now arising ………now changing…now passing away. Notice, if you can, the 

beginning, middle and end of each sound. Listen closely, attentive to every 

nuance, every subtle shift and change. Notice how vibration may itself also be 

made up of other vibrations.  

 Let your mind be as if it is the sky, open, expansive and clear, and let sounds 

arise and pass through.  

 With the same open and spacious perspective, now shift your awareness to 

thoughts.  

 Notice thoughts as if they are clouds passing across an expansive sky, 

arising, changing, passing and disappearing from view.  
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 Or, observe thoughts like birds flying across the sky, sometimes flitting around 

then moving on, sometimes just gliding through space. They leave no trace.  

 Thoughts are just changing objects against the backdrop of spaciousness.  

 Use noting to help you be aware of the changing nature of thoughts.   

 Note commenting, evaluating, appraising, judging, planning, calculating, day-

dreaming, remembering, catastrophising, overgeneralising, personalising or 

what ever type of thinking you may experience.   

 Sometimes there are too many thoughts to note. Sometimes it is as if thoughts 

babble on like a never-ending stream. Step back from the stream and notice 

the stream pass by. Notice the thoughts but resist the temptation to dive in and 

follow the thought. 

 Sometimes, thoughts are like placards in a parade. Each having a message, 

each inviting you in to join the parade. Resist the urge to join the parade and 

notice messages as thoughts just passing by. There is no need to get caught 

up in the drama.  

  Let the thoughts come and go. Step back to a place of witnessing and 

watching the show.  

 Notice how some thoughts are pleasant and some thoughts are unpleasant. 

Notice how some thoughts have a charge and others don‟t. Notice thoughts 

about the past or the future. Notice thoughts seem to come back again and 

again and again. Notice how thoughts may tell a story, like a drama, and how 

we are always in a leading role.  

 Notice how we may desire to think because not thinking may be unfamiliar and 

frightening. 

 Notice how some thoughts lead to emotions and some emotions lead to 

thoughts. Notice and be receptive even to those thoughts that may lead to 

fear.  

 Try not to struggle with thoughts, no matter how frightening they may be. They 

are only thoughts.  Thoughts only have the power of action if we choose to 

give them this power. 

 Try as best you can to be open to thoughts without preference or 

condemnation. Develop a curious interest about the passing parade.  



 

Handouts for mindfulness based stress management programs   2009 Malcolm Huxter, Clinical Psychologist 98 

 They are not you. You are not your thoughts. Thoughts are thoughts. And they 

change. Let painful thoughts change without getting caught up in the struggle.  

 Step back into awareness.  Step back  from being caught up and entangled. 

 At the end of the formal cultivation of mindfulness, go about your daily 

activities using thinking as a helpful tool but remembering not to be deceived 

by the sometimes illusive nature of thoughts and harmful thinking patterns. 
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SESSION FIVE: MINDFULNESS OF HEART-MIND AND 
HEALING PAINFUL EMOTIONS 

States of mind  

The take home messages from this session are: States of heart mind, which include 

emotions, have a natural function and purpose.  The way we relate to and utilise 

emotions, however, becomes crucial in whether emotions lead to happiness and 

wellbeing, calm and insight or they are destructive. It is possible to reinforce 

destructive emotions and it is also possible to cultivate and develop healing 

emotions.  

 

The focus of this session is about being able to process and let go of destructive 

emotions. In later sessions we will focus on how to cultivate healing emotions. 

Mindfulness of heart mind is one way that we can gain some peace and freedom with 

destructive emotional patterns and cultivate wholesome and healing states of heart 

mind. 

 

In this session we will discuss and explore, with experiential exercises, how to work 

with painful and often harmful emotions. The idea of the heart-mind will be explained 

and reference to the third domain of mindfulness, contemplating heart mind, will be 

given. Mindfulness of the heart-mind is one way to develop more choice and freedom 

with emotions. Emotions will be described as feeling states that serve to propel us to 

action. Harmful and anguish laden emotions will be described as those states of 

heart-mind that are not only painful but that also lead to further suffering.  The 

experiential exercises will include strategies that help unlearn destructive habits, 

which seem to reinforce unhelpful emotions.  This is a difficult session because it is 

very easy to fuse and identify with destructive emotions as if they are who and what 

we are. It is important to be patient with yourself and not be too concerned if you feel 

you are not ready to deal with all the material discussed or attempt the unlearning 

strategies.  

 

The heart-mind 

In Western cultures “mind” is often thought of that part of us which thinks and uses 

reason. Emotions, on the other hand, are often thought of as those parts of our 

selves, which are more intuitive and beyond reason and logic.  In most Asian 
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languages, however, the words for mind usually translate something like heart-mind, 

which implies both reason and intuition. In cultures that use these languages heart-

mind is sometimes considered as the aware centre of a person or the subjective 

knower of experience.  The heart-mind not only thinks, but also feels and 

experiences.  We often identify with our heart-mind. If anyone asks “How are you?”  

we may contemplate the state of our heart-mind and respond  accordingly. We may 

say, for example,  “I am” happy, sad, confused, frustrated, motivated, calm, angry, 

peaceful or whatever as if these states of mind are who and what we are.  However, 

because states of mind change and we can be aware of them, it is not possible to 

say that we are these changing events.  It is as if states of mind provide the changing 

colour, atmosphere or substance of the aware mind.  Moods or emotions are also 

considered to be mind states, even though they also have many complex biological 

or physiological components. When we experience an emotion for example, there will 

be physical responses and feelings of pleasantness, unpleasantness or neutrality as 

well as thoughts. Mindfulness of heart-mind is, perhaps, the most relevant domain to 

heal painful emotions.  This domain of mindfulness refers to being aware of the 

heart-mind and the changing states of mind.  One function of the third domain of 

mindfulness (contemplating heart-mind) is to become more sensitive to the state of 

our emotional heart. However, as the dimensions of emotions are broader than just 

mind states, all four domains of mindfulness can be utilised for healing painful 

emotions.  

 

As mentioned above, we often confuse who we are with our state of mind, mood or 

emotion.  When we realise that states of heart mind are constantly changing we also 

realise we need not identify with these changing conditions. This insight is liberating 

and is cultivated with mindfulness.        

 

Emotions 

The word emotion originates from the Latin "emovere",   which means to disturb. The 

first part of the word, "e" means “out”, and “movere” translates as “to move”.  The 

modern use of the word emotion generally refers to feelings, passions, and 

sentiments or states of heart-mind as above.  It is helpful to reflect on the roots of this 

word because it points to the function of emotions.  When an emotion arises, 

complex neurological and hormonal responses can all come into play. This complex 
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interaction may, depending on our interpretation or perception of an event, influence 

our organism to respond, move or act in some manner. Some people claim that an 

evaluative thought comes before an emotion.  This may be true in many cases but 

often it‟s not.  More often than not, an emotion will come before an interpretive 

thought, and cause us to act faster than if we thought about it.  A mother acting from 

fear, for example, will jump to protect her child from a boiling pot of water much faster 

than if she spent time reasoning about the dangers of boiling water and the 

probability of her child hurting him or her self.  

 

Emotions have survival value. They are natural aspects of our organism and serve 

many functions. Not only do they aid in basic survival but they also help us achieve 

our goals and communicate to others.  There is a part of the brain called the 

amygdala, which is considered as the emotional centre of the brain. The amygdala 

has connection to other parts of the brain and the rest of the body so that from this 

centre, our organism can respond to emotions as needed. The frontal lobes are other 

parts of the brain and they are considered to be the centre of rational and logical 

thinking.  Emotions can influence the way we think about something. Similarly 

rational thinking can influence emotions, which are dependent on the amygdala. 

Sometimes, however, it seems that emotions can defy logic and despite being 

unreasonable, emotions may run rampant.   

 

The more we get to know emotions the more we realise how complex they can be.  

We can also realise their changing and interconnected nature.  Emotions come and 

go (like waves in the sea) and can be self-perpetuating. When an emotion seems to 

continue or be maintained for a period, it is called a mood. 

 

Because emotions may have a survival role, they can be learnt very quickly. 

Sometimes, however, learnt emotions may be dysfunctional and no longer serve our 

needs.  Further to this, some emotions are painful and destructive.   

 

If some emotions have been conditioned or learned and they are not how we need to 

respond to some situations, it is possible to decondition or unlearn some emotions.  
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We may not be able to control emotions arising.  We can, however, reduce our 

reactivity to emotions when they have arisen. Reducing reactivity is one way that we 

can decondition emotions. In this way we have more choice with our emotions rather 

than being slaves to them. 
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Painful and harmful emotions  

Some emotions are painful as well as destructive.  

             

 

                                    

 

 

                                 

 

    

Pain can be physical and/or emotional. One type of pain is experienced in response 

to (or warning of) physical injury or illness. Mental anguish is also painful. Hence 

another type of pain arises in response to emotional distress. There are also times 

when the above two types of pain are interconnected and indistinguishable or when 

our mind creates physical pain even when there is no physical injury or illness. 

 

Sometimes we can feel victim to emotions because they seem to hijack us or seem 

move us to act in a manner that may be unnecessary or even harmful.  Further to 

this, some emotions are simply difficult to bear.  The types of emotions that are 

harmful and painful vary from individual to individual, and from the context in which 

they arise. Some people think that anger, for example, is a harmful and painful 

emotion.  
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For others however, anger can be a helpful emotion because it provides the energy 

to right something that has been done wrong and overcome injustice.  

 

When emotions are painful and/or causing us to act in ways that are contrary to 

valued directions, emotional management or being able to regulate harmful emotions 

may be necessary.  

 

Often, in our attempt to regulate emotions, we may suppress them or try not to feel 

them. The trouble with this is that they may influence and cause us distress in other 

ways. Sometimes we may be overwhelmed by emotions and they drive us to act in 

ways that we may later regret. At other times we may experience secondary 

emotions. One emotion, for example, may go on to influence other emotions such as 

guilt, shame, fear, anger and so on.  

 

Mindfulness aids in emotional management and regulation. Mindfulness enables us 

to have more choice in how we deal with difficult emotions.  Ultimately, mindfulness 

of emotions helps us to master them. This means that rather than feeling that we are 

the servants, and sometimes the victims, of emotions, we can use emotions to 

benefit both our selves and others.  

  

When we become mindful of emotions, we begin to understand how to enhance and 

cultivate healthy emotions or emotions that are in line with our valued directions. We 

also begin to understand how to let go of those emotions that may lead to suffering 

and then how to engender healing emotions such as joy. Ultimately, mindfulness 
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helps us develop a curious interest with destructive emotions and a relationship with 

emotions where the aware heart mind is unshaken and peaceful.  

 

                                    
 

 

The role of avoidance with emotions  

We learn in complex ways that involve many components of our life. As mentioned in 

an earlier session, one way we learn is through behavioural reinforcement, which 

strengthens habits. Sometimes emotions are reinforced by allowing them to run 

rampant and out of control. This may involve becoming over-engaged, preoccupied, 

consumed and hijacked by emotions.  According to some researchers “over 

engagement can involve rumination, worry, obsessions, recurrent cravings and 

strong urges, and compulsive behaviours. One can also get entangled with positive 

experiences such as the „highs‟ associated with adventure, risk challenge, or even 

success.” (Hayes & Feldman, 2004, p. 255).  

 

Avoidance, like over-engagement, can also be reinforced. Avoidance of negative 

experiences can include denial, suppression, repression, substance abuse, 

dissociation and even self-harm (Hayes & Feldman, 2004).  We can get involved in 

all sorts of avoidant behaviours as ways to cope.  
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Avoidance is often necessary in order to cope. We may need, for example, to muster 

resources before we go headlong into a situation that could be overwhelming or even 

traumatising.  Habitual unnecessary avoidance can, however, undermine living and 

acting in accordance with important life directions. Sometimes people avoid positive 

experiences such as intimacy or pleasant activities because they are too anxiety 

provoking or they are stuck in a multitude of depressive habits such as withdrawal. If 

we avoid life we do not get evidence about the truths of life. Avoiding some 

experiences may then increase our stress and suffering. If we avoid some emotions, 

for example, they may become entrenched and reinforced.  Thus, avoidance can 

reduce our capacity to learn positive coping skills including different ways to think 

about difficult experiences and the chance to let go of painful emotions.    

 

At times, in order to manage out of control emotions we need to restrain or refrain 

from passionate outflows, or “surf” our urges. At other times we need to face that 

which we are avoiding.   
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Preventing avoidance and gradual extinction 

When unnecessary avoidance becomes habitual and stops us from realising our 

goals, we may feel trapped. In order to overcome our conditioned reactions we 

sometimes need to face the things we are avoiding or prevent our tendency to avoid.    

 

“Response prevention” is a term used in psychology to refer to not reinforcing 

avoidance or other behaviours. If we choose not to act on our impulse to avoid, 

habitual reactions will eventually change and become extinct because they are no 

longer reinforced.  

 

If we face our fears in a very sensitive and graduated manner, our old habits are 

allowed to become extinct.  If, on the other hand, we face our pain and fears when 

they are too overwhelming they can make our conditioned reactions worse. Where 

physical pain is concerned we should respect the call for action. We should also 

understand that purposely facing emotional pain should only be considered when we 

are somewhat confident that we can cope and it will not make reactions worse. There 

is a window of opportunity with the extinguishing process. Too little distress has no 

effect. Too much distress re-sensitises us to more complicated reactions. The 

process of tolerating distress and extinction must be done in a very sensitive and 

gradual manner. 

 

Emotional regulation 

There are numerous ways to begin to regulate painful emotions. Some of these ways 

include:  

 Identifying emotions and understanding their function or the purpose they may 

serve.  “Noting” can help us to identify emotions.   

 Decreasing negative vulnerability by engaging in activities that reduce the 

likelihood of detrimental emotions arising, such as avoiding going to 

dangerous places or mixing with abusive people.  

 Understanding the context of emotions and not taking them too personally. 

Not taking emotions too personally has been compared to riding a horse. We 

must not identify with the horse (or emotion) in order to direct it. At the same 
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time we must be able to feel at one with the horse to ensure the function of 

riding occurs efficiently and effectively (Linehan, 1993).   

 Increasing the likelihood of positive emotions arising by engaging in activities 

such as going to pleasant places, or mixing with kind and supportive people. 

 Being able to let go of painful emotions.    

 
 

Coping with painful emotions 

During formal meditation practices or during daily activities some ways to cope with 
painful and possibly destructive emotions include:   

 Honour emotions. They arise for a reason and they may indicate that we need 

to act in a particular way. Act on emotions if this is needed.  

 Note and name the emotions.  Say to your self something like: “(the name of 

the emotion) ……has arisen”.  Name the emotion with a tone of voice that is 

not the same as the emotion you are noting. For example, if anger is there, 

name it in with a tone of voice that is not angry. Naming an emotion helps to 

create space with it.  There are lists of words referring to some basic emotions 

at the end of this chapter.  Reference to this lsit may be helpful to provide 

some alternative words for t he emotions you experience.  

 Give emotions space. As much as possible we let them be without rejecting or 

suppressing them. If it is painful do not suppress the experience. Let it be. 

Giving space to emotions is like accepting them and embracing them with 

kindness.  

 Step back from falling into and becoming entangled with the emotion. Step 

back from them into a space of awareness.  Step back and get unstuck by 

being aware.  

 See emotions like waves coming and going.  In this way try not to block them 

or amplify them.  Rather we let them roll on by.  

 Remember that we are not our emotions but rather they are changing events 

passing though like visitors.  Remember you need not identify with or take 

emotions personally.  

 Practice openness, willingness, allowance and acceptance. Remember that 

acceptance does not mean it is necessary to act on emotions.   

 See the emotions as an opportunity to develop understanding or insight.   
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 Remember that all experiences change and emotions have a natural time 

frame. 

 Be aware of the thoughts related to the emotion but try not to get caught up in 

them.  Relax into the felt sense of the emotions or how it feels in the body 

rather than trying to work it out by thinking.  

 Enquire into the emotion. Look directly at emotions and see them for what 

they are rather than what we construct them to be, in this way they are 

deconstructed from something that is frightening to something that is 

workable. Investigating the emotions can also reveal what may be driving the 

emotion, such as an unhelpful thought pattern, assumption, belief, judgement 

or expectation.     

 Cultivate healing emotions such as compassion, acceptance etc. 

 Unlearn unhelpful responses by not reinforcing old reactive habits.  

 Use helpful self-talk. Voicing, to yourself, helpful insights about emotions such 

as “It‟s OK, this will change”,  “I am not my emotions” or “This will pass” or “It is 

understandable that this emotion has arisen, and I don‟t need to take it 

personally”.  

 Distract yourself from the pain when all else fails.  

 When the emotion has passed bring your attention back to a primary object of 

attention (i.e., the breath, walking, mindful action etc.,) 

 Remember to be here now.    

 

The poem, on the next page, by a medieval Sufi mystic and poet, Jalaluddin Rumi 
called  “The guest house” provides a view for seeing how emotions are not 
permanent.  
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THE GUEST HOUSE 

 

This being human is a guesthouse. 
Every morning a new arrival. 
 
A joy, a depression, a meanness,  
some momentary awareness comes  
as an unexpected visitor. 
 
Welcome and entertain them all! 
Even if they’re a crowd of sorrows, 
who violently sweep your house 
empty of its furniture, still, 
treat each guest honourably. 
He may be cleaning you out 
for some new delight! 
 
The dark thought, the shame, the malice, 
meet them at the door laughing 
and invite them in. 
 
Be grateful for whoever comes, 
because each has been sent 
as a guide from the beyond. 
 
Always check your inner state 
with the lord of your heart. 
 
Copper doesn’t know it’s copper 
Until it’s changing to gold 
 
Your loving doesn’t know majesty, 
until it knows its helplessness. 
 
(From: Colman Barks (2003) “Rumi the Book of Love”   
pages 179-180 New York: Harper Collins).  
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Activities to do between sessions   

 Continue to practice sitting, walking, moving postures or lying down 

mindfulness practices. Try to have a regular routine using one meditation 

technique or a combination of techniques. Be attentive to a primary object of 

the practice (i.e., the breath, physical sensations etc.). If emotions or mind 

states arise note them and be mindful of them accordingly. 

 Look at the checklist sheet, do not be overwhelmed by the number of the 

items but consider the items as a way to think how the mindfulness may be 

incorporated into your life. Some items on the sheets may not initially make 

sense. If an item does not seem relevant do not be concerned.  As the course 

progresses the items should become more and more meaningful. 

 Do not judge yourself harshly if you feel you cannot commit yourself to formal 

meditation periods. Rather, feel content that you may be able to bring some 

mindfulness and wisdom to your life as a way of being in the world.  

 Experiment listening to the “letting go of painful emotions recording”  if you find 

that this is helpful. This recording contains instructions for how to manage 

difficult emotions should they arise.   

 Be attentive to emotions throughout the day with daily activities. As you 

interact with other people be attentive to what you are doing but be particularly 

mindful of emotions as they come up.  Be inclined to allow and generate the 

quality of acceptance and kindness to arise towards yourself and other 

individuals. 

 After formal meditation periods recollect with kind objectivity, how the 

meditation unfolded.  In particular pay recollect the types of heart mind states 

that arose and how they changed including what factors led to what.  If it feels 

appropriate you could record your recollections in a journal.  
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Mindfulness-based stress management – checklist 

These sheets are used to help remind participants of skills learnt throughout the 

stress management course. Record practising the following skills or activities on a 

daily basis.  If you are unsure of the meaning of an item question don‟t mark that 

response.  Please tick other boxes accordingly.   

 

Skill or activity Mon Tues Wed Thurs Fri Sat Sun 

Focused attention (doing 

one thing at a time) 

       

Having a non-judgmental  

and open stance 

       

Patience        

Kindness to self        

Letting go of troubling 

thoughts or emotions 

 

       

Enjoying the present 

moment with contentment 

and in a non-attached  

manner 

       

Being able to just notice 

mental and/or physical 

events. 

       

Being able to label/note or 

describe mental or 

physical events.  

       

Being able to be aware of 

the changing and/or 

interconnected nature of 

experience.  

       

Today I purposely sat or 

lay quietly developing 
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mindfulness 

 

Today I purposely 

practiced mindful walking 

       

Today I purposely 

practiced a general activity 

with mindfulness  

       

Today I purposely 

practiced mindful physical 

exercise 

       

 

Comments: ......................................................................................................................  

 ........................................................................................................................................  

 ........................................................................................................................................  

 ........................................................................................................................................  

 ........................................................................................................................................  

 ........................................................................................................................................  
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Words to help identify emotions.   

Being able to name and label emotions helps with awareness of them and the ability 
to choose whether to act on them or not. The following are lists are provided in order 
for you to have some options to name or label.  
 
(Adapted from Linehan, 1993) 
LOVE WORDS 
Love 
Adoration 
Affection 
Arousal 
Attraction 
Caring 
Charmed 

Compassion 
Desire 
Enchantment 
Fondness 
Infatuation 
Kindness 
Liking 

Longing 
Lust 
Passion 
Sentimentality 
Sympathy 
Tenderness 
Warm 

 
ANGER WORDS 
Anger 
Aggravation 
Agitation 
Annoyance 
Blustery  
Burned up 
Bitterness 
Contempt 
Cruelty 
Destructiveness 
Disgust 
 

Dislike 
 Disturbed 
Distressed 
Distraught 
Envy  
Exasperation 
Ferocity 
Frustration 
Fury 
Frenzied 
Fierce 
 

Fed up 
Grouchiness 
Grumpiness 
Hate 
Hostility 
Irritation 
Jealousy 
Loathing 
Mean-
spiritedness 
 

Outrage  
Rage 
Resentment 
Revulsion 
Scorn  
Spite 
Torment 
Vengefulness 
Wrath 

SADNESS WORDS 
Sadness 
Agony 
Alienation 
Anguish 
Crushed 
Defeat 
Dejection 
Depression 

Despair 
Disappointment 
Discontentment 
Dismay  
Displeasure 
Distraught 
Gloom 
Glumness 

Grief 
Homesickness 
Hopelessness 
Hurt 
Insecurity 
Isolation 
Loneliness 
Melancholy 

Misery 
Neglect 
Pity 
Rejection 
Sorrow 
Suffering 
Unhappiness 
Woe 

 
FEAR WORDS 
Fear 
Apprehension 
Anxiety 
Distress 
Dread 
Edginess 

Fright 
Horror 
Hysteria 
Jumpiness 
Nervousness 
Overwhelmed 

Panic 
Shock 
Tenseness 
Terror 
Uneasiness 
Worry 

 
 
SHAME WORDS 
Shame 
Contrition 

Discomposure 
Embarrassment 

Humiliation 
Insult 

Mortification 
Regret 
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Culpability Guilt Invalidation Remorse 

 
HAPPY JOY WORDS 
Aglow  
Alive 
Joy 
Amusement 
Bliss 
Bubbly 
Buoyant 
Cheerfulness 
Contentment 
Delight 
Ecstatic 
Exuberant 
 

Eagerness 
Ecstasy 
Elation  
Enjoyment 
Enthrallment 
Enthusiasm 
Euphoria 
Excitement 
Exhilaration 
Gaiety 
Gladness 
Great 
 

Glee 
Happiness 
Hope 
Light hearted 
Merriment 
Peaceful 
Pleasant  
Jolliness 
Joviality 
Jubilation 
Thrilled 
Optimism 
Pleasure 

Pride 
Rapture 
Relief 
Satisfaction 
Thrill 
Triumph 
Tranquil 
Uplifted 
Wonderful 
Zest 
Zeal 

 

WORDS FOR CONFUSION  
Addled 
Baffled  
Befuddled 
Bewildered 
Bothered  
Confounded 
 

Dazed 
Deranged 
Disordered 
Disconcerted 
Disturbed 
Flabbergasted 
 

Foggy 
Frustrated 
Helpless 
Mazed 
Mixed up  
Helter skelter 
Lost  
 
 

Muddled 
Perplexed 
Jumbled 
Obscure 
Puzzled 
Scatterbrained 
Uncertain 
 
 

 

WORDS FOR PEACE AND CALM  
Peace 
Calm 
Serenity  
Tranquillity 
Chilled out 
Content  
 

Quiet  
Stillness 
Relaxed  
Composed  
Unified  
Silent 
Harmonious  

At ease  
Comfortable 
Satisfied  
Restful 
Cool, calm and collected 
Poised  

Equanimity  
Centred 
Balanced  
Unshaken  
Level headed  
Concentrated  
Focussed  
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OPTIONAL SESSION SIX: COPING WITH STRONG 
PHYSICAL SENSATIONS. 

In this (optional) session we will discuss and practice some ways to use mindfulness 

and concentration to cope with intense physical sensations. It follows on from the 

previous session because stress and painful emotions are often felt in the body as 

uncomfortable physical sensations. One way to deal with difficult emotions is by 

being open with and accepting the way these emotions are experienced as 

sensations in our bodies. Furthermore, short-circuiting stressful and reactive mental, 

emotional behavioural spirals often involves being able to manage intense and 

uncomfortable physical experiences.  Thus, learning how to cope with intense 

physical experiences is helpful for both physical and emotional health.  There are few 

different ways to cope with intense physical sensations using mindfulness and 

concentration. One approach based on Insight meditation practice and one approach 

based on Calm meditation practice will be offered as options.  

 

Distress tolerance  

When we sit still cultivating mindfulness and concentration, it is common for aches 

and pains to arise. In addition to this, most of us experience discomfort to some 

degree. Unfortunately for some of us, physical discomfort is severe and causes much 

suffering throughout our day-to-day lives.  Learning to tolerate discomfort with 

acceptance can be a key to being free from stress or suffering. Tolerating physical 

discomfort can be generalised to emotional pain, which can be healing at another 

level. As we have learnt in previous sessions, avoidance behaviours can perpetuate 

stress and therefore, reducing avoidance behaviours can be a skilful action. Distress 

tolerance is one way to counter avoidance.  

 

Aversion to discomfort is natural. Sometimes physical discomfort is an indicator that 

we should do something, because if we don‟t act, an injury may result or an  illness 

may become worse. At other times, when we are overcome with stress and anxiety, 

our bodies are in a constant state of tension and arousal and they feel 

uncomfortable.  

 

Discomfort is part of life and there are times when we cannot avoid it.  There are also 

times when, if we avoid inevitable discomfort (emotional and/or physical), the quality 
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of our lives is undermined. Habits driven by aversion and avoidance can become a 

way to perpetuate our stress.  One way to break habits that do not serve our values 

is to not act on the urge to avoid. In other words, sometimes the way we can 

overcome our suffering is to do nothing. Being aware of unpleasant sensations and 

the desire to reject these feelings is an important part of coping with distressing 

experience.  

 

Being mindful with discomfort does not necessarily mean it will go away. It will 

however, probably help. The most significant change with discomfort, using 

mindfulness, is our relationship to it. We may continue to experience some physical 

discomfort but we may perceive and interpret it differently. In this way, the suffering of 

our reactions to it can be alleviated. 

 

Mindfulness of physical sensations, feelings and emotional 

reactions 

Buddhist psychology describes how much of our anguish arises as part of reactive 

cycles. In these reactive cycles physical sensations, feelings and emotional reactions 

are all connected but can be differentiated from one another.  Being aware of the 

elemental qualities of physical sensations such as: movement, pressure (hardness 

and softness) and temperature (heat and cold) are included in the mindfulness of 

body domain of the four foundations.  Variations and combinations of these 

elemental qualities may involve thousands of different physical sensations.  Feelings 

refer to the affective tone of either physical phenomena (such as the sensations) or 

mental/emotional experience. Feelings can be pleasant, unpleasant or neutral.  

Awareness of feelings is the second domain of mindfulness and it will be described in 

greater detail in later sessions. For the moment, however, it is important to 

understand that physical sensations give rise to feelings which then in turn give rise 

to emotional reactions. Feelings can give rise to frustration, anger, rejection, 

hopelessness, fear, depression and many other emotional reactions.  Then, 

emotional reactions may have their own feeling tone (i.e. pleasant or unpleasant) and 

emotional reactions can also give rise to intense physical sensations.  
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Understanding this possible cycle can help us to short circuit emotional reactions that 

may make the situation worse.  We cannot control whether sensation are 

experienced as painful or pleasant.  It is possible, however, to respond to sensations 

and feelings in a way that reduces reactivity and ultimately our suffering.  

 

Coping with physical discomfort 

When discomfort is physiologically based (such as with tissue damage), anxiety 

about it tends to make it feel worse. Therefore, calming our minds and/or developing 

a positive attitude about our sensations may be helpful. 

 

One way to quell severe and uncomfortable physical experience is to focus all our 

attention, as best we can, on something other than the adversive experience. In this 

way, distress does not become the central focus of our awareness. Instead we 

become absorbed in something else. As the non-painful object comes to the fore, the 

perception of discomfort may recede into the background, become less important 

and possibly disappear. 

 

If discomfort does not recede and instead becomes dominant, we need to make it the 

object of our attention.  

 

Normally we may try to resist physical irritation or discomfort by reacting to it and/or 

by tightening our muscles around it.  It is often the case, however, that the more we 

Feel 
 

 
Physical 
Sensations  

        Feelings  

Emotional 
Reactions  
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resist the more the experience persists or becomes worse. Mindfulness and 

concentration practices can help us deal with discomfort by teaching us to soften 

around it with an attitude of letting go. 

 

Softening with concentration and relaxation 

The process of softening is primarily one of developing an attitude of acceptance 

and compassion, but it also involves letting go of tension in our muscles, both around 

the strong sensations and in other parts of our body.  For example, if we have an 

ache in our back, not only could we relax our back muscles but we could also relax 

the muscles around our eyes, forehead and shoulders.  Muscular relaxation helps us 

develop an attitude of non-resistance.  

 

Two metaphors used for softening are:  “like working the hard lumps out of a mound 

of clay so that you can feel a tiny pearl in the centre” and “like thawing out the frozen 

core of a large piece of meat so that you can remove the bone” (Davis , et al., 1988, 

p.47).  Softening and relaxation go together. The relaxation response has been 

described as a natural bodily response that is opposite to tension and the types of 

arousal we experience when we are anxious (Benson, 1975).  Four factors that have 

been described as important for the relaxation response to arise are: 

1. a passive attitude that is not attached to goals,  

2. an object to focus on,  

3. a quiet space and  

4. a comfortable posture.  

 

Developing a relaxation response is one way to cope with uncomfortable tension.  

 

Letting go with insight  

When dealing with physical discomfort it is helpful to remind yourself that it is 

impermanent and part of a context.  It won‟t last and it need not dominate or take all 

your attention.  If you can bring detailed attention to the experience in a non-

catastrophic or non-reactive manner, the changing nature of the sensations may 

become evident.  
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Sometimes, it is possible to let your awareness seem as if it is open and expansive.  

Like a star filled sky on a moonless night, the experience of an ache or a nagging 

pain may seem like one brightly shining star in a constellation of other experiences. 

Unfortunately, sometimes the uncomfortable experience is like the dark sky and 

freedom from it just like one little star. Knowing that the discomfort is not the totality of 

our experience is one of the ways in which we can allow ourselves to experience it 

without it becoming central in our lives. In other words, we can perceive discomfort 

from a perspective that recognises it to be part, but not all, of our experience.  

Awareness and the spaciousness of awareness can become the frame of reference 

from which we view adversive experience. From this perspective, we can look at and 

understand strong physical experiences clearly. When we do this, we can see that 

our identity need not be caught up with the experience and that the compounded 

nature of distress can be de-constructed or broken up. According to one perspective 

much of the suffering experienced with physical pain is related to perceiving it as 

solid, fixed and unchanging. When uncomfortable physical experience is dismantled 

into its constituent parts and perceived directly, it can be known and experienced as 

changing and insubstantial, or empty of solidity. Thus, with insight, the physical 

experience of discomfort may not change, but the emotional distress associated with 

it can be greatly reduced, if not completely abandoned.  

 

Exercises 

There are many techniques for managing pain using mindfulness and concentration.  

Three techniques will be described. The first is a technique used in a stress reduction 

program that includes pain management (Kabatt-Zinn, 1990). This technique is a 

blend of calm and insight practices. The second is a practice that consists essentially 

of relaxation and concentration, and the third is primarily insight based.  

 

Combining body scan with breath 

This technique, which is taught in Kabatt-Zinn‟s (1990) Mindfulness Based Stress 

Reduction training as a method for managing pain, may suit some individuals. It is a 

technique that is also used in Mindfulness Based Cognitive Therapy (Segal et al. 

2002), a therapeutic modality commonly used to prevent the relapse of depression. 

This particular technique combines body scan with mindfulness of breath in a variety 
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of ways. With one way, the practitioner breathes as if the air is coming into the body 

through their feet. On the in breath, attention moves from the feet towards the top of 

the head. On the out breath, the attention moves back towards the feet.  If one is 

experiencing pain, rather than focusing on the pain, it is as if attention moves 

backwards and forwards over and past the pain, in synchrony with the breath. If for 

example, one is feeling pain in their elbow, attention may move back and forth along 

the arm from hand to shoulder and back again passing and touching on the painful 

area but not staying there. This technique can be relaxing, and it also develops 

insight.  Those wishing to have further details about this technique are directed to the 

texts referenced above. 

  

Relaxing the body with concentration on the breath   

With concentration, it is possible you feel so comfortable that discomfort does not 

arise. This kind of comfort can be attained through concentration. Concentration 

generally refers to sustained attention and mindfulness can lead to having a 

concentration mind. Concentration leads not only to a calm mind but also tranquillity 

of body, or physical relaxation. Mindfulness of breath can be used as a concentration 

or calm meditation practice.  The difference between using mindfulness of breath to 

develop concentration, in particular, rather than insight (previously described), is that, 

where concentration is the goal, significant effort is directed at focusing on one object 

of attention and putting aside worries and concerns about oneself and the world. As 

recommended with the relaxation response, finding a comfortable posture and a 

quiet space is very important.  Resolve to remember to bring single minded and 

sustained attention back to the chosen object is also very important. Distractions 

from the chosen object are not suppressed but “put aside”.   Thus, with mindfulness 

of breath, one brings attention to the breath and, if suitable, noting can be used to 

help focus the mind.  Awareness is gently focused on the inhalation and exhalation of 

every breath. The breath isn‟t forced or manipulated in any way and attention sticks 

to the breath as it is.  While sustaining awareness of the breath, tension can also be 

consciously released in just the same way as it was with “progressive relaxation” and 

“body scan”.  Tension can be released from the body as a whole or from parts of the 

body, like the shoulders, back, legs and so on.  Traditional texts recommend, letting 

go both on the in breath and on the out breath. However, at first, it may be easier to 
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experience letting go on the out breath, which, on occasions, may seem longer than 

the in breath.   

 

If strong and uncomfortable sensations are already present and it is not yet possible 

to feel comfortable, relaxation coupled with awareness of the breath can help to 

soothe the discomfort.  One brings attention to the uncomfortable part of the body 

and allows a softening or letting go of the tension in that part of the body to occur in 

synchrony with the breath.  Again, words can be used to help focus, and the 

softening can occur on both the in and out breath, or just on the out breath. This type 

of letting go is purposeful but not wilful. That is, there is no struggle or force and also 

no desperate rejection of the discomfort. There is merely a sense of abandoning the 

habitual reaction of tightening up and resistance. Ironically, this is one way for 

physical distress to be released. With practice, the ability to relax around, and 

transform uncomfortable sensations can carry over from formal periods of meditation 

practice into our day-to-day work and recreational activities. 

 

Breaking up discomfort with insight  

Mindfulness and concentration helps give us the ability to tolerate discomfort and 

distance ourselves from the hurt or suffering of painful sensations.  This frame of 

reference can include a beneficial change in attitude towards difficult experience, 

such as a shift from a depressive and/or anxious perspective to one of being more 

accepting and peaceful.  In this way, even though the sensations may feel intense, 

they may not hurt as much.  

 

At times, focussed attention can be so powerful that it seems to completely dissolve 

and heal distressing sensations.  In these cases, it is as if pain disappears when you 

turn your attention to it. It is important, however, not to cling to expectations of 

changes as this can lead to disappointment and frustration when they are not met or 

the experience becomes more severe.  It is better to understand the pain with insight 

and have a sense of peace with pain regardless of whether it is present or not.  

 

Breaking up discomfort with insight means that we see clearly and distinctly what the 

actual experience is.  Rather than avoiding it with fear, we face it with an attitude of 

curious inquiry.  Curious inquiry involves turning attention to the experience and 
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investigating what is happening. In this way we realise that the sensations that make 

up the discomfort are constantly changing and because they change, they are not 

who and what we are. We observe the discomfort from a place of awareness that is 

untouched by pain. When we can bring attention to the experience with a non-

attached perspective we can see its compounded nature.  That is, pain or discomfort 

is made up of many different experiences that we lump together. Observing the 

separate elements of intense and uncomfortable physical experience dismantles or 

“breaks up” the experience into smaller elements that have less impact than one 

large and often catastrophic conglomeration.  

 

Viewing the pain from a witness or an observer frame of reference gives us the 

tolerance necessary to reduce the distress.  Using accurate and precise noting can 

help us to maintain a detached view.  Labels vary from individual to individual but 

words such as: “stinging…stinging”,  “aching….aching”, ”sharpness…sharpness”, 

”dullness….dullness”, “numbness….numbness”, ”burning……burning”, 

”stabbing…..stabbing”, ”heat…heat”,  “cold…..cold”  and so on may be suitable.  

 

The task is to observe the experience in a detached but not dissociated manner. In 

this process there are two types of focus that can be utilised. One way uses a wide 

spacious perspective. The other way is more one-pointed and directed (Sujiva, 

2000).  

 

With the wider perspective it is as if we step back and see the big picture, like “stars 

in the sky”. We observe how one sensation arises in one place then another in 

another place.  Some sensations may be intense while others are not so. Every 

sensation has a different quality.  Curiously paying attention to the subtle nature of 

the experience engenders concentration. This type of interested focus can change 

worry and concern about the experience to peacefulness and acceptance.  

 

With one-pointedness you can zero in on the strongest part of the experience and 

notice its rudimentary aspects.  There may be heat, movement, pressure, stabbing, 

pinching, vibration, aching, or any variety of sensations.  As much as possible you 

aim your attention at the centre of the sensations.  It is possible that observing the 
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discomfort can become an awe-inspiring process. At times it is as if the constituent 

parts of the pain arise and disappear with large spaces or gaps in between.  

 

Sometimes, even though the experience may seem solid, it is as if we cannot find a 

centre or any thing that is stable and lasting.  In this way discomfort can seem empty 

of solidity.  

 

As well as curious investigation it is extremely important to cultivate both the 

willingness to experience, and kind compassion. Willingness and compassion can 

give us the courage and patience to tolerate the discomfort that we usually avoid. 

Tolerating the discomfort enables us to have a different perspective and ultimately 

psychological freedom with intense physical experiences.  

 

Homework 

 Continue with general mindfulness in daily activities and a routine of daily 

meditation.   Use one technique or a suitable combination of techniques.  

 Experiment with listening to the guided meditations on “tranquillising the body with 

mindfulness of breath” and “coping with physical pain using acceptance”.  Be 

aware that “coping with physical pain using acceptance” provides an option for 

dealing with pain if and when it is present. Do not be discouraged if this option is 

not suitable for you.  Also be aware that “tranquillising the body with mindfulness 

of breath”  is a mindfulness of breath exercise where concentration is emphasised 

and it is essentially a Calm meditation practice.  If this suits, you can make it a 

routine practice.  Calm meditation practices will be explained in more detail in 

following sessions.  

 Resolve to sit still and not move for a meditation period, but avoid being forceful 

and injuring yourself. Practise compassionate noting if and when discomfort 

arises in formal meditation periods.  

 If physical discomfort occurs during your day-to-day activities, do what is 

necessary to care for your body, including softening and relaxing with the 

discomfort rather than struggling and resisting.  If you need to move and be 

active, do so gracefully, with mindfulness and compassion. 
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 If you are using a journal, you could start to record how you coped with 

discomfort. That which worked to develop helpful acceptance and that which 

seemed to make things worse.    
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SESSION SIX: MANAGING WORRY AND RUMINATION 

                       
 

 

Session Overview  

In previous sessions, the discussion and instruction have focused on managing 

difficult thoughts, emotions and physical sensations. This understanding can be 

utilised to cope with the many mental, emotional and behavioural tendencies that 

cause us anguish. Worry and rumination are two tendencies that are common with 

anxiety and depression. In particular, worry is the key feature of Generalised Anxiety 

Disorder. In this session we will explore what worry and rumination may be and 

practice both Calm and Insight meditation in order that we may kindly manage these 

tendencies rather than them controlling us.  

 

Worry 

Worry generally refers to thinking over and over about negative events.  Worry 

usually focuses upon the possibility that something negative will happen in the future. 

With worry we tend to have  “what if…..” questions. The “what if” questions often 

focus on worse case scenarios and those who are victim to the habit of worry may 

have “cognitive bias”. That is, they tend to focus on and select information from the 

environment that confirms their worry.  
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Worry is often an attempt to solve the uncertainty about something by thinking 

through a number of possible solutions. Worry is different to effective problem solving 

in that with problem solving there is more choice and it is more purposeful and 

effective. That is, we have more ability to choose when and when not to think about 

solutions to our concerns.  In addition, with effective problem solving skills, we are 

more calm, focused and able to objectively consider the bigger picture.  Worry, on 

the other hand, is often less effective and more driven by habits of fear and 

avoidance that are automatic.  Worry tends to be intrusive and experienced as 

uncontrollable or totally unmanageable. It is not pleasant as it is often accompanied 

by distracted nervous agitation. Fear, as a feature of worry, can elicit all the arousing 

flight or fight responses that are part of our bodies‟ natural reactions. People with 

uncontrollable worry often experience high arousal, muscle tension, irritability, 

problems with sleep, and difficulty concentrating. 

 
Worry can be fuelled by our beliefs, often catastrophic, about triggers or situations 

and also about the nature of worry itself.  Worry can be further perpetuated by the 

way we react to worry with distressing emotions and avoidant behaviours including 

trying to control and suppress our thoughts.    

                                          
 

Mental proliferation 

Sometimes mental creations are very helpful and rich aspects of life.  Other times, 

this creative process can lead to reactive cycling and much misperception and 

misunderstanding.   
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Mental proliferation is an example of reactive cycling. Worry and rumination are 

examples of mental proliferation processes, which can lead to mental anguish with a 

web of complications and misinterpretations. Mental proliferation can lead to all sorts 

of problems because  mental elaborations lead to creating complications and 

unrealistic perceptions and interpretations of things.   

 

 

In Buddhist psychology there are six senses, which are: sight, sound, smell, touch 

(physical sensation), taste as well as mind (with mental objects as the stimuli). 

Dependent on sense organ and stimuli, consciousness arises.  Dependent on past 

experience and other associations, conscious perception gives rise to a feeling of 

pleasantness, unpleasantness or neutrality. The feeling of an experience influences 

the impression and interpretation of that experience and leads to thinking about it. 

Once one starts to think about something, it leads on to mental proliferations and 

embellishment.  This includes further associations with other experiences, 

projections, distorted interpretations, and general complication of the experience. The 

embellishment then comes to represent the original experience and we believe our 
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thoughts about it.  However, what we think about an experience may not accurately 

represent the truth of that experience.  

 

If one is experiencing stress, one way to counter this stress is by tracking the process 

of the stress back to the original perception and then endeavouring to see the truth of 

this perception rather than being entangled in the mental proliferation process.  This 

process is similar to the practice of checking distorted cognitions for their validity, 

often used with cognitive therapy.  

 

Another way to short circuit mental proliferation is to practise bare attention.  Bare 

attention refers to being attentive to “bare” sense perception rather than being 

entangled in thinking processes.   Bare attention is considered an advanced 

mindfulness practice and is described in the fourth domain of mindfulness under 

being mindful of the six sense spheres.  

 

With training it is possible to either not engage in mental proliferation or quickly 

weaken these patterns.  Bare attention is one way to prevent anxiety and depression 

because it prevents worry and rumination.  Choice-less awareness, open awareness 

or free choice awareness are other ways to describe bare attention practices.  More 

clarity about choice-less awareness practices is provided in the last session of this 

course.  

 
Mental proliferation 
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Beliefs with worry  

Worry often involves many unhelpful beliefs and assumptions about the world and 

oneself.  Some of these beliefs may include: 

 I should always be in control of events and myself 

 I should never have to suffer or feel anything unpleasant 

 If I fail at one thing then I am a total failure 

 Things should always go the way I want them to go and if they don‟t I just 

couldn‟t cope.  

 I should be loved by everyone and it is terrible if someone dislikes me 

 If I am uncertain about the future then it is totally intolerable 

 

With worry we tend to overestimate the likelihood of something bad happening as 

well as overestimate how bad something would be if it actually happened.  

 

Horribly, one vicious cycle with chronic worriers is worry about worry itself. Worry 

about worry involves beliefs about worry. Paradoxically some beliefs about worry are 

contradictory. For example, we may believe, incorrectly, that we need to worry in 

order to cope. At the same time, we may also believe that worry is something that we 

shouldn‟t experience because it is unhelpful. 

 

Worry can be deceptive and when it takes hold we may believe the content of our 

worries as true. Worry can veil our perception of actual events both in the world 

outside and internally with our thoughts and emotions. When we believe our worries 

they hijack us away from that which is actually happening.  

 
Unfortunately worry is self-perpetuating because it is reinforcing.  We may be anxious 

because of uncertainty and feel we have to “do something” to get rid of our anxiety.  

Worry is reinforcing because it serves to create an illusion of certainty and 

predicability and thus, in the short term, it reduces anxiety. In addition, when the 

unwanted things that we worry about don‟t happen, we feel relieved and the habit of 

worry is further reinforced.  
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Coping with worry  
In a similar manner to coping with painful emotions, it is important that we honour 

worry when it arises. There may be a valid reason for our worry and this issue may 

need attention in the form of calm and effective problem solving.  When we 

acknowledge worry we may be in a better position to cope and manage it.   

 

Believing in the content of our worry and our beliefs about worry is reduced when we 

get contrary evidence. If we investigate and experiment, we may realise that which 

we are worrying about may not be true.  

 

Paradoxically, if we can tolerate uncertainty, the habits that reinforce worry can be 

reduced. This ultimately means that when unwanted worrying thoughts arise, we do 

nothing.  By doing nothing the avoidance is not reinforced. It can be, however, very 

hard to do nothing, and it requires resolve to let thoughts come and go without 

reacting to them. It also requires being able to let go of unnecessary and painful 

emotional reactions as well developing wise responsiveness to uncomfortable 

physical sensations rather than denial or catastrophic reactivity.  This can include 

that we bring kind and curious enquiry to our experience.  

 
Mindfulness naturally counters the tendency to be preoccupied with conceptual, 

future oriented fears. Mindfulness helps us to be particularly aware of the tendency to 

worry, short circuit this tendency, confront avoidance, reduce reactivity and gain a 

helpful perspective.   

                                                   

From a meditative perspective, the fourth hindrance is restlessness and worry. 

Strategies to negotiate peace with this hindrance include developing a calm mind 

with Calm meditation practices.  Doing enjoyable activities and bringing happy 
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themes to mind and focusing on these themes are ways to focus one‟s mind to 

cultivate calm.  Ensuring that one‟s actions are impeccable in not causing harm are 

other ways to manage worry about things. Bare attention is considered as another 

way to work with restlessness and worry.  As described in the sessions on thoughts 

and emotions, bringing curious and kindly attention to the experience and getting to 

know it through un-entangled contemplation is another way to work with this obstacle 

to peace and contentment.   

 

Ultimately one way to cope with worry using mindfulness is to cultivate tolerance and 

acceptance of these tendencies without rejection or condemnation. Paradoxically, 

this not only reduces the likelihood that we will be hijacked by worry but also that it 

will arise at all.  

 

Rumination  

 

Rumination is similar to worry in that it is a habitual automatic coping style. Much that 

was written above about worry can be repeated for rumination. Rumination, however, 

is different from worry in that it is less future oriented and more passive. That is, one 

mulls over an issue but does not think of any solutions.  With rumination one 

generally focuses repeatedly on one‟s distress and its circumstances.  Rumination 

may also involve stewing over life‟s difficulties with a sense of blame. Like worry, 

rumination can be intrusive, feel as if it is uncontrollable and interfere with successful 

problem solving.  Rumination, as a coping style, tends to contribute to a sense of 

hopelessness about the future, increases negative self-evaluation and often leads to 

depression. If it involves blame, rumination can lead to being consumed with 

resentment and bitterness. Rumination is different from wholesome pondering or 

reflection, in that with the latter there is more ability to not identify and get caught up 
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in the process. Wholesome reflection also usually leads to positive outcomes. With 

rumination, on the other hand, there is a tendency to get caught up and stuck in 

loops of repetitive thoughts with negative and distressing themes. Another difference 

between wholesome reflection and rumination is that with rumination we tend to 

believe that the thoughts we are having, usually about ourselves, represent the truth. 

With reflection, there is an understanding that thoughts about things may not 

necessarily represent the truth about the way these things actually are. 

                                      

Strategies to manage worry and rumination 

Strategies to manage worry and rumination include those to manage difficult thinking 

patterns, painful emotions, avoidant behaviours and intense physical sensations. 

Some other points helpful to manage worry and ruminations include: 

 Bringing bare attention to the experience to avoid proliferation. 

 Understanding how worry and rumination arises and the way that it affects us. 

 Being aware of positive and negative beliefs about worry. 

 Being aware of reactive emotional, thinking and behaviour patterns associated 

with worry and rumination. 

 Disengaging from worry and rumination and using helpful self instruction. 

 Being aware of and tolerating the uncertainty associated with worry and 

rumination. 

 Being aware of and tolerating the physical experience associated with worry 

and rumination. 

 Being able to postpone or put aside worry and rumination and focus on what 

you are doing.  That is, remember the purpose of your activity and bringing 

attention back to the present.  

 Bringing kind attention and a wise perspective to worry and rumination. 

 Bringing curious enquiry to the experience. 

 Short circuiting over reaction and cultivating a healthy relationship with 

patterns of worry and rumination. 

 Being able to feel OK about whether worry or rumination is present or not. 

 Being proactive with confronting the habits of worry and rumination. 
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Activities to do between sessions   

 Continue with general mindfulness in daily activities and a routine of daily 

meditation.   Use one technique or a suitable combination of techniques.   

 Be particularly mindful of how worry and rumination arise in your daily activities 

and formal meditation practice. Practise putting these two tendencies aside.  If 

you find that you are unable to shift attention away from worry and rumination 

make them an object of mindful investigation following the recommendation made 

in this session. Remember to resist the urge to engage with worry and rumination 

and stay present and “hang in there” with uncomfortable experiences. Do not, 

however, push yourself to point of being overwhelmed by distress. Be kind and 

realistic with yourself and if things become overwhelming find or do something 

that can distract your attention.  

 If you feel it is timely and you will be able to cope, try approaching some of the 

experiences that you may have been avoiding because of worry and rumination. 

Again, practise appropriate caution and do not overwhelm yourself. 

 Recollect and journal formal meditation periods and also general daily 

experience. Pay particular attention to actions or strategies that seemed to allay 

or resolve anguish.  
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SESSION SEVEN:  SUBLIME RELATIONSHIPS AND THE 
HEART’S RELEASE WITH LOVING KINDNESS 

                 
Love 

 
Love is a word that most people use, but it‟s meaning varies. In Buddhist psychology 

love is characterised by non-attachment or letting go and it has four aspects: loving 

kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy and equanimity. When stress and its causes 

diminish, these qualities of mind can emerge as natural ways of being and relating. 

These states often arise spontaneously as we interact with other beings and the 

world around us. These states can also be consciously cultivated as a Calm 

meditation practice. 

 

One way to deal with stress, anxiety and depression is to cultivate helpful thinking 

and emotional patterns.  The aim of this session is firstly to discuss the four sublime 

states with a focus on loving kindness. Then, practice a loving-kindness meditation, 

which is a very helpful state of the heart-mind.  Loving-kindness can resolve both 

inner and outer conflict. It can heal depression and anxiety and it can resolve 

conflicts we may experience with other beings.  
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Sublime relationships  

Relating with other people can at times be very complicated. Further to this, resolving 

difficult and conflicting relationships cannot be minimised to simplistic solutions. 

Nonetheless, inclining towards personal relationships characterised by presence, 

positive regard and empathy are likely to have positive outcomes.  Being able to let 

go of hatred and resentment, being compassionate, having joy at others successes 

and being unshaken by the changing vicissitudes of life are helpful ways to relate to 

others.  Relating to oneself and others from a stance of the four sublime states is an 

unavoidable progression of mindfulness practice.   

 

The qualities of loving kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy and equanimity can be 

experienced as boundless relative to the limiting, self-preoccupied and agitated mind 

states that characterise depression and anxiety. These qualities are inherent 

potentials that can be developed by all of us. As these qualities are developed and 

integrated into our everyday lives, they can be experienced as pleasant, wholesome 

and unburdened emotional states.  

 

The four sublime states have near and far enemies. Far enemies are those states of 

mind that are distinctly opposite to non-possessive love, compassion, sympathetic 

joy and equanimity. Near enemies are those tendencies that may, on a superficial 

level, resemble or appear like these qualities but are, in fact, distorted forms.  

 

The four sublime states and their near and far enemies  

Non-possessive love or loving kindness is characterised by warm friendliness and it 

is the opposite to all forms of bitter resentment, aggression, hate and ill will. The near 

enemies of this type of love are conditional and dependent attachment, and include 

possessive adoration or subservience.  

   

Compassion  is a resonance of heart with others‟ suffering. It is the wish for oneself 

and others to be free from suffering. Compassion is opposite to sadism, masochism, 

vengefulness and cruelty. Some of the near enemies of compassion include 

superficial, sentimental and unnecessary rescuing, and patronising pity. Another near 

enemy of compassion is reactive rejection and condemnation of emotional pain.    
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Sympathetic joy is happiness with, and appreciation and celebration of others‟ 

successes and virtues. At another level sympathetic joy is a “joy that is filled with 

peace and contentment” (Thich Nhat Hanh, 1999, p.174).  Sympathetic or empathetic 

joy is opposite to competitiveness, envy and jealousy. The near enemies of 

sympathetic joy include: superficial over enthusiasm and reckless celebration.      

 

Equanimity is an uplifted sense of being centred, stable, emotionally balanced and 

unshaken in the midst of the eight worldly winds such as flattery or threats.  Its 

opposites include being emotionally over reactive to changing life events, feeling 

responsible for other peoples‟ actions, taking things personally, and having poor 

relationship boundaries. Its near enemies include disinterested indifference, 

emotional dissociation or flatness and distant impartiality.  

  

Cultivating the four sublime qualities   

                        
There are many ways to cultivate and nurture the four sublime states, and in some 

traditions there are specific instructions. Specific instructions usually recommend the 

recitation of phrases, the use of visualisation or focusing on physical sensations, and 

ultimately, bring attention to and focusing on these positive mind states in order to 

sustain their outflow.  

 

Other ways to generate these qualities are by increasing the probability of them 

arising spontaneously. For example, being in circumstances that are naturally 

beautiful or awe-inspiring can awaken loving kindness. Working with, and helping 

those who are suffering, can also naturally awaken compassion.  Avoiding the 

company of the unwise, rude, abusive, and unkind, and keeping company with those 

who are wise, kind, supportive, compassionate and joyous, can naturally resonate 

with, and awaken these helpful qualities within oneself.  

 

As well as ways of being in the world and relating to others, the four limitless qualities 

can be cultivated as the objects of Calm meditation practices.  Generally a 

practitioner uses whatever strategy is found to be helpful to awaken a particular 

quality.  When it has arisen, attention is drawn to that state and it is nurtured by 

sustained attention, or by remembering to bring attention back to its expression.  
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Grief, worry and concern about other things are put aside and one inclines towards 

being absorbed with the quality.  The meditation is practised in a very relaxed and 

non-grasping manner and it is never forced.    

 

Risks with attempting to cultivate the sublime states 

Sometimes, despite our best intentions, these four qualities are simply not present. 

Instead our minds are filled with resentments, frustrations, agitation, jealousy, 

vengefulness, and so on. At these times it is very important not to make matters 

worse with self-condemnation.  At these times it is helpful to see these tendencies as 

teachers or as temporary guests that will not stay. At these times it helps to be willing 

to accept and embrace the lessons we are learning and utilise all the strategies that 

we know that will help our progress along the path to freedom.   

 

Cultivating one or more of the four sublime states is often utilised enthusiastically and 

successfully by people overcoming depression and anxiety. At times, however, self-

dislike and other destructive tendencies are so ingrained that attempts to 

purposefully cultivate these qualities backfire. Unfortunately, these unsuccessful 

attempts become yet another opportunity for the hindrances and other destructive 

habits to arise, resulting in comparison with others, and belief in self-devaluing 

thoughts such as:  “I am not good enough.”; “I must be really be a failure because I 

only have bad feelings for others.”;  “There is no way that I could possibly feel good 

in any way.”, and so on.  

 

If purposeful attempts to generate these states are not successful, it is extremely 

important to practise mindfulness and paradoxically attempt to maintain an attitude of 

acceptance and gentle kindness with oneself.  It is also helpful to remember that 

awakening these states of mind cannot be forced, and that they emerge in due time.   

 

Using recitation to cultivate the four sublime states 

Make yourself comfortable, and have the resolve that, for an allocated period of time, 

you will aim to develop one, or all four of the qualities.  Some of the following phrases 

are traditional phrases used with Buddhist meditation practices. Some of the phrases 

are adapted. You can add words or phrases that may have personal or special 
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meaning for you.  Say the phrases to yourself, and concentrate on the words and 

their meaning.  

 
Loving Kindness 
May I be free from enmity and safe from inner or outer harm 
May I be happy and peaceful 
May I be healthy and strong in body and mind 
May I be able to protect my happiness and care for myself joyfully 
 
Think of someone else or a group of other beings and say the same phrases 
replacing  “I “ with “you”. Then radiate loving kindness in all directions and replace  “I 
“ with “all beings”.    
 
May I be free from the burden of ill-will and hatred 
May my heart be filled with loving kindness for myself and all beings  
 
Compassion 
May I be free from suffering 
May I be free from stress 
May I be free from worry and fear…….  
 

It is possible to replace “worry and fear” with particular tendencies or habits that 

cause oneself to suffer. It is important, however, to focus or dwell on the quality of 

“freedom”, and not the tendencies that one would like to be free from.  

Later, or if it is more suitable, replace “I” with “you” and finally “all beings”   

 
May my heart be filled with compassion for myself and all beings 
 
Sympathetic Joy  
May I have joy at others’ successes. 
May I celebrate in others’ achievements. 
May I (or they) never cease from enjoying happiness and freedom.  
 
Equanimity  
I am the owner of my actions; 
Heir to my actions; 
Born of my actions; 
Related to my actions; 
Abide supported by my actions; 
Whatever actions I shall do, of those actions I shall be the heir. 
 
All beings are the owners of their actions; 
Heirs to their actions; 
Born of their actions; 
Related to their actions; 
Abide supported by their actions; 
Whatever actions they shall do, of those actions they shall be the heirs. 
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Other beings’ joys and sorrows are related to their actions and do not depend on my 
wishes. 
May I openly accept things as they are. 
Things are just the way they are. 
May I find peace and equanimity. 
May the peace and stillness of my heart be unshaken by praise or blame, loss or 
gain, pleasure or pain, fame or obscurity. 

 

Loving kindness  

Loving-kindness can arise spontaneously or be purposefully cultivated. In most 

spiritual traditions the development of love and compassion is a valued direction. 

Often mindfulness meditation practitioners purposely develop loving-kindness as a 

balance to their formal mindfulness practice. Loving-kindness refers to heart felt care, 

friendliness, concern or kindness for oneself and other beings.  It is not sentimental 

good will, or sensual personal love.  It is not the type of love related to clinging and 

neediness. Rather, it is the cultivation of unconditional care, good will and warm 

friendliness.  The unconditional nature of loving-kindness has been compared to a 

mother‟s love for her child.  Loving-kindness is an acknowledgement of the 

interconnection of all living things.  Loving-kindness has the power to melt feelings of 

separateness or divisions, both within ourselves and toward the world around us. 

Rather than being cynical, judgmental and finding fault with people and things, 

loving-kindness helps us to see the positive. Loving-kindness especially helps us to 

see the good and wholesome in people.  

 

Letting go of ill-will 

Mindfulness is generally directed at developing insight into the nature of mind and 

body.  The more we practice the more we understand ourselves.  The attitudes that 

support mindfulness are those of non-attachment, acceptance, non-judgment, 

sensitivity, openness, tolerance and peacefulness. Mindfulness helps us to let go of 

those emotions that lead to suffering and cultivate those that lead to a stress free life.  

 

Anger is sometimes a natural response to injustice, being let down or being blocked 

at doing something that we feel is important to do.  Emotions have a function and one 

function of anger can be to rouse the energy and motivation that is needed to change 

something.  Clinging to anger when it is not needed can, however, become 
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problematic. When we cling to anger it can shift to ruminative resentment and 

bitterness. Further to this, it can change to aggression and even violence. 

 
Loving kindness results from letting go of hatred in all its variant forms.  If it arises 

during formal mindfulness meditation practice, it can be noted and acknowledged as 

such. Often meditation practitioners consciously cultivate loving-kindness because, 

as a sublime state, being in love is an extremely pleasant and wholesome place to 

be.  

 

According to Buddhist texts and teachers, loving-kindness can promote health, 

beauty, restful sleep, the ability to fall asleep easily, pleasant dreams, peacefulness, 

concentration, interpersonal harmony and can greatly undermine the meditation 

hindrance of ill will. 

 

Practising loving kindness meditation 

When loving-kindness is practised as a meditation object, practitioners utilise 

whatever seems to work best to generate and cultivate feelings of care and kindness 

for themselves and others.  As love is the opposite of fear and hatred, practitioners 

will often initially reflect on the suffering associated with hatred and ill will, and 

resolve to let go of this affliction. Traditionally, another practice that comes before 

formal loving kindness meditation is, in ones mind, extending and requesting 

forgiveness for intentionally harmful actions. Forgiveness is often a difficult idea to 

accept, especially when people may have been cruel and abusive. Hayes et al (1999, 

p.257) described the usefulness and healing force of forgiveness by referring to it 

Latin roots: 

 

“Worse, it may appear to be equivalent to emotional avoidance: excusing, 

denying, or forgetting old angers and hurts. But the word forgive itself 

suggests a more positive way to approach this difficult topic: we can take it to 

mean, “give that which came before” –literally, fore-giving. It means repairing 

what was lost. Gift comes from the Latin gratis, or free. In that sense, fore 

giving is not earned it is free. “   
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To forgive is not to condone or excuse the wrong doer but a gift of being able to let 

go of the hurt of being harmed from the person who suffered. 

 

Extending forgiveness, first is not an essential component of formal loving kindness 

practice but it helps. Traditionally, loving-kindness is firstly directed towards oneself, 

and then extended it to other beings. When depressed, however, low self worth and 

self-hatred is common, and it is difficult to feel ok about directing love to oneself. If 

this is the case, practitioners may begin by cultivating loving-kindness to other people 

and, when that is possible, eventually direct it to themselves.  You can use 

visualizations, imagination, the repetition of phrases, and/or focusing on physical 

sensations in the body (usually around the heart or chest area). 

 

It may be helpful to remember a time you have felt happy and fill your heart-mind with 

that memory. As the mind tunes into happy memories, happy states of heart mind 

and correlating physical sensations may arise.  

 

When these feelings arise you can label them with notes such as “peace”  “joy” 

“happiness” or other terms that may seem appropriate and let the feelings grow. 

When the feelings are established, you can let the memory go and keep the mind 

state going by engaging with it.  

 

If you can‟t remember a happy time, you can substitute memories of being kind to 

someone, or of someone being kind to you. In a similar manner to the one described 

above the feeling can be generated, supported and maintained with notes such as 

“kindness” “love” “friendliness” etc.,  

 

When you practice loving-kindness meditation, it is important to be as comfortable as 

possible.  So, if discomfort arises, simply shift your posture as needed.     

 

Loving-kindness practice has its own natural unfolding and timing.  Loving-kindness 

is often used as an adjunct to mindfulness, but if you feel it does not work for you, let 

it go.  Letting go of loving-kindness practice is particularly important if, instead or 

radiating loving kindness, you begin to think about other people in a negative way or 

radiate ill will.  
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If you find that, when you think of other people, you feel distressed, do not attempt to 

generate loving-kindness for other people and just remain generating loving-kindness 

to yourself.  Over time you may find friendliness for others arises slowly and naturally.  

If you can practise loving-kindness for yourself and some others, but find that the 

thought of some particular people tends to generate feelings of irritability, distress or 

ill will, do not try to generate loving-kindness to those people. Instead, cultivate 

loving-kindness towards yourself and those people you like.  Slowly and with practice 

you may find that you can eventually develop a feeling of friendliness, even for those 

people with who there may be difficultly or conflict. If you cannot cultivate any 

feelings of loving-kindness towards yourself, think of someone who, at some time in 

your life, has been kind to you and imagine they are radiating loving-kindness to you.   

 

If it seems that you cannot generate loving-kindness in any way, just remain mindful 

and do not judge yourself in a negative manner.  If you find the practice of loving-

kindness distressing in any way, abandon it and return to the practice of mindfulness 

as instructed. 

Traditional categories for loving-kindness meditation 

You can be creative with whom and how loving kindness is radiated. For example, 

you can radiate loving-kindness to every one who lives in the same building as 

yourself, or all of your work colleagues, your pets, or everyone that you might have 

contact with throughout the day. There are traditional categories or groups of beings 

to which loving-kindness can be radiated or directed, which are listed below.  These 

categories are as follows: 

Personal 
1. Oneself 

2. Benefactor  

3. Friend  

4. Neutral person 

5. Difficult person  

General radiation 
1. All beings 

2. All living beings 

3. All creatures 
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4. All individuals 

5. All those in existence 

Specific radiations 
1. All females 

2. All males 

3. All awakened beings 

4. All those seeking awakening 

5. All  “celestial beings” 

6. All animals or other beings  

Directional radiation 
1. All beings above and below, all beings in all directions 

2. Radiation in concentric circles out from oneself   

 

 Loving kindness meditation  

 Make yourself very comfortable and relaxed.  

 Gently become aware of the sensations around your chest area.  As you focus, 
allow the sensations to be as they are, with an attitude of acceptance.   

 You can repeat traditional phrases to yourself or use phrases that have more 
personal meaning to you.  

 Sometimes you can awaken loving kindness by remembering or imagining happy 
events or acts of kindness, then focusing on your heart‟s response to these 
events. 

 Sometimes just thinking of a special person such as a compassionate friend or 
teacher or a family member or an awe-inspiring place, is enough to awaken the 
quality of loving-kindness.   

 Remember that loving-kindness is potentially within the hearts of all beings 
including your self.  

 Sometimes, just being gently present and aware of the physical sensations 
around the area of your emotional heart is enough to connect with loving-
kindness.  

 As you say the phrases, it is important to feel meaning behind the words.  As you 
say the phrases, begin radiating feelings of tenderness and warmth to every cell 
of your body, and throughout your mind, allowing and accepting all aspects of 
yourself. 

 
May I be happy…May I be peaceful…May I be free from fear…May I be free from 
anxiety…May I be free from troubles of mind and body…May I be able to protect my 
own happiness…May I be free. 
 

 When you feel it is appropriate, bring the image or memory of someone for 
whom you have utmost respect, or of someone who has treated you very 
kindly, to mind.  Holding that image or thought in your consciousness, radiate 
loving-kindness to that person. 
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May you be happy…May you be peaceful…May you be free from all suffering…etc. 
 

 When you feel it is appropriate, bring to mind someone who is a good friend or 
someone (such as a child) for whom you have a strong sense of care, and 
radiate to and fill that person with loving-kindness. 

  
 May you be happy…May you be free from anxiety … 
 

 When you feel it appropriate, bring a person with whom you have a sense of 
neutrality to mind.  

 
 May you be happy… peaceful…etc. 
 
Another approach you may use is to radiate loving-kindness in a concentric or 
directional manner. Firstly, radiate loving-kindness to yourself as above, then, allow it 
to spread beyond your own body to those people and beings around you (such as in 
the room or building you may be in).  As you imagine spreading loving-kindness, you 
may feel the loving-kindness extending beyond your own being to those around you.  
At the same time you may visualise them happy, peaceful, etc…as you say:  May all 
beings in this room be happy…be peaceful…be free from ill will and suffering. 
 
Gradually you can extend loving-kindness to all beings in the town, state, nation and 
world or all beings above, to the sides, all being below and behind, as you say to 
yourself:  May all beings be happy, May all beings be free from hatred, May all 
beings be at peace, May all beings be free etc.,  
 
At the end of the meditation bring attention back to yourself and remember that loving 
kindness can be accessed when and as you need.  
 

(When and only when you feel strong with loving kindness you can bring to mind someone 
with whom you may be having some difficulty or conflict, and radiate loving-kindness 
to them.  May you be happy…May you be free from all suffering…etc). 

  

Activities to do between sessions   

 Look back over points for “Activities to do between sessions ” made in 

previous sessions.  Choose those points that seem useful and integrate them 

into your daily routine. 

 Purposely practise periods of loving-kindness. If it seems to arise, stay with it 

and cultivate this experience for 5-10 minutes or longer. If it does not seem to 

arise, abandon the intention and practice a formal mindfulness activity.   

 Try listening to the “loving kindness” recording if this is helpful.  

 Try to have formal meditation periods that last up to about 50 minutes. If you 

can, experiment by making some periods completely focused on radiating 
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loving kindness.  Otherwise try to combine a short period of loving-kindness, at 

the beginning or end of your formal meditation period.    

 Do not judge yourself harshly if you feel you cannot commit yourself to 

meditate for 50 minutes, or if you feel that you cannot do any formal 

meditation practice at all.  Endeavour to make mindfulness and loving 

kindness a way of living in the world. 
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SESSION EIGHT: SPIRITUALITY. PROGRESS AND 
RELAPSE, TWO STEPS FORWARD ONE STEP BACK 

This session is the final session for both the eight session general program and the 

12-session GAD program. As a final session, it is important that issues about 

ongoing practice are addressed. Therefore, one aim of this session is to discuss the 

importance of continuing practice. During this session we will consider how putting 

into practice all the skills explored in the previous sessions is an ongoing process to 

manage stress, anxiety and depression.   During this session we will also discuss 

relapse prevention and the meaning of progress. 

 

If the opportunity arises and it is appropriate we may also discuss spirituality and how 

it may be a way to manage stress, anxiety and depression. Spirituality can be 

understood from many different perspectives and spiritual practice can include 

inquiring into the nature of consciousness and who and what we are. There are many 

ways to enquire deeply and. as well as the meditations already practised, there are 

other meditations which could be considered as spiritual   During this session we will 

practise  “open” or “choice-less” awareness, which is sometimes considered as the 

most difficult of the insight meditations practices.  

 

Spirituality 

Spirit literally means breath or the breath of life.  Spirit can often refer to a non-

material, non-tangible quality of being. Spirit can be something that we intuit and 

know is present yet we cannot measure or easily objectify as something solid and 

definable. For many people, spirituality refers to the practice of inclining towards a 

reality that embraces spirit. This may mean surrendering the ego to that which 

transcends mundane existence. For many people, GOD is central in their spiritual 

practice. For those who do not refer to GOD, spiritually may include investigating and 

realizing the truths of our existence.  

 

Regardless of how spirituality is understood and described, spirituality can provide a 

way for those suffering with depression and anxiety to be free from this anguish.  

When individuals access whatever spiritually means for them, they often find that it 

gives them a spacious liberating perspective from which to view and understand that 
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which is difficult to bear. This results in an ability to disengage from habitual negative 

patterns and be free from stress.   

 

Everyone sees things differently and although “the truth” may be universal, each 

spiritual tradition, and different individuals within these traditions may see it from 

different angles and in different ways. Furthermore, specific spiritual practices vary 

from one tradition to another. For those who consider themselves as Christians, 

prayer is often a powerful spiritual practice. 

 

One prayer, which is relevant for many of life‟s difficulties including stress, anxiety 

and depression, is as follows:  

 

“ give us grace to accept with serenity the things that cannot be changed, 

courage to change the things which should be changed and the wisdom to 

distinguish the one from the other”. (Verse from the Serenity Prayer) 

 

Buddhists often describe spiritually as practising the middle way or an eight-fold path, 

which includes wisdom, ethics and mental development. For many Buddhists this 

may involve formal meditation practices, for others it may not. Other traditions 

describe spiritually as something different. Some may say, for example, that spiritual 

practice and that which is realized is beyond words to describe and beyond the 

human mind to conceptualize. Awakening to inner peace, silence, spaciousness and 

stillness are described by many wise ones as the results of spiritual practices. 

 

Though mindfulness has been described extensively with Buddhism, it is not 

monopolized by this Way and can be found in most spiritual traditions. Mindfulness 

is, in essence, a universal skill that can be cultivated and refined.  Mindfulness and 

related practices can lead to psychological freedom and are spiritual practices 

regardless of which spiritual/psychological banner they are used under.   

 

Under the Buddhist banner, Calm and Insight meditation are considered as spiritual 

practices.  Open or choice-less awareness is one Insight meditation practice that, for 

some, becomes a way to find psychological freedom.    Investigating the nature of life 

and consciousness are other meditation practices, which are useful for many. 
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Choice-less or open awareness 

Open or choice-less awareness is an advanced meditation practice. For some people 

open awareness can, at first, be disconcerting because there is no set object of 

awareness to focus on. With choice-less awareness there is no particular object to 

focus on other than being attentive to, and knowing, objects as they come into one‟s 

sphere of awareness.  With open or choice-less awareness one doesn‟t “do” anything 

other than being present with acceptance. 

 

One way to practise choice-less or open awareness is simply to note whatever is 

happening as it is happening and let whatever is predominant in the sphere of 

awareness be the object of awareness. In this manner, one merely stays present in 

the moment and continues to be aware of NOW.  When present moment experience 

is brought into awareness, this experience is not seen as separate from the knowing 

of the experience.  The experience and the knowing are recognised as being 

connected.  In other words, there is just experience and the knowing of experience 

here and now. 

 

Open or choice-less awareness-meditation  

 Allow your self to be comfortable sitting on a chair or cushion.  

 Make the resolve that for the period of this exercise you will not be too 

concerned about anything other than being in the here and now and turning 

the mind to present moment experience in a non-judgmental, open minded 

and compassionate manner. 

 Endeavour, as best you can, not to strive for any particular goal other than 

being content with being in the here and now and practising open awareness. 

 You can leave your eyes slightly open but let their focus be diffuse. Or, if you 

want you can close your eyes. Whatever you choose retain sense of awake-

ness that seems to spread in all directions.  

 Don‟t force your mind to focus on any one particular experience but allow 

attention to settle onto what ever seems particularly predominant.  Let 

awareness be open and free.  
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 If your awareness settles on the body sitting, you could note “sitting 

…….sitting”, and be content to simply be present with the experience of 

sitting.  

 If there are strong sensations in the body notice these sensations and note 

them accordingly. Depending on the experience you may wish to note: 

pressure, tingling heat, coldness, vibration, lightness, pulling, stretching or 

what ever physical sensations that arises.  Notice these experiences and 

notice how they change. Do not focus upon anything in particular but let what 

ever is predominant come into your awareness without feeling that these 

experiences should be other than how they are.   

 Being present here and now, there is nowhere to go, nothing to do and no one 

you have to be.  

 Enjoy, with non-attachment, the simplicity of being.  Be content with this 

simplicity.  

 Being present, let your aware mind be open and wide like the sky. Like the 

sky, your mind is spacious enough to contain all experience.  

 Expand your awareness to include all experience in the field of your 

consciousness such as sights, sounds, smells, tastes, bodily sensations, 

thoughts and mind-states. Be attentive to, and notice what ever happens in 

this present moment. There may be sounds, there may be thoughts or there 

may be emotions. There may be various somatic sensations or visual images.  

 Whatever the experience, be present with these experiences as they arise and 

then notice how they pass away.  

 A sound arises and passes and as it does you can note “hearing”.  

 A thought arises and passes and as it does you can note “thinking”.  

 A smell arises and changes and as it does you can note “smelling‟.  

 Be mindful of sights as sights, smells as smells, sounds as sounds, sensations 

as sensations, thoughts as thoughts, feelings as feelings, mind-states as 

mind-states.  

 Just as the sky rejects or denies nothing, be willing to accept the experiences 

that arise in your mind with open-hearted compassion.  

 Just as the sky cannot claim ownership, hold on to or cling to nothing. Be 

allowing and open to what ever arises and passes without fear or preference.  
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Take refuge in the present moment, observe experience from the perspective 

of open awareness.  Settle back into the spacious and expansive nature of 

your mind.  

 Observe thoughts like birds flying across the sky, sometimes flitting around 

then moving on. Sometimes just gliding through space. Thoughts are just 

changing objects against the backdrop of spaciousness.  

 Observe thoughts and emotions like clouds across the sky. Sometimes they 

are delightful with beautiful shapes and colours. Sometimes they are clearly 

insubstantial, light, thin and almost translucent, moving and changing with the 

wind and passing by. Sometime they are thick and menacing. Regardless how 

they are know that these thought and emotions will change against a backdrop 

of spaciousness.    

 If you can, step back from observing so that it seems as if you are being aware 

of awareness itself. Settle back and rest in this contemplation of awareness. 

Be content to be present, without feeling you have to do anything. Sustain and 

maintain this perspective; free and happy just to be present; not entangled in 

anything but liberated from limitation, free from grasping; content to rest in this 

present moment.   

 As you begin to end the open awareness meditation, remember that this open 

and spacious perspective can carry over into your daily life when, and as, it is 

appropriate.  

 Moving your fingers and toes, then the rest of your body, open your eyes if 

closed and shift your gaze. Remember where you are and what you are doing.  

As you stand and go about your daily activities do so with presence, purpose 

and attention. 

 

Progress 

Mindfulness is a means to an end where the end is the means. In other words, the 

aim of  “being here now” is to “be here now”.   Freedom from stress is, in this author‟s 

opinion, not a fixed and static state, but more a dynamic way of relating to the 

changing events of life. Mindfulness and the path of practice are best considered as 

a life long affair where the valued direction is towards peace, contentment and 

freedom from stress, anxiety and depression. “Progress” along this path is difficult to 
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judge.  If we monitor ourselves over short periods of time it may seem that there has 

been little progress or that we are sliding backwards because we can‟t see much 

change in old patterns. If, however, we can step aside and see the big picture, we 

may be able to see a more realistic perspective and realise that significant change 

usually takes time. It is helpful to regard mindfulness and related practices as a 

process similar to travelling up a steep mountain or going along a path in difficult 

terrain. It has ups and downs and some very challenging obstacles but these 

obstacles are not impassable.  

 

Recovery takes time, and if you wish to monitor progress, it may be better to assess 

progress in terms of change over months and years rather than days or weeks.  

 

Relapse prevention  

A lapse is like a slip or a step back on the path of our progress. Lapses are to be 

expected and are a realistic part of our progress along our healing pathways. Lapses 

can provide us with the opportunity to learn how we can eventually let go of unhelpful 

patterns or tendencies.  A relapse, on the other hand, is when we fall back into old 

unhelpful patterns of thinking, emotions and behaviour. If you feel that you falling 

back into a previous state, or negative symptoms that you felt you had learnt to 

manage begin to reappear, this could be called a “relapse”. If you feel that a relapse 

is occurring, it is important not to feel despair, but to apply all the strategies 

discussed in this workbook.  It is a matter of starting again. Starting again should not 

be considered a failure. Starting again is a reality of the path and a reflection of 

“beginner‟s mind”.   

Relapse prevention is best managed by considering how you can integrate the skills 

learnt from this course into your daily life, in an ongoing and consistent manner. If 

possible, choose a time once a day when you can put aside an allotted period to 

commit to a formal exercise such as sitting quietly with awareness or mindful walking 

or moving postures (such as yoga).  After particularly stressful days, be kind to 

yourself and devote special time to recovery and recuperation.  If you can‟t find time 

to devote to formal practice, remember to be present with the experience of life as it 

unfolds. In other words, put an emphasis on being mindful with your day-to- day 

experiences.  
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Throughout the day, find a few moments to be mindful of simple events such as a 

few breaths.  Practise general mindfulness whilst you do physical activities or whilst 

you communicate with someone. Choose some specific activities that you could use 

as a “touchstone” to remind yourself to be mindful. Such activities could be, for 

example, washing up, washing your face, opening doors, brushing your teeth, 

combing your hair, having a cup of tea, eating a snack, checking the mail, putting the 

garbage out and so on.  

 

Reading inspiring books and mixing with good (wise and kind) friends is also very 

helpful. The reference list contains some texts that may be suitable reading. It is 

helpful to find appropriate books to read on a regular basis. Joining a group of people 

who may regularly practise and discuss the practice are other helpful activities.  

 

It is possible to cultivate mindfulness and concentration by attending retreats where 

such skills are practised intensively. If you decide to attend a retreat, you should 

ensure that a suitably qualified teacher conducts it so that when challenges arise 

they can guide you suitably.  

 

Finally, it is very important to develop a healthy sense of humour about life and 

remember to be very kind to yourself.  

 

 Ongoing activities    

 Practise all the skills discussed throughout this course. Be consistent and 

regular.  Keep in contact with experienced practitioners if possible.  Find fellow 

practitioners and practise together or come to follow-up group sessions when 

and if they are available.  Use recordings of guided meditations as you need 

and when you feel they may be helpful.   
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MINDFULNESS AND A PATH OF KINDNESS, WISDOM AND 
HAPPINESS. 

 

 

HANDOUTS FOR THE FOUR SESSION EXTENSION 
PROGRAM 
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EXTENSION SESSION NINE: REACTIVE PATTERNS AS 
HINDRANCES TO MEDITATION AND LIVING A VALUED LIFE.  

 

Session Overview  

In this session we will discuss the hindrances to meditation and how many unhelpful thinking, 

emotional and behavioural patterns occur in cycles. By being more aware of the hindrances and 

unhelpful patterns we are more able to manage these hindrances and exit cyclic patterns. 

During this session, there will also be an opportunity to learn about Buddhist psychology. 

Though mindfulness is not limited to Buddhism, this approach offers sophisticated and 

comprehensive ways to understand mindfulness and how to use it.  Another reason for 

understanding how Buddhism maybe helpful is that mindfulness, as it has been taught on this 

course, originated from these traditions.  

 

Related Story: Jack short circuits cycles of angry reactivity 

Jack was a 32-year-old father of a 2-year daughter called Samantha and a 4 year old son called 

Bobby.  He found that he kept hitting and yelling at his children as a form of discipline. He said 

that his tendency to hit was based on frustration and confusion about what to do when they 

were naughty. He said that he would get angry and yell or hit the children before he realised 

what he was doing. He felt at the mercy of his reactive outbursts and immediate interpretations 

of what they could be doing. Bobby seemed to cop most of the flack because he was the eldest 

and supposedly the more responsible.  In addition, it seemed that Bobby would often try to get 

his father‟s attention by doing naughty things. To Jack‟s horror Bobby started to yell at Sam in 

the same way they Jack yelled at Bobby. Bobby also started to become more and more angry 

and defiant with both his parents.  Jack noticed that Bobby began to cower whenever Jack 

approached him. It seemed obvious that Jack‟s angry reactions were impacting detrimentally on 

his son.  Jack valued a happy family life. In addition, Jack wanted to have a meaningful and 

positive relationship with his son that would last a lifetime. Jack did not have a good relationship 

with his own father. Jack‟s father used harsh physical punishment with Jack and when Jack 

turned fifteen he hit back. Jack did not want to continue the same pattern with his own son. The 

perception of Bobby cowering led to Jack feeling heavy hearted. In an effort to avoid this 

unpleasant feeling, Jack started to avoid approaching his son and Bobby got no attention.  Jack 
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started to ruminate with guilt about the whole situation and thought that he was a failure at being 

a father. This self-concept, in turn led to a whole cycle of other reactions and Jack eventually 

became quite depressed. 

 

Unlike the relationship with his Dad, Jack‟s relationship with his Mum was one characterised by 

love and support.  Mum was a wise and observant person who noticed both Jack‟s depression 

and the dynamics between him and Bobby. When Mum asked about what was happening Jack  

burst into tears and spoke about his frustrations and fears. After the emotions settled, both Mum 

and Jack reflected objectively about the cyclic patterns. Together they thought of some ways to 

exit what seemed to be descending and worsening negative spirals with emotions and 

behaviours.  

 

Jack realised that there were a number of opportunities to short circuit the cycles of reactivity 

and feeling out of control. Perhaps the greatest opportunity was to refrain from acting on the 

angry urges and not hit his son. Other opportunities included learning helpful and effective ways 

to deal with the children‟s behaviour. Jack decided, for example, to look for things that Bobby 

did well and make positive comments about those things. When Bobby was naughty Jack 

decided that he would avoid dishing out harsh punishment. Rather, Jack organised that, some 

how or other, there would be a natural consequence for a naughty behaviour. Jack also devoted 

special and quality time just to be with Bobby. He involved Bobby as a helper in projects that he 

did around the house.  Jack also made a commitment that he would manage his anger rather 

than it managing him. Jack learnt to note and be mindful of anger when it surfaced. Rather than 

being lost in thoughts about what triggered the anger Jack was mindful about how the anger 

was experienced both emotionally and within his body. Jack noticed that it was like a wave of 

energy that had a peak and then, eventually, subsided.  He also learnt to surf the urges to act 

impulsively with anger and in this way he wasn‟t dumped by the waves of anger and no one was 

hurt. Jack began to see or interpret the situations where the children were naughty differently. 

Jack also began to think differently about himself and this thoughts. The frequency of falling 

victim to negative and inaccurate self-concepts reduced substantially.  

 

Jack applied diligent and committed effort to follow the opportune pathways and he managed to 

exit out-of-control cycles. The children became more manageable, and their naughty behaviours 
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reduced.  Bobby, in particular, did less and less negative attention seeking and seemed to be 

happier. Jack felt better about himself, and a deepening depression was prevented.  

 

Buddhism 

Like all things, Buddhism is viewed in a variety of ways. It has been considered as a religion, a 

philosophy, a psychological perspective and / or a spiritual pathway.  In my understanding the 

word “Buddha” comes from an ancient Indian language called Pali and the verb root “budh”, 

which means “to awaken” or “to understand”. The Buddha is more an honorific title than a name 

and refers to an awakened one or one who fully understands. Historically, Siddhartha Gotama 

became a Buddha about 2550 years ago and he taught ways to understand or awaken.  Over 

the centuries these ways have been incorporated into different cultures and Western scholars, 

in only the last few hundred years, created the term “Buddhism”, an English and Pali mix. It has 

come to represent the pathways the Buddha taught.  

 

Different accounts of the Buddha‟s life and teachings have had a liberating impact on millions of 

people for over two and a half thousands of years.  Volumes have been written and stories have 

been passed down over the centuries since he lived and taught in northern India. The few 

following paragraphs hardly touch on the details. Nonetheless, a brief summary of his life and 

teachings gives a context for understanding Buddhism and how this understanding can help 

with practising mindfulness.  

 

Around 2600 years ago India consisted of many small kingdoms.  Siddhartha Gotama was born 

as the son of a leader of one of these small kingdoms. According to historical accounts, 

Siddhartha was skilled in many ways and excelled in studying the arts and sciences of the time.  

He married and lived in his father‟s kingdom until he was in his late 20s. Up until this time he 

had led a very protected life. At this time, however, the harsh realities of life from which he was 

sheltered became obvious. Not only was he confronted with the realities of aging, sickness and 

death but he also realised that most people suffered emotionally and mentally in many different 

ways and were generally unsatisfied with their lives.  Seeing a homeless wanderer seeking the 

truth inspired him to leave his comfortable existence in search of a resolution for the human 

suffering he noticed both within himself and with life around him.  It is said that Siddhartha then 

studied with the prominent meditation teachers of the time and mastered all the techniques they 

offered, yet he felt that these techniques did not satisfy.  For over six years Siddhartha led a 
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homeless life practising many different extreme techniques until he almost died from emaciation 

and exhaustion. Realising that these extremes were not helpful he decided to care for his body 

and continue seeking understanding in a more balanced manner.  According to accounts, on 

the full moon night before his 35th birthday in May, he sat comfortably under a Bodhi tree and 

practised mindfulness of breath. This meditation led to a series of insights and by dawn, it is 

said that he found that which he was seeking and became the Buddha.  

 

The Buddha taught about the truths that he had realised for another 45 years and then, 

according to reports, passed away on the full moon day of May in the year 483 B.C. when he 

was 80 years old.  The teachings of the Buddha have been called Buddha Dharma. Regardless 

of whether someone was a poor farmer, rich merchant, spiritual seeker or royalty, the Buddha 

taught Dharma to all types of people from all walks of life and levels of status. He broke away 

from the social and religious systems of the time and equally taught individuals according to 

their temperament and needs. He taught in such a way that the principles of managing 

emotional and mental suffering could be realised by individuals for themselves and not be 

dependent upon an external authority. As a teacher with spiritual and psychological genius, the 

Buddha had the foresight organise the teaching so that it could be adapted to different cultures 

regardless of time or place.  

 

Originating in northern India, Buddha Dharma or Buddhism spread to many different countries 

and cultures throughout Asia, such as Tibet, Burma, Bhutan, Thailand, China, Japan, Korea and 

more. Though the essence of the teaching remained the same, the form of the teaching would 

change dependent upon the culture within which it was hosted. Unfortunately these teachings 

often became tainted with dogma. Fortunately, practising the Dharma the Buddha taught leads 

to personal insights and these insights help to abandon rigid and often cultural beliefs. Since the 

1960‟s and 1970‟s enormous interest in Buddhism has arisen in Europe, USA, Australia and 

New Zealand. Buddha Dharma has been adapted to western cultures in many different ways.  

One way that is evident is through the culture of science and psychotherapy. As individuals 

suffer with stress, anxiety and depression, modern psychotherapists are finding that Buddha 

Dharma can help individuals realise the nature of life, the possible origins of their anguish and 

ways to be free from this anguish.  

 



 

 
 
Handouts for mindfulness based stress management programs   2009 Malcolm Huxter, Clinical Psychologist 

Comic illustrations copyright Robin Hall 2006 

162 

The Dharma 

The teachings of the Buddha have been called the Dharma.  The Dharma usually refers to the 

truth.  The truth, from a Buddhist perspective, refers to the way things are and conveys a sense 

of lawfulness about causes and effects, actions and consequences.  

 

The four noble truths, which are the essence of the teachings, are basically two cause effect 

relationships.  

The four truths are: 

1. There is unsatisfactoriness, discontent, anguish, suffering or stress.   

2. Discontent has causes.  

3. There is freedom from anguish. 

4. There are ways or paths to freedom. 

 

In the Pali language, the term “Dukkha” is used in reference to the first truth. This term literally 

translates as a badly fitting axle in a wheel.  The sense of a “difficult grind” helps to provide 

meaning to this translation. Consistent with this perspective, stress has also been defined as 

“that which is difficult to bear” (Thanissaro Bhikkhu, 1996).  The dimensions of the first noble 

truth of suffering includes all the types of mental and emotional distress that individuals bring to 

therapy. 

 

According to Buddhist philosophy, stress is a fundamental aspect of existence, since for most 

human beings life is characterised by a pervasive sense of unsatisfactoriness and uncertainty. 

Un-satisfactoriness arises in the context of wanting but not getting what we want, getting what 

we don‟t want, and being parted from what we like. Uncertainty, similarly, is inevitable, given the 

impermanent nature of life. When we resist change both unsatisfactoriness and uncertainty 

epitomise our relationship to birth, old age, sickness and death, dimensions of life to which we 

are all subject. Emotional pain, worry, fear, anxiety, sadness, grief, sorrow, lamentation, 

despair, anger, rage, anguish, confusion, loneliness, alienation and other distressing states are 

experienced by most people at some time or other. As people experience varying degrees of 

stress, it can be viewed as occurring on a continuum of intensity. Those suffering from anxiety, 

depression, and other  “disorders” are no different than anyone else, except that their stress 

may be at one end of the intensity continuum. Most people suffer with some kind of stress. 
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Interdependent and interactive causes of stress -the second truth.  

There are many ideas about how mental distress arises. Some of these ideas have already 

been discussed in previous chapters. In order to provide further insight into the causes of stress 

and how mindfulness and wisdom can be used to manage it, some of these ideas will be 

examined more closely, and as mentioned above, views from Acceptance and Commitment 

Therapy (ACT) and Buddhist psychology will be explored in greater detail.  The third mark of 

existence is often described as interdependence. Interdependence refers to the systemic 

interrelation and interaction between the changing conditions of life and phenomena in general. 

This means that our environment, the people we mix with, the thoughts we have, our physical 

reactions and our experiences all have an impact on the way we feel. In addition, the way we 

feel can impact on the people we mix with and our environment. Our responses to situations, 

whether helpful or unhelpful, impact on the way we feel and experience the world.  

 

ACT (Hayes et al., 1999) has been described as “radical Behaviourism” and is an approach to 

psychotherapy that is rapidly growing in popularity. As far as I understand, the principles found 

in ACT are based on the understanding that mental suffering is contextual or interdependent. 

According to some therapists who practice ACT, “mindiness” is one cause of human suffering 

(Wilson, 2003).  Mindiness refers to evaluating, judging, comparing, conceptualising and 

generally being busy and noisy with thoughts. Although, it can be helpful to conceptualise at 

times, getting lost in conceptual activity can often obscure our ability to perceive how things 

actually are. Mindiness can impede the ability to live a valued life. Mindiness also blocks our 

ability to function and operate in the world in a graceful, efficient, effective and carefree manner. 

 

According to one meditation teacher, a Zen master once said that “No-mind” refers to a mind 

free from attachment (Martine Batchelor, 2004). “No-mind” can be interpreted in numerous ways 

and it is a term used in Zen martial arts. One way to understand No-Mind is that it is opposite to 

mindiness. That is, one inclines towards being with, responding to and experiencing life as it 

actually is, rather than being “caught up in one‟ s head” and the way we think life is. 

Mindfulness practice can lead to No-mind and away from mindiness.   

 

In Buddhist psychology stress is viewed as cyclic and interdependent.  The environment, the 

places we live, our genetic makeup, our biological predispositions and our social circumstances 

all impact on the stress we experience. The root origins of our stress, according to Buddhism 
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however, are in the mind and considered to be greed, ignorance and aggression or hatred.  

According to Buddhism, stress or anguish is contextually dependent on mental, emotional and 

behavioural tendencies that incline towards:  

 addiction to pleasant feelings, or  craving and clinging. This includes the tendency of the 

mind to seek out and grasp on to something. This tendency can range from subtle 

attraction to overwhelming fantasy;   

 rejection, fear, avoidance, struggle with, resistance and condemnation of unpleasant 

feelings, or aversion. This can range from subtle discontent to being consumed with 

hatred;  

 not knowing or ignoring and being unconscious. Ignorance has also been referred to as 

delusion or a “deep unknowing about life” (Nelson, 2004) or not seeing clearly the way 

things are. This delusion is basically not recognising the characteristics of existence, and 

according to some schools of Buddhism, the true nature of our mind.  Unknowing can 

refer to a mistaken understanding of something. This can range from a lack of clarity to 

total confusion and misunderstanding.  

 

According to Buddhism, the more we hold on to the idea that things don‟t change, the more we 

suffer.  Similarly the more we ignore the interrelated and contextual nature of life as well as 

avoid the realities of life, the more we are likely to suffer. 

 

Clinging, craving, aggression and simply not knowing are central to the cycle or descending 

spirals of stress in Buddhist psychology.    

 

Clinging and craving  

Clinging to unfounded beliefs and assumptions of hopelessness, helplessness, and 

worthlessness are recognised in Cognitive Therapy as some of the factors leading to 

depression (Beck, 1976).  Similarly, clinging to unrealistic assumptions of danger are factors 

related to most anxiety disorders.  

 

Clinging refers to a tendency of mind that is characterised by holding tightly or being stuck. 

When mud is thrown at a white cloth the colour of the mud sticks to it. When we cling to views 

and concepts they stick to our mind and influence the way we feel and act. Holding on to certain 
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views and concepts can be helpful to ensure that our goals are achieved and our values lived. 

Appropriate desire and wanting can help us to achieve our goals and live in alignment with our 

values. Excessive or habitual wanting or craving, on the other hand, can involve a struggle or 

strain to get that, which is desired.  Craving pulls us out of the present moment so that we 

become fixated on a desired object.  In Buddhist psychology craving is described as fuel for a 

fire where the fire is our insatiable discontent. With craving, our experience is coloured with 

dissatisfaction about our current reality. Craving is intrinsically unsatisfactory and therefore 

stressful. Being stuck or clinging to views, concepts and experiences can also be stressful.  

 

The aspect of clinging that is particularly conducive to suffering is the insistence that something 

should be the way we want it to be, or should not be the way we don‟t want it to be.  The way 

we use language can be indicative of clinging.  For example, as Cognitive Therapy points out, 

when our language is filled with “should(s)” have to(s)”  “must(s)” can‟t(s) or other limiting words 

it can indicate inflexibility. Such language may point to the tendency to cling to views, concepts 

and experience.  Merely wanting something to be one way is different from insisting that 

something should be that way. With the latter, when the thing we want doesn‟t happen, we 

suffer.  If we want, without clinging or insistence, we can be more detached about outcomes, 

which can free us from suffering when the outcomes are not what we want them to be. Holding 

on tightly to beliefs and assumptions of danger and inability to cope is often a factor with 

anxiety. Further to this, clinging to dysfunctional and inaccurate concepts, particularly concepts 

about who and what we are, or self-concepts, often leads to anxiety as well as depression. 

 

Confusion about the nature of self as a cause of stress 

When we think about who and what we are we usually invoke concepts or beliefs about 

ourselves. As we previously discussed, the beliefs we have about ourselves can influence the 

way we feel and act. When self-concepts are wholesome or healthy we usually feel good. When 

they are negative, unhelpful or unhealthy then we usually suffer.  Further to this, the views we 

hold about the “self”, or how we relate to our self-concepts can also either decrease or increase 

our stress and suffering. If our relationship to our beliefs is flexible, and our views are consistent 

with the way things actually are, then it is less likely that we will suffer 
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The Observer Self in ACT 

In ACT, psychological problems are associated with a lack of psychological flexibility.  

Psychological flexibility will be clarified in a following chapter, but one cause of psychological 

inflexibility or suffering, according to ACT, is experiential avoidance, or the general habit of 

avoiding the multitude of experiences that life has to offer.  Another related cause of suffering, 

according to ACT, is that we take what we think about ourselves literally. That is, when we have 

thoughts about ourselves, we believe them to be facts, even when they may be contrary to the 

truth. This is referred to as “cognitive fusion”.  Identity confusion or cognitive fusion means that 

we confuse our identity or who we are with our thoughts or emotions. Often, when we think 

about our “self” we have many different and changing ideas. We may think that we are strong, 

weak, happy, sad, kind, mean, good enough, not good enough, a success, a failure and so on. 

The possible ways in which we can conceive of ourselves are endless. According to ACT, often 

what we fail to do, however, is distinguish that which knows, or the observer of the concepts, 

from the concepts themselves. This inability to de-fuse or differentiate ideas about the self from 

the witness or observer is, according to ACT, one great cause of stress and suffering.  An 

example of cognitive fusion is when we confuse a thought about something as our identity. 

Having a thought, such as “I am a failure” is not the same as believing such a thought. Defusion 

with this thought would involve being able to see clearly that the statement “I am a failure” is just 

a thought and not our central identity.   ACT encourages awareness of an “observer self” in 

order to de-fuse “cognitive fusion”. The observer self is the part of us that is aware of 

experience, the one who knows, or the witness.  ACT often uses metaphors to help people 

understand the differences between an observer self and the conceptual selves that are 

observed. In one metaphor (Hayes et al, 1999, p.190), all the concepts that we have about our 

“self” are compared to the pieces on a chessboard during a game. The pieces move, work and 

manoeuvre.  The board, one the other hand remains stable and is the ground on which the 

pieces move. The board is compared to the observer self that remains present for all the 

changing beliefs and ideas, struggles, losses and gains etc., that are the nature of conceptual 

“selves”. The observer self can become a safe refuge in times of difficultly and emotional 

upheaval.        

 

The idea of the observer self bears similarities to the way the awakened mind is understood in 

some schools of Buddhism.  In these schools, the awakened mind is understood as the stable 

ground of knowing that is untouched by the vicissitudes of life that affect an unawakened mind.  
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The self in Buddhist psychology   

The ideas related to cognitive fusion found in ACT also have strong parallels with the ideas of 

clinging found in Buddhist psychology. If we cling to ideas that we are helpless, hopeless and 

worthless then these ideas become what and who we feel we are. With Buddhist psychology 

confusion about the nature of self can relate to identifying with an unawakened mind and 

illusions of permanence, independence and control. That is, despite evidence everywhere that 

everything changes and interacts, we often believe and act as if we will last forever, that we are 

fixed and unchanging and that we can control things that we can‟t such as aging.   

 

According to Buddhism, confusion about the nature of “self” is at the core of human suffering.  

Buddhist psychology describes in great detail about how the “self” can be understood. At the 

most basic level the self is considered as changing elements of mind (mentality) and body 

(form).  Mind is considered as that which knows and experiences. Body is considered as 

phenomena that cannot know or experience.  Mind and body are interactive and interconnected. 

If we cut our hand and it hurts, the body as solid matter is cut, but the mind experiences the 

pain. If we see something, the experience of seeing (mind) is dependent on having an eye or a 

sense organ (body or form) and colour or sense object (also considered as form or body).  

When we practise mindfulness of body, various aspects of the body may change, but it is our 

mind, which is aware of the changing body.  

 

In Buddhist psychology the “self” is considered as being composed of five changing aggregates 

or groups. The first of these aggregates is comprised of aspects of form or body.  The other four 

aggregates relate to mind and are comprised of aspects of feelings, perceptions, mental 

formations and consciousness.   

 

These five aggregates are discussed in many different ways throughout the whole of this 

workbook. In summary, however, the five groups are as follows:  

1. Form, which refers to solid tangible matter.   

2. Feelings, which refers to the affective flavours or emotional tones of pleasantness, 

unpleasantness or neutrality. Feelings can arise dependent on the changing nature of 

physical phenomena or dependent on the changing nature of mind. 
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3. Perceptions, which involve the mental functions of remembering, recognising and naming 

objects.  

4. Mental formations, which involve thought and the creative nature of thought.   

5. Consciousness, which involves the sense of knowing and awareness at its most basic 

levels.  

 

According to Buddhism these five aggregates are constantly changing and contextual. 

Confusion about the self is related to the idea that the “self” doesn‟t change and is independent.  

 

If we cling to ideas of our “self” as permanent and independent, we can develop an inflated and 

incorrect sense of control and ownership over things in our lives, and an expectation that things 

should always satisfy us. Life, however, is not always satisfying. We often do not get what we 

want and do get what we don‟t want. In addition, we cannot always control things. We can‟t, for 

example, control the facts of aging and death or even control many of the thoughts that arise in 

our minds. According to Buddhism much of our stress is related to an insatiable yearning to 

satisfy with objects, power and control. The stronger our identification with changing concepts 

about ourselves, the more we have to lose and the more we have to protect, defend, live up to, 

worry about and so on. 

 

In Buddhist psychology the “eight worldly winds” are four sets of opposite circumstances that 

destabilise our sense of emotional balance. They are circumstances that our egos often either 

yearn for, or reject and fear. These four sets are: 

1. Praise and blame 

2. Loss and gain 

3. Pain (unhappiness) and pleasure (temporary happiness),  

4. Fame/notoriety and disrepute (disgrace, embarrassment), insignificance  

   

Much can be written about the eight worldly winds as they are generally the topic of most soap 

operas, novels, and gossip. Most people‟s lives are preoccupied with concerns about the eight 

worldly winds.  Most people, for example, like to receive positive strokes and do not like being 

accused of wrongdoing.  Most people like success and gain, and fear losing what they have 

achieved. Similarly most people like to have social esteem and be noticed, and do not want to 

be disgraced, embarrassed or feel socially insignificant.  The eight worldly winds are a part of 
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life.  They can, however, create suffering when we become “cognitively fused” or “cling” to these 

experiences instead of responding from the perspective of mindfulness and wisdom.  

 

Further to struggling with these eight vicissitudes, we often get stuck in a self-centred 

perspective. According to Buddhism, when we cultivate mindfulness and wisdom we realise that 

the way we are is dependent on many things, and it is illusory to see ourselves as separate 

from the world and people around us. Sometimes the stronger the belief in a separate 

independent self, the more we think that the world revolves around us, and that happiness is 

solely dependent on getting more and more for ourselves. With a self centred view we may 

forget that others can be affected by our actions, and we may give little consideration to the 

needs of others. The stronger the attachment to a separate sense of self, the less we are able 

to realise that emotional freedom can arise from generosity, kindness, compassion and simply 

letting go.  

 

A distorted mental “lens” as a cause of stress.  

There is a saying that some people see the world through rose coloured glasses. This means 

that the way they perceive, interpret and project onto things is in some way tinged with a 

positive view. Alternatively one could say that some people see things through muddy coloured 

glasses meaning that their perception and they way they project onto the world of people, 

places and things is negatively tainted. 
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Perception has an associative recognising function, which is largely the result of learning 

processes.  We perceive and interpret the external world of people, places and things through a 

type of mental filter. We also perceive internal events such as thoughts, feelings, bodily 

sensations, emotions and our sense of self through this mental filter.  According to Buddhist 

psychology, the way we usually perceive ourselves and the world is an illusion that is created by 

concepts and views, and the tendency to cling. Here “illusion” does not mean that people, 

places and things and our internal experience are non-existent but that things may not be, as 

they seem. It is as if, by perceiving external and internal events through a mental filter, these 

events are the creation of our own minds. This lens or filter can be coloured by many things 

including the manifold impact of past experiences (positive or negative), language and culture. 

The lens is a metaphor for perception and points to how the clarity of our perceptions can be 

obstructed. When clear perceptions are obstructed, or our “lens” is dirty or coloured, we may 

mistakenly interpret something that is not real to be real. Just as a magician can trick our vision, 

so too can our past conditioning and thinking, evaluating, comparing, judging and other mental 

activity create a world and a self-concept that is illusory.    
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A film with many frames creates the illusion of life on the screen. If we look closely at the nature 

of the film we can see that it is merely many different frames creating a sense of continuity. So 

too, if we look closely at the experience of our “self” we can see it as a multitude of experiences 

creating a continuing sense of permanence. This insight need not mean that we deny our 

existence or become depressed because things don‟t last. Rather, if we see the way things 

actually are we are in a better position to choose not to be caught in old habits that may 

perpetuate our stress.  

 

An alternative to both a rose coloured or muddied glasses is a clear lens. In this way we may 

see things as closely as possible to the way they actually are. Seeing clearly is a term used for 

perceiving people including our selves, places and things in this way. When we can “see” things 

as they actually are we are no longer deceived by the appearance of events and we can 

respond in a manner that reduces stress.  We cannot control perceptions as they arise. 

Perception is, however, not completely passive and we can change our perceptions of things 

with wisdom. With wisdom we can see the changing, uncertain and not-self or empty nature of 

events. By cultivating insight, we are more able to change unrealistic, and often stressful, 

perceptions of events so that they are in line with the way things are (i.e., impermanent, 

interdependent and uncertain).  Being able to perceive the not-self nature or emptiness of 

events means that nothing is added or taken away from the events and they are just as they 

are, in and of themselves. This means that we need not identify with problematic events and 

also need not get entangled in reactive cycles, which proliferate and complicate our stress.     

 

The third truth is that there is the potential for freedom from suffering.  Nirvana, which often 

represents the third truth, has been translated as being unbound from unhelpful cyclic reactions. 

Nirvana is defined not by what it is but by what it is not, and it is not suffering, anguish or 

despair 

 

The noble eight-fold path generally represents the fourth noble truth and the path of Dharma 

practice. The eight fold path will be explained in the next chapter but basically it is the cultivation 

of the helpful and letting go of the unhelpful.  
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Cultivating the helpful and letting go of the unhelpful 

Unhelpful tendencies are those characterised by clinging, craving, aggression or not knowing 

and are likely to perpetuate reactive stressful cycles. When we worry excessively, for example, 

it is likely that complications will arise and other negative states will also emerge such as 

sadness, irritability, frustration and so on. Helpful inclinations, on the other hand, are those that 

incline and lead away from greed, ignorance, hatred and reactive stressful cycles. Like 

unhelpful tendencies, the helpful ones influence each other, so that cultivating one helps to 

cultivate another.  If one can cultivate mindfulness this can short circuit stress and lead to other 

helpful tendencies such as concentration, joy and calm.  Joy and calm can further influence the 

cultivation of mindfulness and so on.  Each tendency often has an opposite.  
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Examples of helpful and unhelpful tendencies 

Unhelpful Helpful 

Ignorance Insight (wisdom) 

Confusion and mental dullness Mindfulness, awareness 

Lacking remorse about harmful actions Modesty, compunction 

Recklessness Discretion 

Agitation Composure and calm 

Greed Non-attachment 

Aggression Love and goodwill 

Envy and jealousy  Sympathetic joy 

Worry and restlessness  Equanimity 

Anxious fear Calm acceptance  

Sadness Joy 

Cruelty Compassion 

Hopelessness Faith, confidence or trust  

Guilt  Equanimity or acceptance  

Narrow mindedness Emotional flexibility  

The five hindrances to meditation  The seven factors of awakening (to be 

explained in the next session).  

 

Unhelpful tendencies as obstacles to meditation  

The five hindrances to meditation were mentioned in session four. These five obstacles are a 

distillation of unhelpful patterns or inclinations.  Overcoming the influence of the hindrances 

ultimately results in freedom from stress, anxiety and depression.    

 

To reiterate, these obstacles are:  

1. Unnecessary craving or sensual desire 

2. Ill will, hostility or strong aversion 

3. Lethargy or mental dullness and stiffness 

4. Restlessness, worry and agitation  

5. Paralytic doubt or indecisiveness  
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According to some translators (e.g. Analyo, 2003), the Buddha once compared meditation to 

looking at one‟s own reflection in a bowl of water.  In this same analogy he said that the 

hindrances prevent a clear reflection in some way or other.  With the first hindrance it is like the 

reflection is not accurate because the water is coloured with a strong dye. With the second 

hindrance, it is like the water is boiling and so clear reflection is disturbed.  With the third 

hindrance, it is like the water is covered with algae and a reflection is covered. With the fourth 

hindrance it is like the smooth surface of the water is agitated by the wind, thus preventing a 

clear reflection. Finally, with the fifth hindrance, it is like the water is muddy and hard to move 

through and thus there is no opportunity to see clearly.  

 

Desire 

Desire can be helpful especially when we need the energy to follow valued directions in life. 

Desire is a hindrance when it is driven by strong attachment or clinging. Traditionally this 

hindrance refers to sensual desire but it can also refer to excessive desire in general.  Desire as 

a hindrance is based on addiction to pleasant feelings. This addiction manifests as resistance to 

the inevitable change of pleasant circumstances into something else, and drives an obsessive 

hankering to be constantly satisfied by things beyond and outside contentment with present 

moment experience. Desire can be subtle or extreme. At a subtle level, desire as a hindrance 

may manifest as clinging to expectations with meditation. We may, for example, have one 

meditation period where we become very relaxed and our body feels very comfortable and in 

the next session we expect that same level of comfort. As we engage in a formal session of 

mindfulness there may be a subtle expectation that something “should” happen.  These 

expectations can, paradoxically, become hindrances, as they obscure mindfulness and being 

present with what is actually happening. When we practice meditation we may begin to use the 

practice period to plan a project or something in the future. This “planning” is another subtle 

form of desire that is a hindrance to meditation.  Sometimes as we meditate we may become 

enchanted with fantasies about things we want. We can thus become lost in desire and 

deceived by the object of our wanting, rather than seeing things as they actually are. Many 

desires are illusory, in that we believe that once we have that which we desire we can be finally 

satisfied. However, satisfaction is rarely delivered. More often than not it is more satisfying to 

abandon our unnecessary yearning and find contentment with the present moment and simply 

being present.  



 

 
 
Handouts for mindfulness based stress management programs   2009 Malcolm Huxter, Clinical Psychologist 

Comic illustrations copyright Robin Hall 2006 

175 

 

Antidotes to desire as a obstacle   
Meditation teachers say that grasping or unnecessary desire can be transformed by cultivating 

one-pointedness or steadiness of mind because a mind filled with desire often “jumps” from one 

possibility for pleasure to the next (Salzberg & Goldstein 2001). 

 
Antidotes to desire when it is an obstacle also include: 

 Being mindful and noting desire, wanting or craving as it arises in one‟s mind 

 Reflecting on the impermanent nature of all things 

 Cultivating generosity and gratitude for what we already have    

 Simplifying one‟s life and moderation with pleasures and 

 Good friendships and having useful conversations    

 

Hostility -Aversion 

A characteristic of aversion is avoidance of physical and emotional pain.  Just as desire can 

sometimes be helpful so too can aversion be a natural response that is needed for survival and 

protection from harm. When extreme or unnecessary, however, aversion can be a obstacle to 

gaining the calm and insight that results from meditation. Aversion is based on preferences, so 

that one likes some things and dislikes other things. With aversion, the things that are disliked 

are rejected.  Aversion can manifest as hatred, anger, fear, frustration, irritation, sorrow and 

sometimes paranoia.  Outwardly aversion can become aggression and inwardly aversion can 

become self-hatred.  Those who are depressed are often trapped by aversion and ill will in the 

form of self-condemnation and negative judgement.  Just like desire, aversion can deceive us 

by exaggerating, distorting and clouding our perceptions of life, ourselves and other people. It is 

like we project our aversion out on to the world and it comes back. Aversion works to isolate, 

contract and cut us off from the world and people around us.  

 

At a subtle level boredom is a form of aversion because we reject the reality of the present 

moment. At another subtle level, mulling over what we perceive as life‟s injustices is another 

form of aversion.  
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Antidotes to aversion: 
Respected meditation teachers recommend that cultivating curious interest and an investigating 

mind are some ways to work with aversion as a hindrance (Salzberg & Goldstein 2001). 

Aversion is also inhibited by thoughts of good will and a sense of joy.  

 

Other antidotes include:  

 Cultivating mindfulness with acceptance or willingness to experience life as it is as well 

as willingness to accept responsibility for one‟s actions  

 Learning to recognise the many dimensions of aversion such as fear, disappointment, 

rage and so on  

 Recognising the pain and suffering entangled with ill-will and resolving to abandon this 

burden  

 Cultivating compassion and loving- kindness 

 Good friendships and having useful conversations    

  

Lethargy or mental dullness   

Sleep is a necessary restorative function. It is very important to have enough regular sleep and 

to allow ourselves to rest and recuperate when needed. When we meditate, however, a 

common hindrance is sleepiness. Sleepiness can disguise itself as relaxation, peace and 

tranquillity.  It is a hindrance, however, because it is opposite to an alert and clear mind that can 

perceive things as they are. This hindrance may arise even when we don‟t seem to need sleep. 

In meditation it refers to lethargy and dullness or lack of mental clarity. It can manifest as feeling 

dissociated and mentally cloudy and thick or not really present with what is happening. 

Sometimes it can manifest as sitting and drifting in dreamy states that can be very pleasant. At 

an extreme level one can actually fall asleep either sitting slumping forward or lying down. At 

these times the allotted period of meditation practice may pass very quickly indeed! Sometimes 

this dullness of mind can be caused by an energetic or physical imbalance and we may actually 

need to open our eyes and move our bodies. At other times it can be a form of avoidance or 

resistance to difficult or painful experiences.  As we practise concentration and mindfulness the 

process may uncover painful memories or unpleasant states of mind, and shutting down our 

awareness may be one way we habitually deal with these experiences. As we have mentioned 

previously, and will mention again, avoidance may at times be the only way to cope. If, 
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however, we want to overcome and be free from what we are avoiding then we need to 

eventually confront our avoidant behaviours.  

 

 

Antidotes to dullness as a obstacle 
Texts on meditation state that one way to transform mental dullness is to have right aim 

(Pandita 1992).  This means to focus clearly on one thing at a time rather than letting one‟s 

attention be dispersed. Right aim may be practised by intentionally being very focused on the 

minute details of an action or experience.  

 

In addition:  

 Try not to judge sleepiness harshly, and be kind with yourself.  

 Explore the nature of sleepiness. Use interest and investigation as a way to wake up.  

 Move your posture, open your eyes, stand, walk, or move in some way. 

 Try going outdoors.  

 Try looking at light.   

 Maintain or make good friendships and have useful conversations.    

 

Restlessness, worry and rumination   

Restlessness is another major hindrance to bringing attention to one thing at a time in an open-

minded and receptive manner.  Restlessness is similar to sleepiness in that sometimes it may 

result from a physical or energetic imbalance. It is, however, very different from sleepiness in 

that it is completely opposite to peace, calm and tranquillity. Restlessness may have a quality of 

alertness but as it is not balanced with calm non-attachment, it is a hindrance. Some features of 

restlessness are arousal, agitation, worry, rumination, guilt and the feeling that we cannot trust, 

rest and enjoy the present moment. At a physical level it may feel as if we just can‟t sit still. At 

an emotional and mental level our mind may become tormented with feelings of insecurity and / 

or self-derogatory and critical thoughts. Restlessness may be a common experience of those 

who suffer from depression or anxiety. Points highlighted about rumination and worry in the 

session about these tendencies also apply to restlessness. Guilt can also manifest in the form 

of restlessness. When we slow down in meditation, all sorts of memories may start to arise in 

our minds. We may begin to recall times when we may have harmed others or behaved 

unwisely and we may start to feel remorse. When we can openly and honestly accept 
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responsibility for harmful actions, remorse can be helpful because it helps to prevent us from 

acting unwisely in the future.  Often however it turns into guilt, which is unhelpful because we 

personalise and identify with the remorseful thoughts and it is tinged with self-hatred, the 

opposite of acceptance.    

 

Sometimes restlessness occurs when meditators try too hard, or they take the meditation 

practice too seriously.  The unbalanced effort turns to tension, and the mind cannot concentrate.  

 

Antidotes to Restlessness: 
Meditation teachers state, that  “restlessness is transformed by happiness” (Salzberg & 

Goldstein 2001, p. 89).  Engaging in enjoyable and interesting activities can focus the mind and 

counter the tendency for agitation and restlessness.  Calm meditation practices are often 

recommended for restlessness and the mind can easily focus and calm when it engages with 

things that have happy, pleasant or interesting themes.  If a meditator is experiencing 

restlessness because they are trying too hard or they are taking the practice too seriously, a 

good antidote is simply to relax, “chill out” and do something enjoyable. 

 

Most of this workbook describes ways to use mindfulness, concentration, compassion and 

kindness to cultivate happiness and deal with restlessness. An analogy of restraining a wild bull 

with force is useful in considering how to manage restlessness. Such constrained force may 

escalate the bull‟s agitation and setting it free in a spacious paddock may calm it. Giving a 

sense of spaciousness to restlessness may help to quell, calm and transform this hindrance into 

happiness.  This may involve: 

 Emphasising gross movement, such as physical exercise or walking, as being the 

primary object of meditation  

 Bringing a sense of spaciousness to our meditation by, for example, directing attention to 

things that seem outside one‟s self such as sounds or expansive views   

 Utilising a more “open or choice-less awareness”  where attention is less constrained and 

does not focus on selected and narrow fields of awareness  

 Seeing restlessness for that which it is, not identifying with it, letting go of the need to 

control it and cultivating deep acceptance 
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As restlessness and mental proliferation are close associates, short-circuiting this tendency to 

proliferate by bringing bare attention to experience is another way to manage this hindrance.   

 

Cultivating wisdom and acting impeccably are other ways to manage restlessness.  With 

wisdom we realise that actions have consequences and discernment between skilful and 

unskilful actions helps us prevent regret about unwise actions.  In other words, restlessness, 

worry, rumination, regret, remorse and guilt can sometimes arise when we act unskilfully. If we 

act wisely, this regret may not arise.  Wisdom is developed in many ways including when we 

learn about the cause/effect relationships between life events, when we have contact with wise 

people, and when we have good friendships and useful conversations and discussions.    

 

Paralytic doubt 

Doubt is a sense of scepticism or uncertainty about something. Generally scepticism is healthy 

and helpful. For example, doubt may take the form of questioning the validity of paths of action, 

because we need to base decisions on evidence or experience. Questioning the validity of 

something can give rise to understanding and wise action. In circumstances where doubt takes 

the form of unwarranted scepticism, however, it can be a great hindrance to understanding and 

happiness.  As a hindrance, doubt can manifest as judgmental and narrow-minded cynicism. 

When the questioning mind becomes entangled with cynicism and extreme doubt one can 

become stuck in intellectual analysis and mental fabrications rather than take the risk of having 

an actual experience. In this type of bind individuals do not commit to practice and so never 

taste the fruit of practice. Doubt can also manifest simply as indecision and paralytic 

procrastination, like being at the fork of a road and not being sure or certain of which path to 

follow. This type of indecision is immobilising and a hindrance to meditation because we do not 

embark on a path and therefore do not discover the pros and cons of a path for ourselves. 

When doubt is a hindrance it results in being psychologically stuck.   

 

When doubt arises in meditation we may become unwilling to practise. We may question the 

usefulness of what we are doing and think that it is a complete waste of time. We may find 

ourselves thinking, for example, “How could being aware of the movement of my feet as I walk 

help in anyway with my anxious or depressed moods? ..this practice is ridiculous….the people 

who practise these practices are deluding themselves…..” and so on.  This type of mental 

activity restricts one‟s motivation and attention, and ultimately one‟s ability to learn and cultivate 
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understanding. Meditation teachers describe doubt as “a very jumpy state. You hop from one 

thing to the next, considering and wondering and judging and assessing. The power of doubt is 

diminished when the mind can settle.” (Salzberg & Goldstein 2001, p. 92).   

 
Antidotes to paralytic doubt: 
The natural antidote to doubt is faith. Here faith can mean confidence or trust that a particular 

path of action may lead to a helpful outcome. Trust is the acknowledgment of a possibility when 

not having experienced that possibility. Confidence, on the other hand, refers to having once 

gained some emotional freedom and understanding from engaging in an action or practice, and 

realising that adopting a similar action or practice can lead to more understanding.  Hope is 

another way of understanding faith. In this context, hope does not mean wishing and craving for 

a particular outcome. Rather, it refers to a form of inspiration that is opposite to hopelessness. 

Faith is cultivated in an interdependent manner. When one has faith that freedom from stress is 

possible, and that meditation may be helpful, this leads to motivation or the willingness to put 

forth effort to practise.  When one is motivated and brings awareness (or mindfulness) to an 

issue, this helps to focus, integrate one‟s mind and see clearly into an issue (concentration). 

With mindfulness and concentration, wisdom arises. Wisdom or understanding then helps to 

reinforce faith that the process is beneficial and so the cycle continues. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As described above, the antidotes to doubt are part of an interdependent process that includes: 

 Cultivating faith 

 Reflecting on that which is helpful to short circuit stress 

 Recognising doubt when it arises and choosing not to get caught up in the stories that 

doubt generates 

 Cultivating commitment and acting in accordance with commitment 

Trust 
Confidence  
Hope 
Faith 
  

Effort 
Motivation 
Determination 
Energy  
Hope 
  

Mindfulness 
Awareness 

Attention  

Concentration  
Focusing 
Clarifying 
  

Wisdom 
Insight  

Understanding 
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 Committing to trying to do or focus on one thing at a time 

 Learning, and discussion about the how stress develops and is managed 

 Good friendships and having useful conversations  

Reactive and cyclic patterns as a cause and continuation of stress  

Everyone seems to have emotional, thinking and acting patterns. There is a tendency for 

reactive and unhelpful patterns to repeat themselves. Thus, these types of patterns often seem 

to occur in cycles. The cycles can often result in anguish and despair, yet we repeat them 

nonetheless.  Sometimes the cyclic patterns seem to occur internally within our own minds. 

Other times they may involve and include the external world of people, places and things. 

People, events or situations around us may be triggers for reactions within us. Or, our own 

reactions may affect the people and the world around us.  Sometimes, the patterns are 

conscious and we repeat them because they are more comfortable than risking an encounter 

with the unfamiliar or uncertain.  Other times the patterns are unconscious and automatic and 

we repeat them because of addictions, fears or simply not knowing. According to Buddhism, the 

driving forces behind being caught in cyclic ruts are the various expressions and proliferations 

of greed, aggression, and unknowing.  

In Buddhism, the second truth is often described as a cycle with 12 interdependent 

components. The diagram below is a simplified 6-component version of the cycle of co-

dependent arising that has been adapted from Fryba (1995). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. New situation  
arising or trigger:  
Something 
happening in the 
internal  world of 

body and mind.  

1. New situation 
arising or trigger: 

Something happening 
in the external world 
of people, places and 
things. 

2. Contact: 
Sense impression. 

Immediate interpretation.  

3. Feeling: 
Experienced as 
pleasant, unpleasant 
or neutral  

4. Craving: Urge to pull in 

with craving, push away 
with rejection, avoid or 
ignore with confusion and 
unknowing.  

5. Attachment: Clinging  to views 
concepts and experience. Beliefs, 
assumptions and expectations. 
Emotional, thinking and behavioural 
reactions. Habitual actions. General 
proliferation and complication of 

events.  Further Interpretations. 

6. Becoming: Consequences of actions. Stress 

unfolding and further proliferation and complication 
driven by ignorance. Includes identification with the 
process.  
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The cycle is often called the cycle of becoming because it describes how stress and situations, 

including beliefs about one‟s self or self-concepts, come into being. The cycle can indicate how 

stress can arise and proliferate with reactive tendencies. The cycle of becoming can be 

superimposed on the interactive stress process described in session one, as well as emotional 

spirals described in other sessions because they all describe how one experience can lead to 

another and eventually a snowball effect of proliferation and fabrication. With the cycle 

described directly above, however, the central driving factors are unhelpful tendencies related to 

greed, ignorance and hatred.  

 

Every situation or experience, be it stressful or not, arises because of causes and conditions. 

Every situation or experience is the end result of interdependent chain reactions involving 

events and reactions that came before it. Similarly, every event goes on, in some way or other, 

to influence other situations or experiences after it. When seen as a whole, stressful cycles can 

be overwhelming. If, however, the reactive process that leads to stress can be broken down into 

separate components it becomes much easier to short circuit and ultimately manage effectively.  

 

The cycle of becoming may, at first, seem complicated and difficult to comprehend.  It becomes 

easier if you simply remember that unhelpful emotional and behavioural patterns usually lead to 

more complication and stressful entanglement.  The cycle of stressful reactions is not confined 

to a rigid sequence as any one component can lead to another. The cycle of stressful reactions 

has no real beginning, but as a reference, we can say it might begin with a situation or trigger. 

This situation may be an external event in the world such as something tangible happening or 

it could be an internal event such as an emotion, bodily sensations, thoughts, beliefs or self- 

concept. Events can be either mental or physical phenomena. Contact is when an event 

impinges on our awareness and the object is perceived.  Thus, contact is like an immediate 

impression and the situation is perceived through our senses. Perception and feelings arise at 

the same time as contact.  As described numerous times, in this context feeling does not refer 

to emotions but to the quality of pleasantness, unpleasantness or neutrality that arises in the 

mind when it comes into contact with experiences. After feeling there are urges to either push 

the experience away with rejection and avoidance, pull in the experience with craving or ignore 
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the experience by spacing out, becoming confused or simply not knowing. Urges involve choice. 

The possible choices with an urge include deciding to act on the urge and follow through with it, 

refraining from acting on the urge, or doing something different. The choices we make are 

crucial to how stress manifests. The initial manifestation of greed, ignorance and hatred through 

an urge is perpetuated by attachment and clinging. The process of clinging and attachment 

arises as an increase of bodily sensation, thinking, behaviour and/or emotional reactions. The 

reactions include more detailed interpretations, views, concepts and expectations or beliefs and 

assumptions.  The reactions may also include acting in ways that reinforce the cycle. As actions 

have consequences, the reactions proliferate and lead to becoming more complicated.  Our 

reactive cycles and our stress impact on the external world by making new situations and/ or 

they affect our internal emotional experience.  This new situation or trigger (1) leads to sense 

impression (2), feeling (3), pushing away, pulling or confusion (4) more reactions (5) taking the 

reactions personally (6) and so on.   

 

As we learnt in session six and a discussion about mental proliferation, our  minds can often 

create more out of experience than is actually there.  Paranoia is one example of how some 

individuals may misperceive the innocent gestures of strangers to be real and genuine threats 

and thus react with fear.  With paranoia something can be misperceived and this then goes on 

to fuel delusions and proliferations of paranoid thinking and acting.  

 

The cycle of reactions may include environmental situations as well as our perceptions and 

activities. Ultimately, however, it is not other people, things or situations that cause our stress 

but the way we understand and respond to these things.  

 

In another example, a bout of worry could start with a fleeting painful sensation in one‟s 

stomach (1). This could lead to “What if ………”,  assumptions such as  “What if this is cancer or 

some other horrible deadly illness?” (6), and lots of other fearful thoughts and ideas about 

oneself (6-1) , not to mention visits seeking reassurance from those around and possible doctor 

visits (1, external). The uncertainty about a painful sensation can be unpleasant (3). Driven by 

rejection and avoidance of the unpleasant feelings (4), we create or think about temporary 

solutions (5) and possibly act on them (1). Unfortunately if the solutions are also uncertain, then 

more “What if….” thoughts come up, and the cycle continues. Within a few hours, the original 

pain in the stomach may have long gone but a cycle of worry, driven by fear and aversion, has 
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resulted in concerns from the family, doctor‟s bills (1) and a whole new state of stress and 

suffering (6,1).  

 

If we can be aware of the reactions as they arise we have a greater opportunity to curtail their 

complication.  Analysis of reactive patterns in retrospect can also be helpful as this provides an 

increased awareness and understanding for future reference. We may not always be aware of 

every part of sequence. Nonetheless, knowing specific patterns and reactions to specific events 

or experiences can enhance our ability to choose to respond in helpful ways in the future. 

 

Another way to be aware of the reactive cycling is to simply be aware of the hindrances to 

meditation. These hindrances were explained in preceding sessions as five obstacles to 

meditation progress. The five hindrances are entangled with reactive cycling, and noting and 

being mindful of the hindrances helps to short circuit negative cycles. Mindfulness of the 

hindrances is a sub domain of one of the foundations of mindfulness. Thus, awareness of the 

hindrances is one way to free us from Dukkha.  

 

Exit possibilities 

The cycle always has exit and entry possibilities. Exit possibilities involve pathways from the 

cycle. The exit pathways include practising choice, mindfulness and using other helpful stress 

management strategies such as wisdom.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. New situation  2. Contact 

 

3. Feeling  

4. Craving  5. Attachment  

6. Becoming  

For example, using strategies to 
deal with difficult thoughts, 
painful emotions, strong 
physical sensations and 
refraining from unnecessary 
action and reactions.  Letting go 

of unhelpful beliefs and habits.  

For example, “urge surfing” 
or being aware and choosing 
not to fall victim to old habits.  
.  

For example, being 
aware of feeling as 
feeling, responding 
as needed and not 

over reacting. 

For example, changing 
our perceptions, seeing 
clearly and not being 
deceived by the 
appearance of things. 

For example, 
using problem 
solving skills and 
action to change 

the situation 

For example, not 
taking the stress 
personally and 
not complicating 

it more than it is.  
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Understanding cyclic reactions with worry, for example, can help us to curtail being lost in this 

tendency. As explained in a previous session, learning to tolerate unpleasant feelings of worry  

(3), refraining from urges to solve the problem (4), not reinforcing old patterns driven by 

negative and/or positive beliefs about worry (5), postponing placing oneself in situations where 

worry may occur (1), and interpreting (2,5) the situation in a new and different way can not only 

reduce our stress with worry but also the likelihood that we will experience worry at all (1).  

 

Reactive cycles can occur over a wide range of time frames. Cyclic and reactive patterns may 

occur over split seconds and moments or they may take minutes, days, months, years, or be 

evident the whole of one‟s lifetime.  It is often difficult to break down reactive patterns, especially 

if they seem to be automatic and sometimes occur as reactive outbursts. Nonetheless, it is 

possible to use skilful intentions, mindfulness, wisdom and other helpful tendencies to short-

circuit these patterns. Being mindful of feeling as feeling as well as urge surfing are some ways 

to exit the reactive cycle at the points of feeling and urges. 

 

Mindfulness of feelings  

As explained in an earlier session, mindfulness of feelings refers to an emotional flavour or an 

affective tone of pleasantness, unpleasantness or neutrality that arises in the mind when it 

comes into contact with an object. The objects can be physical in nature or they can be mental. 

If we trip and graze a hand, for example, and it hurts it may give rise to unpleasant feelings. In 

this case the unpleasant feelings arise from a physical object. If on the other hand, someone we 

like smiles kindly at us, it may give rise to pleasant feelings. In this second case, the object is 

more mental as it depends on the mental impression of someone smiling. In some rare cases, 

painful physical sensations may actually give rise to pleasant feeling. Such as, for example, 

when we get a massage and the masseuse digs into a tight muscle. It may hurt but “feels” good. 

 

As explained previously, feelings may or may not be accompanied by unhelpful emotional 

reactions prior to, or after they arise.   
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The feeling component on the cycle often comes just before the craving component and the 

craving component is often the beginnings of emotional overreactions to feelings. Dependent on 

whether something feels uncomfortable, comfortable or neutral we may push it away or avoid it, 

pull it in or move towards it or do neither. We cannot control whether something is pleasant, 

unpleasant or neutral. We can choose, however, how we respond to feelings. When a feeling 

tone is agreeable there is a tendency to want to hold onto it and keep it going. If the feeling tone 

is disagreeable there is often a tendency to condemn, reject or have aversion to it. If it is neutral 

we may space out, lose touch or disconnect with it. Feelings co-arise when there is a perception 

and an immediate sense impression about something. Feelings can be the first indication of an 

intuitive impression of something. Sometimes the impression is accurate and sometimes the 

impression is not an accurate representation of what may be really happening.  

Being mindful of how we “feel” about something or our comfort or discomfort in a situation may 

be an indication that something is right or not right. Our feelings about something may be 

indications that we need to act.  

 

Being mindful of feelings is also way to develop equanimity, a balanced, centred and non-

reactive quality of mind that will be discussed further in following sessions. Being mindful and 

balanced with feelings is one way to help short circuit reactive cycling.  This short-circuiting 

occurs by developing kind tolerance to unpleasant feelings, non-attachment to pleasant 

feelings, and sensitive awareness of neutral feelings. Tolerance does not mean that we should 

not act on unpleasant feelings if necessary, and non-attachment does not mean we should not 

enjoy pleasant experiences of life. Tolerance and non-attachment, in the cycle of stressful 

reactions, simply refers to letting go of the tendencies of clinging and craving.  

 

Mindfulness of feeling means that we tune into this domain of our experience and notice it.  If a 

painful memory arises, for example, we let the unpleasant feelings associated with the memory 

become central in our awareness rather than the details of the memory.  Similarly, if we begin to 

enjoy fantasies about something, we can become aware of the pleasant feelings associated 

with the fantasy rather than become lost in the content of it.  If there are pleasant feelings 

arising in our body we can enjoy them without clinging. Alternatively, if there are unpleasant 

feelings arising from a bodily affliction, we can short circuit the tendency to be miserable with 

emotional reactions, and rather be open to the experience without condemnation.   
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Noting can help with mindfulness of feelings and words such as “pleasant feeling” “unpleasant 

feeling” or “neutral feelings” or “comfortable”, “uncomfortable” etc., are possibilities.  Sometimes, 

tuning into the feeling domain of our experience requires that we enquire and purposefully ask 

ourselves what the feeling tone of our experience is at that time, then shift attention to this 

feeling tone as if shining a spotlight on it.  Shining a metaphorical spotlight on the feeling tone of 

our experience does not mean we deny or ignore the other dimensions of experience. Rather, it 

means that the feeling tone becomes central.  

  

Intentions and urge surfing 

Intentions were described in Session Two as impulses for action. Intentions are also referred to 

as volitions, which can be skilful or unskilful. According to Buddhist psychology, when an 

impulse to action is driven by unhelpful tendencies such as craving, then it is likely to perpetuate 

and complicate the cycle of becoming. If, on the other hand, an intention is driven by tendencies 

inclined to non-greed, non-aggression and wisdom then the outcomes are more likely to be in 

line with exit pathways away from reactive cycling.  

 

Sometimes intentions may be experienced as quick pictures or words in the form of thought. 

Sometimes an intention may be experienced physically as an impulse. Some meditation 

teachers have described intentions as “the „about to‟ moment. In that moment there is a volition, 

or a willing aspect in the mind: a gathering of the energy that initiates the act.” (Salzberg and 

Goldstein, 2001, p.152).   

 

Intentions can be extremely subtle. We may have thousands of intentions daily, many of which 

are not acted on.  An urge is another way of describing an intention. An urge, however, may 

have more intensity than subtle intentions. An urge may be accompanied by a strong desire or 

craving to avoid unpleasant feelings or have pleasant feelings.  If an urge leads to an outcome 

that goes against that which is valued then it may be helpful to surf the urge.  

 

Urge surfing refers to not acting on urges or impulses that perpetuate reactive cycles.  In most 

cases it refers to maintaining awareness and balance while experiencing the wave of desire to 

pull something towards oneself, or the wave of aversion, manifesting as an impulse to push 

something away. The surfing analogy is used because it is akin to staying balanced with poise 
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and either riding an urge wave, or moving through it gracefully in some way or other.  Staying 

balanced or moving skilfully on a wave is usually better than being in resistance to it and 

struggling, or being dumped and drowned by its force.  For the most part, urge surfing refers to 

refraining from indulging in unhelpful habits so that they are not reinforced.  This may mean that 

we do something other than the unhelpful habit to avoid reinforcing it. It can also refer to not 

acting on impulses, and simply doing nothing other than being aware. For some, this may 

involve courageous effort to refrain from habitual passionate responses such as violence, or 

addictive tendencies, such as substance abuse.   

 

“Urge surfing” is an expression coined by psychology Professor Alan Marlatt (e.g., 2002), who 

uses mindfulness to help people with drug addictions.  

 
Mindfulness of feeling-practice  

 Endeavour to be attentive to experience in a non-judgemental manner. 

 Be open and aware to life experience either during formal meditation practice or during 

day-to-day activities.  

 Notice and investigate the quality of pleasantness, unpleasantness and/or neutrality as 

you come into contact with experience both during formal times of meditation practice 

and in day-to-day activities.  

 Ask yourself whether or not an unhelpful emotional reaction triggered the feeling or was 

triggered by a feeling.  

 On some occasions make a decision to pay specific attention to feelings.  

 Tune into or spot light your awareness on this specific domain of experience.  

 Notice other domains of your experience, such as the things that seem to lead to 

feelings, but let feelings be central in your awareness.  

 Stay tuned, monitor and note the experience appropriately. 

 Use noting words that seem suitable such as: pleasant, unpleasant, comfortable, 

uncomfortable, etc., Or “unpleasant feeling accompanied by hatred” ,  “pleasant feeling 

accompanied by grasping”, “Pleasant feeling associated with understanding and letting 

go”  etc. 

 Notice the tendency to hold onto or be drawn into pleasant experiences, push away or 

step back from unpleasant ones, and space out or ignore the neutral.  
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 If the experience is pleasant enjoy it, but notice how it changes and try not to cling to the 

experience.   

 If the experience is unpleasant, endeavour to be open-minded and investigate how this 

experience also changes.  

 If the experience is neutral, cultivate interest and notice the details of the experience. 

 Experiment tuning into this domain during formal meditation periods.  

 Experiment at specific times during your day-to-day activities when you can focus 

specifically on feelings.  

 In general, when feelings prevail during formal meditation periods or during your day-to-

day life, note and be mindful with them as they arise.  

 

Urge surfing-practice  

 Try to be mindful during all your waking hours.  

 When an urge arises note it accordingly.  

 It could be noted as “wanting….wanting”, “craving…craving” or “rejection…..rejection”, 

“urge…urge”, or “pushing away …….aversion” etc., .   

 Make a decision about whether or not the urge needs to be acted on.   

 If acting on the urge is not necessary, or is not in line with what is valued, try “surfing the 

urge”.  Just like a passing wave let the urge arise and pass on by.  

 Like holding onto something firm in the ocean when buffeted by waves, maintain 

awareness as an urge wave comes to towards you, builds in energy, tries to pull you 

along and then passes you by.  Do not follow the urge, and let it pass by.  

 If you need to  “ride the wave”, use noting to help you not be “dumped by the wave”. Use 

mindfulness to stay gracefully balanced on the urge wave. Let it come, do not struggle 

with it and ride it out. Stay balanced and do not be swept away out of control.  

  

Activities to do between sessions:  

 Throughout your daily life and busy activities, practise moments of just stopping for a few 

seconds and asking yourself   “What is happening right now? …….What are my 

thoughts?……What is my mind-state?…What is my bodily experience? ……Is this 

experience  pleasant, unpleasant or neutral?” 
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 Remember to become aware of obstacles to meditation.  If it helps, complete a hindrance 

diary, but remember to not judge yourself harshly about the hindrances.  Be objective about 

these obstacles and consider being aware of them as opportunities to move beyond them.  

 Continue with a routine of putting aside time to engage in formal meditation practice. This 

can be either mindfulness of breath, body scan, tranquilizing the body with the breath or 

mindful walking. As secondary objects come to the fore, utilise the four domains of 

mindfulness as required.  For example, combine other practices such as mindfulness of 

sound or mindfulness of thoughts, if and when these may be useful or necessary.  

 Continue to be mindful of actions in daily life, such as sweeping the floor or brushing one‟s  

teeth and note accordingly.   

 Remember to try to do one thing at a time and focus attention on that thing. If the situation 

requires you to multi-task, be aware that you are “multi-tasking” and be 100% present with 

that experience.  Do that which is necessary and do it in the best way you can.  

 Notice reactive cyclic emotional thinking and behaving patterns. Try to be aware of the 

different components of the reactive cycles especially the urge to either avoid or approach. If 

you feel that it may help your awareness, complete the “Stress reactions cycle breakdown 

exercise” and the   “Alternative response possibilities to stress reaction cycles” forms at the 

end of this chapter.  
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Urge diary 

 

What was the 
urge? What did 
you want to do 
or avoid?   (be 
specific)   

How did you know the urge 
was present? What were its 
features? How was it 
noticeable?  Were there any 
thoughts and emotions just 
prior to it? If so what were 
they?   

Did you follow the urge or did 
you restrain?  How did you 
manage, manoeuvre or surf   
this urge?  Did it change? If so 
how? What happened?   

e.g., having the 
urge to seek 
reassurance 
from a close 
friend about a 
decision I have 
to make. I want 
to avoid making 
a mistake and 
being 
responsible for 
making the 
wrong decision.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
e.g., the urge to 
go to the bottle 
shop and buy, 
and drink a 
bottle of 
Bourbon.  I 
wanted to avoid 
the feeling of 
loneliness.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

e.g., I was feeling agitated 
and restless and noticed my 
mind jumping from one 
possible decision to another 
and another. I started to 
analyse all of the outcomes to 
each decision. I felt confused 
about what to do and I felt 
silly and frustrated with myself 
because I “should” be able to 
make the decision for myself. 
But, I don‟t want others to be 
disappointed with me if I 
make a decision that they 
won‟t like. I wanted someone 
to take my agitation away and 
make the decision for me. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
e.g., I was feeling down and 
thinking about my relationship 
break-up. I kept thinking 
about how I needed some 
relief immediately and that 
bourbon would do the job. I 
kept justifying how I wasn‟t 
ready to stop using alcohol 
just at this moment and I 
would do it another time.  

e.g., I reminded myself that 
there are many decisions or 
paths that I could take and that 
I was assuming that I should 
take one “right” path. I noticed 
my clinging to the idea of one 
path, and my craving to be rid 
of the frustrated feelings right 
away by asking a friend to 
make my decision. I decided to 
surf my urge to seek 
reassurance and to take one 
path with a curious interest, 
knowing that other paths would 
emerge. I noticed the urge for 
reassurance slowly faded and I 
felt more confident in my ability 
to deal with decisions and to 
cope with my feelings of 
frustration. I no longer felt out 
of control.  
 
 
e.g., I reminded myself of my 
resolve and I noted “wanting” 
then “sadness” then “wanting 
… wanting” again.  I hung in 
there with my feelings and 
used the noting to help me 
“hang in there”.  I eventually, 
went swimming and away from 
any temptations and my 
painful feelings passed.  I felt 
good about myself because it 
felt like I was making progress 
towards my goals. 
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Hindrance diary 

 

What was the 
hindrance? (be 
specific)   

How did you know it was 
there? 
What were the features of this 
hindrance? How was it 
noticeable?  

How did this hindrance 
change?  Did you apply an 
antidote, if so what did you do?  
What did you notice? 

e.g. 
Restlessness 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
e.g. ill will 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

e.g. When I was trying to 
focus on the breath my mind 
would not settle. I kept 
thinking about problems with 
my health.  I felt agitated and 
as if I couldn‟t relax and sit 
still. 
 
 
 
 
I was meditating very 
peacefully one Saturday 
afternoon when the teenagers 
next door decided to race 
their motocross bikes around 
and around in the paddock 
next to my meditation room.  I 
became outraged and thought 
they were being selfish for 
disturbing my meditation 
period! I ruminated about how 
I could complain to their 
parents or the local council.      

e.g. I asked myself what is 
happening. I noted worry. I 
reminded myself to relax and 
just be present with experience 
here and now, and not get 
caught up with thinking.   I let 
myself be aware of sounds 
around me. I became more 
peaceful.  
 
 
After a period of being lost in 
rumination and anger, I 
eventually noted the hindrance 
of “ill will”.  I remembered that 
a strategy to manage ill will 
was investigation.  I enquired 
into the nature of the anger 
and also “who” was angry. 
Strangely when the object of 
mindfulness was the hindrance 
of ill will, I realised that the 
source of the problem was my 
overreaction and not the sound 
of motorbikes or adolescents 
having fun. This realisation 
helped to reduce the intensity 
of my anger and it eventually 
dissipated.   
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Stress reactions cycle breakdown exercise   

Consider a stressful situation and break down the chain reaction that led to the stressful 
situation.  Try to be aware, as best you can, of every component in the reactive cycle.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Internal situation: 

What was the 

experience?  

1. External 

Trigger: 

2. Immediate 

impression/perception: 

3. Feeling: Was it pleasant, 

unpleasant or neutral?  

4. Craving: What was the urge?  5. Attachment: What emotional, thinking, 

physical and behavioural reactions did you 
have? Can you identify the beliefs, views, 
or assumptions that you may have clung 
to? How did you react to a possible urge?  

How did you interpret the situation?  

6. Becoming: What was the outcome of 

the stress unfolding? What were the 
consequences of previous actions? How 
did things proliferate and become 
complicated? How did you identify with 
the stress? 
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Alternative response possibilities to stress reaction cycles  

Consider the reactive stress cycle on the previous page and then think and write down exit 
possibilities or alternative responses to automatic reactions driven by clinging, craving and 
unknowing.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Situation: How 
was it experienced? 
Could it be perceived 
differently?  

Trigger: How 
could the trigger 
or external 
situation be 

changed? 

2. Immediate 
impression/perception: What are 

possible alternative impressions or 
perceptions of the situation or 

stressful triggers?  

3. Feeling: Was it pleasant, 

unpleasant or neutral?   

4. Craving: Alternative urge surfing 

possibilities.   

5. Attachment: Alternative ways of 
thinking, behaving and generally 

responding to urges.  

6. Becoming: Alternative non-stressful 

outcomes. 
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EXTENSION SESSION TEN: WISDOM AND PATHWAYS OF 
FREEDOM 

 

Like the last session, during this session you will be asked to contemplate how mental, 

emotional and behavioural patterns interact and how we can be free from stress. Unlike the last 

session, which focused on unhelpful patterns, this session will focus on helpful patterns and 

pathways of freedom. During this session we will use ideas from Acceptance and Commitment 

Therapy or ACT to clarify the components of a path towards freedom from stress.   

 

The meaning of wisdom will be revisited and the idea of psychological flexibility will be 

introduced as being similar to wisdom.  Many ideas that have been described in previous 

sessions will be restated, brought together and explained as a healing pathway to freedom with 

stress by cultivating understanding or insight.  

 
Finally, seven helpful mental factors will be listed and mentioned as worthy of cultivation on the 

path to waking up to unhelpful tendencies, letting them go and breaking habitual cyclic patterns 

of stress. 

 

Related Story: Penny finds her way 

Penny had had a very difficult life. She discovered some ways to be free from her stress when 

she was 24 years old. Prior to this, however, her life was characterised by tragedy and 

misfortune, desperation, violence, mistrust, deception, anguish and despair. Penny was an only 

child and, as would be expected, her parents cared for and loved her dearly. Unfortunately, her 

parents where inclined to indulge excessively in alcohol. When Penny was 11 years old her 

parents went to a party, drank excessively then, intoxicated, had a motor vehicle accident on 

the way home.  Both of Penny‟s parents were killed in the accident and she was left an orphan. 

There were a few distant relatives but they did not want to care for Penny or have anything to 

do with her. Penny became a ward of the State. Foster parents were organised, however, none 

were stable and the care was not consistent. Unfortunately one foster placement was not safe 

and Penny was sexually abused when she was 14 years old.   The abuser had a high standing 

in the community. Penny felt too frightened to disclose the abuse to anyone as the abuser 

threatened her with other harm as well as social and financial isolation if she did.  The abuse 

became a regular occurrence and Penny would dread his visits. Understandably, Penny was 
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angry and she began “acting out”.  She became known as the “bad girl” at school, prone to 

being in fights, both physical and verbal, with anyone who tried to exert their power over her. 

Penny was prone to experiencing many extremely distressing emotions and thoughts that 

seemed to intrude into her consciousness when she did not want them to.  As well as rage with 

the world, she was often depressed and occasionally had panic attacks. She did not tell anyone 

about the abuse. Penny thought that if she disclosed the abuse to the authorities, they would 

either blame her or not believe her anyway. Around this time, Penny starting to be involved in 

petty crime, using illegal drugs and truancy from school. The drugs seem to relieve the 

emotional pain she felt and dulled the horrible thoughts. Life was unbearable in the foster 

placement and Penny ran away to the inner city just before she was sixteen.  As a street kid 

Penny got involved with more serious criminals, a life of deception and dishonesty and 

developed a heroin habit.  Prostitution became a way for Penny to financially support her habit 

and survive. Penny had boyfriends and other acquaintances but the relationships were often 

violent.  Not only was Penny a victim of violence, she was also often a perpetrator.  As Penny 

grew older there were many scrapes with the law and she had spent time in the cells yet never 

been to prison. During these years Penny was not happy, yet she could not see how miserable 

she was. It was a lifestyle based around survival and avoiding pain. Unfortunately the drug 

addictive, violent, illegal and aggressive lifestyle offered no opportunity for Penny to reflect on 

her life and choose alternatives. When Penny was 23 yrs old she was charged with an offence 

that could have resulted in a prison sentence. The Magistrate, however, offered the opportunity 

to spend time in a custodial detoxification and drug rehabilitation centre far away from the drug 

and prostitution scene. The choice was either a gaol sentence or custodial rehabilitation. Penny 

embarked on a rehabilitation program.  

 

The detoxification process was very difficult but Penny had no choice other than tolerate the 

distress and break her physical addictions. When she completed detoxification she was directed 

to programs for psychological recovery. Attending groups and individual therapy was 

mandatory. At first, Penny sat silently and reluctantly in the groups and individual therapy.  Even 

though she hated going, she discovered that other people had similar life stories to her.  

Listening to the stories was very difficult because it would re-trigger the painful emotions and 

thoughts that she previously suppressed with substances such as heroin. Nonetheless, as she 

listened to their painful stories she began to feel a deep connection with the other group 

members. She knew how they felt. As she listened she became aware of long lost feelings of 
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trust and safety.  Penny had had these feelings when her parents were alive but had not felt 

them since she started in the foster placements.  Even though the groups were difficult, she 

began to look forward to them. One day in the group Penny opened her mouth and words came 

out.  At first Penny felt shocked at hearing herself speak, but the group all turned their attention 

to her and seemed to listen with the same compassion that she had for them.  As she spoke the 

old intense emotions re-emerged yet, this time she felt empowered. It was as if the atmosphere 

of trust and kindness processed, dissolved, distanced and resolved the pain of the memories. At 

this point Penny began to have compassion for her self and realised that as a teenager the only 

way that she was able to cope was to avoid her pain with drugs. At this point in time, she also 

realised that when the situation is conducive, another way to cope is to face the pain gradually 

and with great compassion. Facing the pain also worked in way that seemed to ultimately 

resolve it.  

 

Penny stayed in the centre for 6 months and remained drug free for this period.  During the stay 

she continued to have individual and group therapy and she was able to process and reframe 

many painful memories. She learnt skills where she could tolerate and ultimately regulate and 

self-sooth distressing emotions without following the urge to use drugs. She learnt all about 

mindfulness and how to practice this skill in daily life and also in periods of meditation. She also 

had time to reflect and contemplate on the things that worked for her as well as integrate her 

personal insights into a lifestyle that was supportive to the healing process.  Before Penny left 

the centre she realised that she had found her way. She realised she had a long way to go, yet 

felt confident that the path she was following led in a wholesome direction. This confidence 

gave Penny a sense of wellbeing and security.  

 

When she left the centre she maintained the resolve and commitment to live a lifestyle that was 

not entangled with illicit drugs, physical or sexual violation, deception and dishonesty. Penny 

also maintained, when she could, a formal meditation practice as well as mindfulness in daily 

activities. Penny felt that she had purpose and direction as well as the tools to manage 

obstacles in her way.   
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Pathways to freedom from stress 

People often refer to life as being like a journey where we follow pathways.  Sometimes people 

lose their way, have no purpose or direction, go down destructive pathways, or feel as if they 

are going around in circles never reaching their goals.  Sometimes the pathways we take are 

blocked or obstructed with difficulties and challenges and we feel stuck, trapped or frozen with 

terror, helpless and hopeless. Being lost, following destructive ways, going around in circles, 

feeling stuck, trapped, frightened etc., are other descriptors for stress, anxiety and depression.  

When we discover ways that lead in valued directions then we gain more courage and joy in the 

paths we follow.  When we choose to cultivate exit pathways away from reactive cycles then our 

anguish is often short- circuited.  Even if we feel metaphorically stuck, yet we have confidence 

that a pathway lies beyond the obstructions then this faith can be enough to bring peace of mind 

and reduce our stress. 

 

“One‟s „path in life‟ is a convenient way of saying what one‟s existence is for. It sums up 

all that we value and aspire to. It lets us envision our remaining years as a trajectory 

stretching ahead on which to realise our hopes. It enables us to stay focused on 

priorities, whereas to have „lost one‟s way‟ is to have lost a guiding vision. Just as the 

sense of following a path imbues life with meaning, so being lost is linked with 

aimlessness and despair.”  (Batchelor, S., 2004, p. 70).  

 
The pathways to freedom from stress are unique to each individual. Some times these 

pathways are connected to systems of healing such as those found in therapeutic psychology or 

spiritual practices. Regardless of the individual and or the systems, there seems to be principles 

or factors on these pathways that may be considered universal. Wisdom is one such universal 

factor that is cultivated on a path to freedom.  

 

Wisdom 

Wisdom has been defined and explained in earlier sessions. Further to this the meaning of 

wisdom is manifold and can refer to knowledge, understanding or insight about the truth or the 

way things are. The meaning of wisdom may also include understanding the laws of change 

and interdependence governing life as well as strategies to abandon the thinking, emotional and 

behavioural patterns that lead to stress.  Wisdom arises from cultivating mindfulness and 
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concentration. It can also arise from hearing or reading wise advice and thinking clearly and 

realistically. Thus, wisdom may include the helpful thinking processes encouraged by therapies 

such as Cognitive Therapy (CT).  Wisdom, however, is not limited to this type of verbal and 

logical thought; it can include a non-verbal “knowing” that is described by some as intuitive 

(Pandita, 1992).   

 

Wisdom enables us to clear up identity confusion and the sense that events, such as painful 

emotions are “I”  “mine” or “myself”. We say, for example, that “I am sad” or “I am anxious, 

angry, worried etc.,” as if these states are who we are. With wisdom, however, we can observe 

how these experiences change and because they change we need not identify with them and 

we understand that they are “not self”. When we no longer identify with these distressing 

emotional states it is an enormous relief. With wisdom we can let go of unhelpful and inaccurate 

views and concepts. In addition, with wisdom we can see that much of our suffering is reactive 

and cyclic and wisdom can direct skilful action. Both mindfulness and wisdom can short circuit 

cycles driven by clinging, craving and non-knowing. 

 

Psychological flexibility 

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) is a contemporary approach to psychotherapy.  

One goal of ACT (Hayes et al, 1999) is psychological flexibility. Psychological flexibility has 

similarities to wisdom, and refers to being fully aware of, and in contact with the present 

moment. It also involves changing behaviours that do not serve our chosen values and/or 

persisting in those that do.   

 

According to ACT there are some basic factors that lead to psychological flexibility.  These 

factors are: acceptance, defusion, being in the present moment, seeing one‟s “self” in context, 

values and committed action.  These factors, taken together, indicate a willingness to be here 

now, and let go of conceptual thinking patterns that cause suffering. Further to this, they are 

associated with being able to see oneself as part of a context and not independent or separate 

from the world within which we live. They also involve being able to distinguish concepts about 

oneself and the world from the reality of oneself. Finally, these factors include psychologically 

healthy values and a commitment to acting in accordance with these chosen directions.  
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The essential components of ACT bear resemblance to factors of the path towards freedom 

with stress described in Buddhist psychology.  In summary, the path of Buddhism is one of 

inclining towards those psychological tendencies that are liberating and turning away from 

tendencies that cause suffering. 

 

The eight fold path 

“A path is created by clarifying one‟s aims and removing what gets in the way of their 

realization. It is carved from commitment and opened up by letting go. It entails both 

doing something and allowing something to happen. A path is both a task and a gift. In 

exerting too much control, one inhibits it‟s spontaneous unfolding, whereas, just by letting 

everything be, one loses sight of a guiding vision. The art of creating a path is to do 

neither too much or too little.” (Batchelor,  2004, p.79). 

 

There are many pathways to freedom.  The eight-fold path is the main path described in 

Buddhism.  The eight-fold path is often described as the middle way because it does not incline 

to extremes. Rather, it is considered as a path balanced with moderation.   

 

With the eight fold path, liberating tendencies work together in a manner that inhibits or uproots 

the types of mental, emotional and behavioural patterns that cause stress and suffering.  

 

Being in the moment, or simply enjoying the moment, is intrinsically liberating from most of the 

obstacles to freedom with stress.  Mindfulness helps to manage stress by ultimately leading to 

insight and wisdom or a wise mind. Cultivating wisdom is a liberating cyclic process. That is, 

wisdom leads to wise action, which supports meditation that further helps to cultivate insight.  In 

Buddhist psychology there are seven other factors involved in the cultivation of wisdom. These 

factors combine to make up the “eight fold path”, the essential practice of Buddhism.  According 

to some practitioners the path has two levels. The first or fundamental level leads to stress 

reduction. When a certain degree of freedom with stress has been attained, a more refined level 

of the path can be pursued, leading to complete liberation (Thanissaro, 1996).  The refined level 

of the path is often called the Noble eight-fold path, and it involves various stages of awakening 

or enlightenment.  Though complete awakening is the ultimate goal of Buddhist eight fold path, 

there are also many benefits along the way.  The following information mostly relates to the 



 

 
 
Handouts for mindfulness based stress management programs   2009 Malcolm Huxter, Clinical Psychologist 

Comic illustrations copyright Robin Hall 2006 

201 

basic level of the eight-fold path. This path, regardless of whether it is basic or noble, leads to 

the realisation of happiness and wellbeing, both here now and in the future. 

 

Traditionally the term “right” or  “complete” is used to describe the eight factors. Being complete 

implies a sense of being appropriate, correct, balanced, accurate or suitable.  The eight factors 

on this path are divided into three basic components which have can have a sequential 

relationship to each other. These are: ethics or lifestyle (appropriate action, speech and 

livelihood or occupation); mental development (suitable effort, mindfulness and concentration); 

and wisdom (complete understanding or view and skilful intention or vision).  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Complete view is the first stage of the path. Complete view is also the result of the path. 

Complete view is a component of wisdom and can be multifaceted.  At a fundamental level it 

means understanding how stress arises, and how it is reduced and ultimately abandoned.  

Having a complete and clear view is like having clean lenses to look through, where one‟s 

perception of things is no longer obscured by ideas that are unhelpful.  People tend to hold 

many inaccurate views, and in the traditional Buddhist texts they are written of as being like a 

thicket, in that they are entangling.  One fundamental distortion, according to Buddhist 

psychology, is the view that things are permanent and independent. Another mistaken view, 

according to Buddhist psychology, is the belief that intentional actions do not have 

consequences. This means that individuals do not see that the way they behave in the world 

has an impact. Such a view may lead to unethical actions, or actions that are not in line with 

values. At a more subtle level this view means that people do not see how everything is, 

Wisdom 
1.complete view, or 
understanding 
2. skilful intention, choice 

or aspiration.  
Lifestyle or ethics 

3. skilful speech 
4. skilful action 
5. appropriate livelihood 

or occupation  

Meditation or mental 
development 

6.balanced effort or energy  
7.right mindfulness 

8.right concentration or focus 
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somehow or other, connected to everything else, and that what we do affects others and the 

environment around us. 

 

When we are able to see that some types of actions may lead to certain types of consequences 

then we may be more willing to act in ways that produce less suffering. The decision to act in a 

manner that will result in less suffering is called skilful intention or choice.  This type of intention 

could also be called healthy resolve or commitment.  

 

Skilful resolve is described in Buddhist texts as intentions that involve letting go of grasping at, 

and clinging to, views concepts and experiences. They are also those intentions that that are 

not based on the desire to harm and hurt (Nanamoli and Bodhi, 1995). 

 

Intentions are like choices to act in particular ways. An intention is a deciding factor that will 

either lead to further suffering or away from suffering. When complete understanding is the 

basis of our choices, we will endeavour to behave with our speech, actions and livelihood in a 

manner likely to reduce our stress.  

 

The conduct or lifestyle part of the path comes after intentions. With this component of the path, 

it is often what we refrain from doing that is crucial. This part of the path was partly discussed in 

session three as wise actions. The first factor in the conduct area of the path is skillful speech. 

For the reason that harmful speech can cause suffering to others and regret to our self, it  is 

recommended to refrain from such language.  Harmful speech can include telling lies, 

backbiting, slander and talk that may lead to hatred and disharmony among individuals or 

groups of people. Harmful speech can include malicious, callous, cruel and abusive language. 

Harmful speech can also include mindless speech such as idle, useless and thoughtless gossip 

and babble. Skilful speech inclines toward the tendency to speak the truth in a benevolent, 

meaningful and useful manner. Skilful speech may be spontaneous yet is spoken carefully in a 

manner that is appropriate to time and place. If saying something is not beneficial then keeping 

silent is also skilful speech.  

 

The nature of skilful speech, like every thing, is contextual.  It may, for example, involve 

refraining from telling all of the truth to someone if this is untimely or not constructive, and even, 

in some rare cases, telling a mistruth if this leads to reducing suffering.   
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The next factor on the path is skilful action. As mentioned in session three, skilful actions are 

those actions that are consistent with wholesome values because going against such values 

usually results in unhappiness. Action that is consistent with one‟s values varies for different 

people but traditional Buddhist recommendations involve:  

 Avoiding killing living beings,  

 Not taking that which is not given and  

 Refraining from sensual conduct that may hurt someone.  This usually involves sexual 

activity where someone may be harmed physically or emotionally.  

The next factor on the path relates to how one makes a living, or supports oneself. Much can be 

written about this topic but in summary suitable livelihood refers to occupations that are ethical 

and do not involve harming oneself or others.  

 

The next stage on the path is related to meditation or mental development.  As mentioned in 

earlier sessions, meditation is considered as mental training that leads to understanding or 

wisdom. When one‟s mind is relatively free from regret, guilt, fear and other unhelpful mental 

factors, it is more able to settle and be attentive to the present moment.  Balanced or 

appropriate effort is the first factor on the meditative section of the path.  

 

Balanced effort involves the energy or “zeal” to let go of what is unhealthy or unhelpful, and 

cultivate healthy states of heart-mind. Balanced effort it the result of resolve and commitment. 

Basically, this type of effort has four aspects.   

1. Vigour directed at preventing unhealthy states from arising. 

2. Effort aimed at letting go of harmful states of heart-mind once they have arisen.  

3. Energy towards developing healthy states of mind and  

4. Endeavouring to maintain healthy states of heart-mind once they have arisen. 

 

Appropriate effort may involve placing oneself in situations where healthy heart-mind states are 

more likely to arise and avoiding those situations likely to trigger unhealthy states of the heart-

mind. More generally effort involves determination, commitment and willingness to persist with 

one‟s chosen directions.  
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In the context of meditation practice, it is beneficial to remember what has worked in the past to 

enhance mindfulness and concentration, and to apply those strategies.  This may involve a non-

striving and detached attitude.  This type of effort is usually related to relaxed, gentle and open 

acceptance rather than tense struggle or strain.  Effort at a very refined level may merely be the 

energy involved in remembering to direct attention to present moment experience free from 

condemning or grasping.  Meditation teachers have also described effort as courageous and 

“enduring patience in the face of suffering and difficulty” (Pandita, 1995, p.264).    

 

Meditative, courageous effort, mindfulness and concentration are inseparable and work together 

in many different ways. Mindfulness, for example, involves balancing the effort with a sense of 

purpose and concentration provides focus.  Mindfulness has been explained extensively in 

previous session and will not be elaborated here. It is hoped, however, that the reader realises 

that mindfulness is contextual and that it does not arise independently.  That is, mindfulness 

arises dependent on the conditions that come before it, such as skilful conduct or ethics.   

 

In the sequence of the path, mindfulness comes before right concentration.  In the noble eight 

fold path right concentration always refers to states called jhanas. Jhana, which is a Pali word, 

is probably best translated as highly refined and cultivated states of concentration. Regardless 

of whether or not one has achieved jhanas, when they remember to bring attention to an object, 

it is possible for attention to become penetrative and sustained.  Sustained, applied and 

penetrative attention is one way that concentration is defined (Pandita, 1992). With sustained 

and applied attention it is possible to see deeply into the nature of our stress.  This perception is 

an aspect of understanding, insight or wisdom.  In a cyclic manner this understanding leads to 

further skilful intentions, speech, action and so forth.  

The seven factors of awakening 

Just as there are five obstacles (desire, ill-will, lethargy, restlessness, and sceptical doubt) to 

meditation consisting of cognitive, emotional and behavioural tendencies that block progress on 

the path, there are seven helpful tendencies or factors that, when cultivated, form powerful allies 

in the process of healing, seeing things clearly and being free with stress. These seven factors 

are: 

1. Mindfulness/ awareness 

2. Investigation/ curiosity/ enquiry 

3. Effort/ energy/ determination/ motivation   
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4. Rapture/ joy/ emotional well-being or lightness of heart 

5. Tranquillity/ calm/ serenity/ relaxation   

6. Concentration/ focus/ single-mindedness  

7. Equanimity/ unshakable understanding/ peacefulness 

 

Awakening generally refers to realising the four noble truths. As far as I understand, awakening 

is not necessarily a static state but more a dynamic relationship to life. The seven factors 

describe characteristics of awakening as well as other pathways that can exit reactive cycling. 

Like the eight fold path the seven factors of awakening can have refined and basic levels. 

Refined levels usually occur at advanced levels of meditation practice. Basic levels can occur in 

daily life and with individuals who may not practice formal meditation. The seven factors are 

sometimes compared to seven limbs of a tree (Thich Nhat Hahn, 1999). Like limbs on a tree, 

the seven factors continue to grow and send out new branches and sprout new leaves. One 

factor may also lead on to another. When mindfulness grows or is cultivated, it leads to curious 

investigation or enquiry. Investigation was mentioned in Session five as a way to understand the 

nature of thought.  Enquiry was also mentioned as a key feature of insight meditation.  Enquiry 

may be discursive and involve verbal thinking processes. With meditation, however, enquiry can 

go deeper than just thinking with words.  With meditative enquiry we may ask of something  

“What is happening here?” or “What is it?” or “What is really going on here?” or “What is the 

truth of this experience”.  Enquiry can lead to understanding and provide answers to many 

questions. Sometimes this understanding gives rise to a sense of relief about concerns or 

uncertainties and also a form of enthusiasm about the investigation process. Some questions 

about life, however, simply cannot be answered.  Nonetheless, the process of enquiry can still 

give rise to enthusiasm, motivation and energy because it becomes a way of opening to the 

mystery of life. Being aware of the awesome mystery also awakens us to the beauty of life and 

a sense of emotional freedom, which naturally leads to joy or a lightness of heart.  This joy can 

be felt in both our bodies and our hearts in a way that seems to bubble up and through our 

being.  Joy gives rise to a sense ease and comfort both within ourselves and with the world 

around us. A sense of ease is the way that a calm and tranquil mind and a relaxed body are 

experienced. Tranquillity leads to the ability to collect the mind and focus our attention where we 

need to or want to focus it.  With concentration it is as if we become absorbed with the object 

we focus on, and a sense of separation is dissolved. Feeling intrinsically connected both within 
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ourselves and with the things around us naturally gives rise to a sense of  peacefulness or 

equanimity which is unshaken by the changing, contingent and uncertain nature of life.   

 

Mindfulness of mind objects  

As explained in previous sessions, mindfulness of mind objects is the fourth domain of 

mindfulness, and it entails mindfulness of mental phenomena including thoughts as well as the 

ways tendencies interact.  Mindfulness of mind objects is often a progression from the other 

domains of mindfulness (i.e., mindfulness of body, feelings and mind) in that it can involve some 

reflective investigation and is directed at understanding how tendencies and patterns work 

together. Another way mindfulness of mind objects is explained is as mindfulness of truths. 

Here truths refer to actual phenomena as opposed to imagined or conceptualised things as well 

as the “truth” of how patterns of mind interact.  The sub-domains of this foundation of 

mindfulness include awareness of the five obstacles to meditation and the seven factors of 

awakening. Further to just being aware of experience, this domain of mindfulness helps us, 

more directly, to make sense of or understand our patterns and how we can manage and be 

free with our stress. This domain of mindfulness helps us more directly to cultivate intelligence 

or wisdom to know how to nurture the helpful and let go of the unhelpful.   

  

Exercises  

Mindfulness of mind objects 

Establish mindfulness on a chosen primary object.  When the mind is drawn away from the 

chosen object, note and be mindful accordingly. Pay particular attention to utilising the 

mindfulness of mind objects domain and note either the five obstacles or the seven factors of 

awakening as they arise.  Use curious investigation to understand their characteristics and what 

conditions were present when they arose. Also notice and note how you may have managed 

the obstacles and/or nurtured the factors of awakening.  

 

Noticing and noting the hindrances with mindfulness is one of the most powerful for managing 

them. Sometimes it is possible to simplify the noting process so that when presence or 

mindfulness is lost, one of the five obstacles can be named. In this way, being mindful of the 

obstacles becomes a way to move beyond there influence.   
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Similarly, noticing and noting the presence of one or more the seven factors is a way that the 

factors can be enhanced and encouraged.  Noticing the seven factors or five hindrances is not 

limited to formal meditation periods. These sub-domains of the fourth foundation can be 

practiced at any time.  

 

Formal meditation periods can be times of intensive practice. It is also helpful at the end of a 

formal meditation period to reflect, for a few moments, on what was helpful and what was 

unhelpful. If the obstacles were present, remember how you may have successfully managed 

them. Make a mental note of what worked and remind your self to use these strategies at a later 

date. If one or more of the seven factors of awakening were present consider how these factors 

were nurtured.  Make a mental note of the conditions that were present and remind your self 

about these connections at a later time.  This type of reminder can help to cultivate these helpful 

factors in times of need.  

 

Activities to do between sessions    

 Continue with a routine of regular, consistent and committed meditation practice. Use the 

meditation practice or practices that are helpful for you. Be committed to continuing your 

practice for whatever length of time you have allocated even when you may be feeling 

overwhelmed by the hindrances. 

 Remember to cultivate the fourth domain of mindfulness: being mindfulness of mind 

objects. This includes being aware of the obstacles and the factors of awakening and 

how different tendencies interact.   Experiment listening to a guided meditation track 

called “mindfulness of the hindrances and the factors of awakening”. 

 Reflect on the eight-fold path and consider that which seems meaningful to you. Utilise 

those aspects that may be helpful. 

 During formal meditation practice be very curious about when, and if, either the obstacles 

or the factors of awakening arise.  If your meditation seems disturbed and you seem to 

lose presence, ask yourself what hindrance or hindrances are manifesting and try to 

name it/them. Do not feel discouraged but cultivate investigation. Later, make a note of 

how you managed the hindrances. If you feel inclined, you can write down in a journal 

the types of hindrances that came up and how you dealt with them.  
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 Extend your awareness of the obstacles to periods outside the formal meditation periods 

and endeavour to manage them skilfully.  

 If you noticed the factors of awakening coming up, make a note of how they emerged, 

and if they continued, how this occurred. If you feel inclined, you can also write down in a 

journal how you cultivated these factors.  

 Notice when, if and how the factors of awakening come up in times outside the formal 

meditation periods.  If possible, endeavour to cultivate them both during formal 

meditation periods and day-to-day activities.  

 Continue to exercise mindfulness in daily activities and bring detailed attention to as 

many activities as you can.  Try, as best you can, to integrate mindfulness of mind 

objects into your daily activities.   

 Read the next chapter.   
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Plan for change 

Thoughts, feelings, tendencies and 

reactive patterns that I would really like 

to change. (unhelpful patterns).    

Tendencies that I aspire to and would 

like to cultivate. (helpful patterns).  

e.g. always feeling jealous about other 

people‟s successes 

e.g., Feeling some sympathetic joy 

e.g always worrying about everything  e.g., being cool and calm in the face of 

change 

e.g. feeling confused by everything e.g. feeling as if I understand some things  
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Hindrance diary 

 

What was the 
hindrance? (be 
specific)   

How did you know it was 
there? 
What were the features of this 
hindrance? How was it 
noticeable?  

How did this hindrance 
change?  Did you apply an 
antidote, if so what did you do?  
What did you notice.  

e.g. lethargy  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

e.g. As I sat to meditate, I 
became dreamy and my head 
kept falling forward. At one 
point I almost fell over.   

e.g. I noted sleepiness very 
forcefully but not 
judgementally.  I opened my 
eyes and brought focused 
attention to the way my head 
felt as it started to drop 
forward. It became very 
interesting and that interest 
seemed to wake me up. When 
my mind seemed clearer I 
brought attention back to my 
breath and continued with 
energy directed at focusing on 
detail.  
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Factors of awakening diary 

 

What was the 
factor (be 
specific)   

How did you know it was 
there? 
What were its features? How 
was it noticeable?  

How did you nurture this 
factor? What conditions were 
present?  

e.g. calm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

e.g. As I sat to meditate I 
noticed that my mind became 
very one pointed and all the 
hassles that I was previously 
worried about dropped away. 
I seemed to become 
absorbed with my breath and 
every thing else seemed at a 
distance or disappeared. My 
body felt very comfortable 
and my mind became still. 
The word “calm” came to my 
mind and I felt very peaceful.    

e.g. I decided to sit in a 
comfortable chair rather than 
struggle with the pain in my 
back meditating on the floor. It 
was a nice day, the kids were 
out of the house and it was 
quiet. I remembered the 
meditation instructions about 
putting worries and concerns 
aside and was able to “shelve” 
my problems I let myself relax, 
and my attention drop, and 
focus onto the breath. I 
remembered to make the 
breath the single object of my 
attention.  
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EXTENSION SESSION ELEVEN: CONCENTRATION, SERENITY 
AND JOY AS STRATEGIES FOR WELL-BEING. 

 

This session will focus on developing the awakening factors of concentration, calm (also called 

tranquillity or serenity) and joy. The difference between Calm and Insight meditation practices 

will be explained again, and there will be some instruction in how to engage in Calm meditation 

practices to cultivate joy and tranquillity. 

 

Related Story: John calms his mind and finds refuge in focussed attention.  

John was 24 years old and he was in the same rehabilitation program as Penny (see the story 

from the previous chapter).  Obviously, John‟s story was different from Penny‟s. However, the 

themes of childhood neglect, violence, physical abuse and drug use to numb emotional pain 

were similar. Also like Penny, John realised that the rehabilitation centre provided an 

opportunity to break free from patterns that perpetuated and entrenched his anguish.  John 

wanted to make the most of his stay and he realised that even though it was very difficult to sort 

out and process his past history, he was determined to take advantage of the situation while it 

lasted.  

  

The individual and group sessions were particularly demanding. The process of reviewing old 

emotional wounds always occurred in the context of safely. Nonetheless, it would sometimes 

leave John spaced out, as if his mind was spinning and he was disconnected from his body.  

Associated with this, was the sense that all the ideas of who he thought he was, were falling 

apart and being dismantled. Sometimes letting go of old identities enabled John to feel a sense 

of peace that he had never previously felt. Other times, it would leave him agitated, disoriented, 

lost and insecure.  Sometimes anguish would flood his mind, accompanied by strong urges to 

use substances to dull and distance the pain that came with the distress. With resolve, however, 

John diverted the energy of the urges away from his past habitual patterns and into alternative 

possibilities.  John used physical exercise as one strategy to put aside his angst, reconnect with 

his body and figuratively ground from being spaced out.  Focusing on physical sensations while 

he exercised also helped to still his spinning mind.  
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John found jogging and using weights particularly helpful. When he jogged he was able to put 

aside all his worries and concerns and focus solely on what he was doing and how he 

experienced jogging in his body. Whenever distressing thoughts and emotions arose he 

acknowledged them but reminded himself to bring attention back to the strong sensations in his 

body and maintain focus on the sensations. The physical experiences were easy to pay 

attention to because they were very tangible and not hard to notice. It required mental energy to 

remind him self to come back to the experience, but this was not strained. In fact, the more he 

was able bring singled minded attention to jogging the more it seemed to become joyously 

effortless and self-sustaining.   

 

With the weights, John put all his attention on how he experienced movement and pressure. He 

also paid attention to sticking to his program routine, using one apparatus after another and 

counting the presses and repetitions precisely and accurately. The weights room become like a 

thought free zone. Worries and concerns, emotionally painful memories, and the feelings of 

falling apart were all put aside and the period of doing weights became, for John, a period of 

feeling together and calm. The physical pain normally associated with the weights became 

pleasurable and during a weights session his previously tumultuous emotional states were 

pacified and soothed.  

 

John discovered other ways to calm his mind and feel soothed. For example, outside his room, 

through a window, John could look out and see a large Poinciana tree. Sometimes, he would go 

out and lye under it and look up at the leaves as they quivered in the wind. Other times he 

would lye on his bed watching the leaves through the window. For some reason, watching the 

leaves had a very calming effect. After watching the leaves vibrate in the breeze for a period, 

John could close his eyes and see the vibration in his mind‟s eye.  This visualisation 

tranquillised emotional distress and relaxed tension in his body.  

 

When his mind was calmed he felt more able to integrate the insights he was having during the 

individual and group sessions. He also found that if his mind was stilled he was more able to 

develop understanding and progress with wisdom and emotional wellbeing.  In general, John 

felt that was able to use both calm and insight in a healing way.  
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In a similar way to Penny, John healed many emotional wounds and resolved to avoid 

substance abuse.  During his stay at the rehabilitation centre, John was able to learn strategies 

to manage difficult thoughts and emotions including unhelpful urges. In particular, John learnt 

that through focusing his attention he could quell emotional distress and find an emotional 

refuge. John learnt that a focused mind could enhance mental stillness and calm as well as 

emotional wellbeing.   

 

Concentration 

Samadhi is a term that is often used for meditation and its literal meaning is concentration. 

Samadhi also means a collected, calm, centred, unified, quiet, still, and stabilised state of heart 

mind. With Samadhi we feel together, connected with our selves and the world around us. 

Samadhi is an optimal or good way to be. It is interesting that a modern psychologist called 

Csiksenzentmihalyi has investigated a state of being called flow, which is very similar to 

Samadhi.  When people are in flow, they are so engaged in what they are doing, worries and 

concerns simply do not have the mental space to come up. In flow, people get into what they 

are doing, so much that everything else falls away and not only does it feels very pleasant, 

whatever is done is done very well. In flow, ones sense of time can drop away and we feel “in 

the zone”. Optimal means best possible. Being in flow, in the zone or having some Samadhi are 

optimal ways of being.   Not only does it feel uplifting but we do things in the best possible ways. 

These optimal ways of being are very helpful on the path of happiness. People often get into 

flow when they do something that requires a lot of concentration and or they do something that 

is so enjoyable that their attention becomes completely absorbed into what they are doing. 

When Csiksenzentmihalyi studied flow, he noticed that artists, musicians, sports people, 

athletics and surgeons are professions where flow can develop.  He also noticed that flow would 

often occur when people were in enjoyable leisure activities.  

 

Samadhi and flow, can lead to feeling very comfortable and very high levels of wellbeing and 

happiness.  The calm and joy from states of Samadhi and flow, naturally counter any feelings of 

anxiety and depression. Samadhi is very worthwhile developing.      

 

Doing some simple things that are enjoyable such as going surfing, watching a sun set, listening 

to music, or going to an inspiring movie can help to focus and uplift one‟s mind.  Bringing 

focused attention to the wondrous simplicities of life are some ways to walk on a path of 
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happiness.  According to one famous meditation teacher called Thich Nhat Hanh (1998, pp.173-

174): 

“many small things can bring us tremendous joy, such as the awareness that we 

have eyes and we can see the blue sky, the violet flowers, the children, the trees 

and so many other kinds of forms and colors. Dwelling in mindfulness, we can 

touch these wondrous and refreshing things and our minds of joy arises naturally. 

Joy contains happiness and happiness contains joy”.  

 

 

 

Calm or serenity meditation practices  

Serenity meditation practices are specific training exercises designed to develop samadhi. 

Samadhi can help with many things, including the way you relate to people, work or study, your 

ability with sport, your creativity and your health.  It is also a powerful aspect of being on the 

path of happiness. When you have a still and concentrated mind, it can be turned to anything. If 

you want to understand something, such as how to be happy, a concentrated mind provides an 

enormous amount of power and precision to see patterns of mind very deeply and clearly. 

 

Mindfulness and concentration, together, can give rise to wisdom.  A famous Thai meditation 

master call Archarn Chah once made a comparison of a concentrated and mindful heart mind to 

a still forest pool.  When the pool is still and quiet all sorts of beautiful animals come out to drink 

there. When our heart minds are still and quiet, insight and understanding can arise and we can 

discover many beautiful things.  
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There are many different types of serenity meditations. The main difference between serenity 

meditations and insight meditations is that with insight you explore and enquire into something. 

Like, for example, when thoughts and emotions are the object of investigation we can ask what 

is actually happening? How is happening? What trigger what?  and so on.  

 

With serenity meditation you don‟t spend time asking question and you just focus on one thing 

at a time. Once you have made a decision about what you will focus on, you put every thing 

else aside. It is like you are too absorbed in doing what you are doing to be concerned about 

anything else and you only have time for what you are focussing on.  

The serenity meditations emphasise three things:  

1. Relaxation or letting go of tension. With serenity meditation you don‟t investigate 

thoughts and emotions but you just let them go. You also let go of struggling and striving 

to get something, and you aim towards being content with the present moment.    

2. Stabilising your focus so that it is centred on and continually stays with where ever you 

put it. This may be very difficult at first because our minds might be scattered and wild. If 

you are patient, persist and practise, your attention slowly starts to stabilise.  

3. Vividness or being sensitive to the details of things, so that they become very clear. 

When you concentrate on things you begin to see things that you were too distracted to 

see earlier.      

 

The basic instructions for serenity meditation are:  choose an object of attention (remember 

attention means to care and watch over), stabilise attention on that object, use what ever helps 

attention stay focused, let go of distractions that blocks the flow or obstructs attention and allow 

absorption into the object.  Apply soft and gentle energy to return attention to the object 

repeatedly. Notice the pleasantness, happiness, peace and single pointed attention related to 

the practice.  Also remember not to try to achieve anything, just enjoy what you are doing and 

let go of striving after things.  Remember to be relaxed, let go and let yourself get into what you 

are doing.  Remember that if there are no unrealistic expectations there are also no 

disappointments and to be content with what ever happens.  
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You can bring attention to almost anything in order to develop a concentrated heart mind.  It is 

important however, that on a path of happiness you do not concentrate in a way that will harm 

or hurt anything or any being. Neutral objects of attention are usually very helpful because there 

is less craving after or aversion and rejection. Mindfulness of breath can be either an insight 

meditation practice or a calm meditation practice. Mindfulness of breath is probably the most 

common calm meditation and ways to use the breath as a calming practice have been 

explained in an earlier session. Other common calm meditation objects can include: mantras, 

creative visualisations, relaxation, loving kindness, reflecting on peace and so on. Things that 

are emotionally uplifting or interesting or peaceful are also helpful things to use as meditation 

objects, because they can grab your attention easily and they can often sooth upset. 

 

Cultivating concentration, joy and tranquillity  

Those suffering with depression and anxiety will often be caught up in, or identify with negative 

concepts of self, hopeless views of the future and negative interpretations of life events. As 

these unhelpful habits are abandoned, joy or a lightness of heart can arise.  

 

As a factor of awakening, tranquillity refers to both a calm mind and a relaxed body. Tranquillity 

is a natural antidote for the restlessness, agitation and arousal that anxiety brings. Joy is also 

naturally opposite to feeling heavy hearted or miserable. A concentrated mind can lead to 

relaxation, serenity, an uplifted mood and general sense of physical and emotional wellbeing.  

The joyous effect of being focused or concentrated has also been acknowledged in 

contemporary psychology and referred to as “flow”.  Goleman (1995), in reference to the 

development of Emotional Intelligence, discussed the ecstatic nature of “flow” when he 

described how some sports people, professionals and artists become so absorbed in what they 

are doing that they forget themselves.  

 “Flow is a state of self-forgetfulness, the opposite of rumination and worry: instead 

of being lost in nervous preoccupation, people in flow are so absorbed in the task 

at hand that they lose all self consciousness, dropping the small preoccupations ---

health, bills, even doing well---of daily life” (Goleman. 1995, p.91).     

 

Enjoyable or interesting things can grab our attention and help us to focus.  Those who are 

experiencing depression are miserable, distracted and generally unable to concentrate. If, 
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however, depressed individuals can, in some way or other, begin to focus attention, joy may 

arise.  

 

Simply participating in enjoyable activities, such as watching a sun set, listening to music, or 

going to an inspiring movie can help to focus and uplift ones mind.  Bringing focused attention to 

the wondrous simplicities of life are other ways to forget worry and rumination and be a little bit 

happier.  According to one famous meditation teacher called Thich Nhat Hanh (1998, pp.173-

174): 

“many small things can bring us tremendous joy, such as the awareness that we 

have eyes and we can see the blue sky, the violet flowers, the children, the trees 

and so many other kinds of forms and colors. Dwelling in mindfulness, we can 

touch these wondrous and refreshing things and our minds of joy arises naturally. 

Joy contains happiness and happiness contains joy”.  

Joy, concentration and tranquillity, like the other factors of awakening, work as allies.  

Cultivating one helps to cultivate the other.  Buddhist meditation masters (e.g., Pandita, 1992) 

highlight specific strategies to help develop these specific qualities.  The following lists 

summarise some of these strategies.   

 

Strategies for Joy 

 Thinking about the positive aspects of being free from emotional distress and its path 

 Remembering personal actions that have been in accordance with ethical values  

 Recalling (one‟s own) acts of generosity 

 Reflecting on the nature of peacefulness  

 Avoiding the company of aggressive, angry and insensitive people 

 Having friendships with people who are warm, loving and refined 

 Reflecting on, hearing or reading about how stress is reduced or abandoned 

 Inclining the mind towards, or committing oneself to, the development of joy.  

 

Strategies for Tranquillity 

 A suitable environment, including a good diet and agreeable weather 

 A comfortable posture  

 Effort that is balanced, i.e., without strain and struggle 



 

 
 
Handouts for mindfulness based stress management programs   2009 Malcolm Huxter, Clinical Psychologist 

Comic illustrations copyright Robin Hall 2006 

219 

 Avoiding cruel, bad tempered and insensitive people 

 Keeping company with calm and gentle people  

 Having the intention to develop a calm mind state 

 

Strategies for Concentration  

 Bringing order, simplicity and cleanliness to one‟s environment 

 Remembering to apply wise and continuous attention to what one is doing (mindfulness)  

 Remembering how to uplift the mind when it is pulled down by depressive states 

 Remembering how to calm the mind when it is over excited 

 Remembering how to bring light heartedness to one‟s mind when it is feeling 

overwhelmed with pain  

 Association with concentrated people and avoidance of those who seem un-concentrated  

 Reflection on the types of peacefulness that may be possible with deep states of 

concentration 

 Having the intention to develop concentration. 

 

Calm meditation practices  

It is important to remember that states of concentration are can be very difficult to develop. 

Even for very experienced meditators, there are times when attention is scattered and it seems 

impossible to focus for more than a few milliseconds. It is important not to be discouraged, and 

to apply kind patience, commitment and the willingness to start again. It is extremely important 

to not condemn and judge oneself harshly if attempts to cultivate concentration, joy and 

tranquillity are not successful.  Most importantly, practitioners should make compassion and 

mindfulness their priority. If wellbeing and joy arise with concentration practices remember not 

to cling to these states. Simply be appreciative and enjoy them.  If however, such states do not 

arise, endeavour to be content with one‟s progress and its natural unfolding.  If frustration and 

discontent arise, note and be mindful of these states and continue practice with tolerant 

compassion.  

 
Traditional meditation texts describe, in detail, how to utilise various objects of attention to 

cultivate concentration. Emphasis is placed on making the surrounding conditions suitable and 

appropriate. In addition, traditionally, skilled teachers assigned various meditation objects, 
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dependent on the student‟s particular temperament or inclinations. Refining concentration 

meditation skills often takes years of committed practice under the guidance a skilled teacher. 

The following suggestions only include a few possible objects and are by no means 

comprehensive or intended to substitute for individualised teaching. Nonetheless, they may help 

in understanding the basics of how to use meditation to develop the factors of concentration, joy 

and serenity.  

 

Using natural elements as objects of meditation 

According to Buddhist psychology, earth, fire, water and air are the basic elements of solid 

matter. We can perceive earth internally as qualities of hardness and softness, fire as 

temperature and air as the sense of motion or movement. According to Buddhist psychology, 

water or the physical quality of cohesion is another basic element of matter but it is not tangible 

or able to be experienced internally like the other elements. When this particular element is 

contemplated it is done so by thinking about it or perceiving it externally (outside our own body).  

The elements can become objects of meditation by contemplating them internally or externally.  

 

Regardless of whether the elements are contemplated externally or internally we need to 

connect with them in some way or other. To begin, find a place or way that you can perceive the 

natural elements of earth, fire, water or air (wind). This may mean that you gaze at a lump of 

earth, a container of water, the core of a blazing furnace or the effects of wind.  It may mean 

that you can experience these elements as they contact your body, such as the touch of a 

breeze on your skin.  It may also mean that you place your self in a natural setting so that you 

can see a solid mountain, the great expanse of an ocean or lake, or movement of wind as it 

passes through some leafy trees. Watching the movement of clouds change, the waves on the 

ocean, smoke rising from a chimney, or the dance of a flame in dark room are other ways to 

contemplate the elements.  

 

When you gaze at, or experience the elements in whatever way is possible, put aside all worries 

and concerns. Let go of thoughts about other things and let one of the elements absorb all of 

your attention. Do not force your attention, but let focus and absorption occur in a completely 

natural and organic way. If you want you can use noting to assist the process. Words such as 

“earth” “solid”  “hardness” “ground”, “water” “dew” “rain” “wet”  “liquid”  “cohesion” ,“fire” “heat” 

“furnace” “air” “wind” “breeze” “blowing”  “movement” may be useful.  



 

 
 
Handouts for mindfulness based stress management programs   2009 Malcolm Huxter, Clinical Psychologist 

Comic illustrations copyright Robin Hall 2006 

221 

 

It is as if, when you can let go of all concerns and there is no strain or struggle the elements 

absorb you.  As you become completely absorbed in the element you may notice that deep 

calm and peacefulness arise.  As this peacefulness arises nurture and sustain it by gently 

bringing attention to it.  The calm and peacefulness can be sustained by bringing attention back 

to either the quality of calm and peacefulness you experience or an essential feature of the 

element you are contemplating.  

 

If you were gazing at something to connect with an element it is possible to close your eyes and 

sustain the connection with the element by having a mental picture or other reminder.  When 

you sense a disconnection with the element, you can use the reminder to reabsorb with the 

element.  

 

Such a picture or reminder can also be used when you are not in surroundings where the 

element is obvious.  You can, for example, merely bring to mind a mental picture of a leaf 

fluttering in the breeze, and this can serve as a way to reconnect with the quality of movement, 

and a way to meditate on air element when you can‟t actually see a leaf moving.   

 

If meditating on one of the elements seems to suit your temperament and is helpful to cultivate 

calm and joy, then you can use it as you need and as an aid on your path of managing stress, 

anxiety and depression.    

 

Using the breath as an object of concentration.  

Find a secluded and peaceful place and make yourself comfortable. If you tend to fall asleep do 

not lie down, but sit comfortably in an upright and dignified manner. Make a clear intention or 

resolve that for a particular period of time you will endeavour to cultivate concentration, joy, 

tranquillity and peace by focusing on the breath. Put aside all concerns and worries about the 

world. Also suspend hankering after things not present, and allow your attention to settle on 

your breath. As with the meditation described for “calming the body with the breath”, couple 

relaxation with the breath, and focus on both the breath and letting go of muscular tension. 

Bring single-minded attention to that process and when the mind wanders, merely bring it back 

to relaxation and breath. After a while you may begin to feel pleasant physical sensations arise 

in your body. Bring attention to those pleasant sensations and focus your attention on them. 
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You can use noting to help you focus by saying to yourself something like: “breathing in I feel 

comfortable, breathing out I feel comfortable”.   

 

The pleasant sensations may arise anywhere in the body, such as your belly or your chest area. 

They may also feel like waves moving up and down the body. Wherever or however the 

pleasant experience manifests, bring attention to, and focus on it.  Do not be concerned about 

thoughts or other sensations. Simply let your self become absorbed in the pleasing experience 

and let yourself enjoy it (without attachment), and become completely refreshed and revitalised 

by it.  

 

After a period, extend your awareness to emotional states. Ask yourself what emotion or mind 

state you may be experiencing, and it is likely that you will find joy or emotional wellbeing 

present. In the same way that you used noting with pleasant physical sensations, use noting 

with mind states. For example, you could say to yourself “Breathing in I feel joy, breathing out I 

feel joy.”  ……….or “Breathing in I feel peace breathing out I feel peace.”  After a while you 

could just say “joy……..joy”   or  “calm ……..calm”  or  “peace…….peace”.   Be mindful and 

attentive to the experiences that arise and focus on that which is predominant.  You may, for 

example, feel pleasant physical sensations as well as light and happy mind states as if they are 

bubbling up and radiating throughout your whole being.     

  

Remember to note and be mindful of the hindrances but put them aside, and focus attention on 

the pleasant and helpful.  As you finish your formal practice, reflect on the strategies you used 

to gain concentration, and endeavour to remember those strategies for your next formal 

meditation session.  

 

Cultivating peace and joy with wholesome reflections 

Find a secluded and peaceful space. Ensure that you are at ease with your posture and you are 

comfortable. Set the intention, that for a particular period of time, you will practice concentration 

by contemplating themes of peace and happiness.  If feelings of peace and happiness do not 

arise, don‟t struggle or judge yourself harshly. Rather, accept the natural ebbs and flows of the 

mind, and allow yourself to be fully present with whatever arises, with accepting awareness.  
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Make the resolve that, for the period of this exercise, you will put aside hankering after things 

not present, or grief about things done that can‟t be changed. As much as possible, seclude 

yourself from concerns about the world and future goals or anything other than being present 

and cultivating happiness and peaceful mind states.  

 

Bring to mind the theme of simple happiness, the kind of happiness that arises from giving up 

emotional burdens, or the kind of happiness that is un-entangled with complicated conditions.  

Also bring to mind the theme of peace, the kind of peace that arises when your life is hassle 

free and your mind is not afflicted by destructive patterns. This peace is worry free.  You can 

use your imagination and bring to mind how such peace and happiness could be.  

 

You may reflect on times when you have been generous to someone or think about your own 

positive attributes or the wholesome qualities of people you admire and respect. Perhaps you 

have had times in your life when you have had glimpses of this peace and happiness. Or, if you 

can‟t identify such times, use your imagination and reflect on, and bring to mind how such 

peace and happiness could be.  

 

If there is a situation or a place related to these thoughts, place yourself in this time and place 

as if it is happening in the present moment.  Use your imagination and make-believe that you 

can hear, see, smell, touch and feel this happy and peaceful situation, as if it is happening right 

now. Pay attention to the details and let your mind find interest in these details.  

 

You could be with kind and loving friends, or somewhere special in nature such as on your 

favourite beach, or in a beautiful forest.  

 

Don‟t be tempted by distraction. Let distraction be on the periphery, or put it aside for the 

moment. Remember your resolve and bring focus back to what you determined to do. Let 

thoughts about other things come and go, or put them aside. Put doubt and worry aside, and 

focus on what you are doing.   

 

Pay attention to the details and tune in to what is there.  Let yourself remember, or connect with, 

feelings of simple happiness and peace. As you do this, notice if your body feels relaxed and 

focus your attention on your bodily experience.  After a while, notice also if you‟re feeling calm 
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and peaceful, and focus on this experience. While maintaining your focus, you may find it 

helpful to name the experience, using words such as “peace”, “happiness”, “calm”, or “joy”. 

 

Do not strain or force your attention but let your mind become absorbed in the experience 

because it is enjoyable. Let yourself enjoy the experience and focus on the awareness of 

wellbeing. Let your body feel very relaxed and light. Let your mind feel bright and serene. Sink 

your attention into the object of awareness. Let feelings of peace and happiness pervade every 

cell of your body like a dry sponge soaking up water. Let emotional heat be cooled or emotional 

coldness be warmed.  

 

As you get ready to finish the exercise, let yourself feel refreshed and revitalised by its 

nourishment. Know that you can bring this nourishment into the world and your life as you need, 

and note how you may have achieved this state. At other times remember the strategies that 

worked so that you may use them again.  

 

Activities to do between sessions   

 Attempt to make mindfulness a way of being during all your waking hours.  Continue to 

be mindful in everyday activities. 

 Try to allocate 30-40 minutes to regular formal meditation periods.  Meditate at least 

once a day, or if possible, twice a day.  Once in the morning, and once in the afternoon 

or evening (before you get too tired to stay awake). Be consistent and regular.  

 Utilise the practice or practices that most resonate with you. This may involve doing one 

particular practice or combining different practices.  If you combine practices, make a 

decision about what you will be doing before the period begins, and stick to it.  During the 

meditation period, do not waver with indecision about what you should or shouldn‟t be 

doing.  Remember mindfulness is always the priority, regardless of what you decide to 

do.   

 Experiment with devoting some time to cultivating calm. The whole of the meditation 

period can be devoted to this, or half the meditation period could be devoted to calm 

concentration and the other half to insight. 



 

 
 
Handouts for mindfulness based stress management programs   2009 Malcolm Huxter, Clinical Psychologist 

Comic illustrations copyright Robin Hall 2006 

225 

 Experiment with listening to the recordings available such as:  “Calming the body with the 

breath”,  “Cultivating peace and joy with the breath” and /or “Cultivating wellbeing”, “going 

to your special place”.    

EXTENSION SESSION TWELVE: SUBLIME RELATIONSHIPS AND 
BEING PEACEFUL WITH EQUANIMITY 

 

If you are participating in the 12 session GAD program, this session is an introduction to four 

sublime states which are extremely beneficial for relating to oneself and other beings and it 

follows on from a session based on cultivating concentration, joy and serenity. The four sublime 

states can be the object of Calm meditation practices or ways of being. The four qualities are: 

loving kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy and equanimity.  If you are in the GAD course 

please combine the handouts from GAD course sessions 10 and 11 and read them together as 

handouts for both sessions.  Details specifically about loving-kindness will be clarified in the 

session 11, which is the next session for the GAD course. If you are participating in a four-

session extension from a basic mindfulness-based stress management course, this is the final 

session in the course.  Regardless of what course you are participating in, this session focuses 

on relationships and how to cultivate loving kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy and 

equanimity in relationships. Equanimity will be defined and discussed as the basis for the other 

three sublime states. Then there will be practice in a guided meditation based on equanimity or 

compassion.  

 
 

Related Stories: 1/Sam and Terry become friends   

Terry was 15 years old when he moved interstate and went to new school close by the ocean. 

Terry did not know anyone at the new school and the move was difficult. Terry was born with 

mild cerebral palsy, and though this did not hamper intellectual pursuits, his gait was slightly off 

balance and he was never very good at sports. Physical education at the new school was 

compulsory and when Terry played the sports he was clumsy. Unfortunately, this clumsiness 

was met with teasing and jokes by some of the other boys and, because Terry was not “cool”, 

both the girls and the boys did not associate with him.  Terry felt alienated. After two months he 

had still not made any friends and as he walked past groups of kids at school he became 

acutely aware of their jokes.  He often felt teased and taunted, as some of the boys imitated his 

awkward ball play. He hated going to school, having negative comments and gestures directed 
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towards him and being exposed to embarrassment. Terry started to avoid the playground and 

tended to confine himself to the library and withdrawing into books and the internet. Out of 

school hours Terry avoided going down town or the local beach for fear that he would see 

someone from school. For obvious reasons, Terry began to feel depressed and anxious with a 

sense of worthlessness and fear of being judged.  

 

Sam was a popular boy who was the same age as Terry. Sam wasn‟t exceptionally good at 

sport or academia. Nor did Sam have any particular skills that brought him recognition. Yet Sam 

was well liked by both the students and teachers in the school. Sam respected other peoples‟ 

interests. Unlike some boys, for example, he equally honoured intellectual or sporting 

achievements.  Sam never engaged in the cynical critical sense of humour that was common 

with the boys in the school. Sam did not feel inclined to put down others so that he could feel 

better about himself. Perhaps another reason that Sam was well liked was because other 

people felt Sam was trustworthy and reliable. If Sam agreed to do something he would follow 

through with it, and honour his commitments. The teachers considered him to be reliable and 

responsible. Fellow students knew that if they said something personal to Sam he would 

maintain their confidentiality. Sam was a kind hearted and generous boy and the smile that he 

often shared with others was sincere. Sam was popular for many reasons but another reason 

was possibly because Sam was simply nice to be around.  

 

Unlike some other boys his age Sam was socially aware. He observed interactions and social 

dynamics between the kids and he could sense the how people felt as they interacted. One day 

Sam watched Terry walk through the playground on his way to the library. At this time two boys 

made a parody of Terry‟s ball play and Sam noticed how Terry winced with humiliation.  Though 

Sam had never been teased by anyone at school, it was as though Sam could empathise and 

feel Terry‟s emotional distress. Sam was an emotionally intelligent young man. Though he felt 

Terry‟s pain he did not identify with it or feel that he had to reject it with aversion. Sam simply 

knew that Terry was suffering and his heart responded with compassion. Motivated by 

compassion Sam made the decision to be friendly with Terry. The next day as Terry walked his 

way, head down, though the playground, Sam walked up to him and asked him if he could help 

Sam find a book in the library. By his side, Sam, committed to his decision to be friendly with 

Terry, walked with him along a normally harrowing pathway past some bullies.  This time, 

however, there was no teasing.   
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In the library the boys talked and, though Sam had no expectations, he found that they both 

shared interests.  They both liked the same music and movies, they could both play a bit of 

guitar, they both enjoyed photography and wanted to make short films. They were also very 

interested in girls but weren‟t sure if they wanted girlfriends just yet.  

Sam started to “hang out” with Terry, not because he felt obliged by a commitment, but because 

he enjoyed his company. Slowly, Terry started to mix with the kids in the playground and some 

of Sam‟s other friends. After school Sam invited Terry to social gatherings and Terry felt more 

and more accepted in the social groups.  The depression and anxiety was greatly alleviated 

largely by being feeling accepted within the social network of the new environment.  In 

particular, Sam‟s warm smile and kind friendship helped Terry gain a sense of worth and 

confidence.  The friendship with Sam helped Terry understand that harsh and hurtful comments 

by others are not the truth and need not be taken personally. If Terry ever heard a harmful 

comment he remembered how Sam had once said “what other people say about you is none of 

your business”.  This memory helped Terry be even minded and calm in the face of negative 

judgment. For the most part the teasing stopped. When it did occur, however, Terry simply 

ignored it and held his head high.  The friendship with Sam was enough to remind Terry that 

even though he had no sporting skills he was still a worthwhile young man.   

 

As Sam and Terry became best of friends, it was inevitable that Terry would be introduced to 

one of Sam‟s favourite activities, surfing.   Sam encouraged Terry to try his long board because 

he knew that this would be the easiest to learn from. The surfing scene and space on the waves 

was very competitive and occasionally other surfers would hurl abuse. Nonetheless, Sam 

stayed close by his friend and with warm friendliness, coached him patiently.  He started with 

the white water of the waves then eventually, was able to manoeuvre the blue face of some 

small waves. This was an incredibly joyous experience for Terry, which was shared 

sympathetically by Sam. The shared joy of surfing was another experience that welded Sam 

and Terry‟s friendship. Terry never progressed to a short board and he stayed clear of the big 

waves. Nonetheless, it was great fun.  

 

Sam and Terry continued to be friends. Their friendship was characterised by compassion, joy, 

kindness and wise understanding. Their friendship was a source of happiness and emotional 

wellbeing.  
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2/ Rebecca releases ill will 

Rebecca was a 28-year old woman who was single and had no children. She worked in a very 

competitive and busy multi-national technology company.  

 

There had been some major changes in the structure of the company and every one seemed 

stressed by the changes. Rebecca had put an enormous amount of effort completing a major 

project but there was little acknowledgment of her effort. On the contrary, there seemed to be 

some jealousy amongst her colleagues and two of them had been active in undermining her 

work. The situation at work became increasingly uncomfortable and, in general, Rebecca felt 

devastated by the course of events. The stress had its toll and not only was she emotionally 

fatigued, she was also physically worn out. Her body ached and she felt wounded at all levels of 

her being.  Rebecca felt like resigning. Before making this move however, she decided to take a 

week off and visit a kind aunt in the country.  

 

Rebecca‟s aunt, Jenny, was a semi-retired schoolteacher who was about 35 years older than 

Rebecca and had always had always kind to her.  She lived on a property about 100 kilometres 

from the city with her husband, some horses a few dogs and relatives when ever they felt like 

time out.  

 

It was school holidays and two of Rebecca‟s nieces aged 12 and 14 were also visiting Jenny 

when Rebecca arrived.  As soon as she walked into the house it was as if a weight had come 

off her shoulders.  She was greeted with warm hugs from her aunt and uncle and the excited 

smiles of her nieces. She almost burst into tears as her aunt, intuitively, extended the hug and 

enveloped Rebecca with warmth and understanding. She didn‟t need to tell Jenny the story 

because it was as if she knew. As Jenny and Rebecca hugged it was as if their hearts met and 

Rebecca‟s heartache was soothed by the Jenny‟s kindness and unconditional care. The 

household was friendly and after dinner the elder niece brushed Rebecca‟s hair. For the first 

time in weeks she fell asleep easily and slept the full night through. The next day there was no 

pressure for her to talk or do anything and the family let her be and do as she pleased.  
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Rebecca wandered around the property feeling the sunshine, hearing the breeze through the 

snow gums and the magpies singing their songs.   

 

Rebecca allowed her self to shed all the thoughts about work and sink her attention into the 

stillness and quietude of her surrounding. One of the horses wandered over and appeared in 

front of her. Without thinking, she started to stroke and pat the horse‟s head.   

 

The horse willingly soaked up the attention and in the giving, Rebecca also felt nurtured. As she 

continued, thoughts of the battles at work became more and more distant. What felt like tight 

barbs around her heart days previously, seemed to soften and dissolve into soft feelings of 

emotional warmth. Eventually, Rebecca stopped and turned to walk back the house only to be 

met by the two dogs that had unobtrusively followed her on her wandering. They too, received 

pats and friendly greetings. The dogs also soaked up the friendly strokes and simply wagged 

their tails and smiled in their dog like way. As Rebecca patted the animals she realised that 

giving friendliness had a two-way flow. It made both the giver and the recipient feel good.  

 

Rebecca stayed at her aunt‟s property for a week. She spent time just sitting in the sun, 

listening to the quietude, going for long walks (with the dogs), and having good conversations 

with her relatives. She realised that it was possible to let go of her bitterness and feel detached 

and unshaken about the harmful antics of her competitive work colleagues. She was able to 

become very aware of ruminative angry thoughts and not engage with them. She also realised 

that she could choose to engage in thoughts and feelings of warm friendliness and could 

cultivate this quality merely by thinking of her aunt. When she thought of her work colleagues 

she felt she could put aside feelings of ill will and replace them instead with feelings of good will. 

She became more confident about her efforts at work and felt equanimity about her future there. 

Rebecca did not resign and returned to work. She applied her skills of equanimity and kindness 

in the workplace, and with joy, she found that it seemed to transform the work environment.  

The difficult work colleagues eventually apologised to her and Rebecca accepted their 

apologies. Management decided that it was important to value staff efforts and created policies 

around acknowledging their value in concrete ways. The work environment had its ups and 

downs but it became a place that she enjoyed being. Rebecca continued to cultivate and 

practice the skills of loving kindness and this benefited both herself and those around her.  
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Relationships  

Mindfulness includes being aware of the relationship between actions and consequences.  

Further to relationships within ourselves, mindfulness also involves our relationships to the 

outside world of people, places and things.  The reactive cycle explained in an earlier session 

can be considered with our relationship to the outside world.  

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
When the reactive cycle of becoming includes others, it involves not only our own internal 

reactions or responses but also complex interactions with other peoples‟ responses or reactive 

cycles and tendencies. People, places and things are external events that can initiate internal 

chain reactions.  Other people, by they way they relate to us can “press our buttons” both in 

helpful and unhelpful ways. We perceive the actions of others dependent on our mental filters 

and this leads on to a sequence of responses or reactions. A harsh word or a frown from 

someone can initiate a harmful reactive emotional spiral. Similarly a warm smile and a kind 

word from another could lead to a chain of events that results in emotional wellbeing.  

 

Carl Rogers‟s (1961) (a famous psychologist) said that healing and helpful relationships need 

three qualities. These qualities are 1/genuineness, congruence, or authenticity, 2/unconditional 

positive regard and 3/accurate empathic understanding, compassion or the ability to see the 

world from another person‟s perspective. Rogers also emphasised the importance of listening.  

Listening to oneself is akin to mindfulness. Listening to another refers to putting aside negative 

judgements and truly hearing that which another person expresses. Being truly heard is similar 

to being compassionate and empathetic. Listening, both to our self and others with 

genuineness, positive regard and empathy can be powerfully healing. When we are able to be 

mindful of, and manage our own mental, emotional and behavioural reactions we are in a much 

better position to be able to perceive clearly and be sensitive to other peoples‟ inner experience.  

1. New internal     
experience  2. Contact 

 

3. Feeling  

4. Craving  5. Attachment  

6. Becoming  

1. New external 
situation.  The 
world of people, 
places and things 
impact on us and 
we impact on it  

People, places and things  
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With empathy we are more likely to relate to other people in harmonious and stress reducing 

ways.  

 

Being able to let go of hatred and resentment, being compassionate, having joy at others 

successes and being unshaken by the changing vicissitudes of life are helpful ways to relate to 

others.   

 

The four sublime states of mind are inherent potentials of all human beings. As mentioned 

elsewhere four sublime states are: loving kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy and 

equanimity. When stress and its causes diminish, these qualities of mind can emerge as natural 

ways of being and relating. These states often arise spontaneously as we interact with other 

beings and the world around us. These states can also be consciously cultivated as a Calm 

meditation practice. Equanimity, in particular however, is a result of mindfulness and the 

cultivation of wisdom. Equanimity often arises as we understand the nature of change,  

interdependence and uncertainty.  

 

Equanimity clarified  

Equanimity is an uplifted sense of being centred, stable, emotionally balanced and unshaken in 

the midst of the eight worldly winds: praise and blame, loss and  gain, pain and pleasure and 

fame and disrepute or social insignificance.  Its opposites include being emotionally over 

reactive to changing life events, feeling responsible for other peoples‟ actions, taking things 

personally, and having poor relationship boundaries. Its near enemies include disinterested 

indifference, emotional dissociation or flatness and distant impartiality.  

  

In previous sessions we learnt that beliefs influence the way we see the world, the self and the 

future. This in turn impacts the way we cope with stressful events including difficult interpersonal 

interactions. When we can‟t cope, we may slip into automatic thought processes with negative 

content.  When depressed or anxious, our mental filter may be distorted, which influences the 

way events and interactions are appraised and interpreted.  

 

Equanimity is a “quality of mind that remains centred without inclining towards extremes” 

(Pandita, 1992, p.291). It is a quality of non-attachment, even-mindedness, non-discrimination 

or letting go (Hahn, 1998; 1999). According to others,  “Equanimity is the spacious stillness of 
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mind” that provides the foundation for the other sublime states” (Salzberg and Goldstein, 2001, 

p.218). Equanimity naturally counters the tendency to take personally, destructive thoughts and 

emotions, and to react to, and catastrophise difficult life events.  Equanimity also helps one to 

cope with and manage difficult interpersonal interactions because it is also the ability to see all 

things equally and be able to see both sides to a conflict.  

 

Equanimity is an aspect of wisdom, which includes understanding that actions have effects. 

With equanimity, one can realise that situations are often the result of previous choices and that 

each and every different individual must be responsible for their own actions.  How each and 

every individual experiences the results of their actions is largely dependent on their intentions.  

Actions driven by kind intent, for example, are likely to have more wholesome outcomes than 

actions based on cruel intent.  

 

With wisdom, we also understand that the way events are interpreted is dependent on each and 

every different individual‟s perception, world-view and beliefs.  An innocent action may be 

praised by some and criticised negatively by others.  It is simply unhelpful to believe that 

everyone should like us, and that all actions with positive intent will be perceived in a positive 

manner. Throughout history, even courageous and blameless saints have had their critics and, 

further to this, been harmed because of others‟ negative misjudgements. 

 

Equanimity provides the emotional stability to not be affected unnecessarily or blown around by 

“the eight worldly winds”.  Equanimity can counter distorted thinking patterns, negative self-

concepts and taking personally negative life events.  Ultimately equanimity results in 

peacefulness of mind and a deep acceptance of our selves.  

 

It is difficult to simply practise equanimity meditation because equanimity arises from the 

maturity of insight. Nonetheless, it is possible to use discursive reflection and an aspiration to be 

centred and unshaken as a way to bring forth this quality.   

 

For example, if we can reflect on the impermanent, interconnected and uncertain nature of life 

and our existence in an objective and realistic manner, it can have a sobering and emotionally 

balancing effect.  In addition, reminding ourselves about the cause and effect nature of our 

actions is also helpful to engender equanimity. 



 

 
 
Handouts for mindfulness based stress management programs   2009 Malcolm Huxter, Clinical Psychologist 

Comic illustrations copyright Robin Hall 2006 

233 

 

Sympathetic or Empathetic Joy  

When individuals are overwhelmed by depression or anxiety, self-esteem is usually low. Those 

with low self-esteem commonly devalue their own attributes and exaggerate inadequacies. If 

self-perception is negatively tainted, and someone else is successful or skilful at something, a 

common tendency is to compare, further exaggerate and highlight personal failings and 

inadequacies.  Sometimes we see that others are more skilful, healthier, beautiful, wealthy have 

better jobs, more opportunities etc., than us. Sometimes in these situations we become envious 

or jealous. This jealously however, only makes the situation worse because our hearts contract 

and it causes us to suffer.  Other times we may feel bored, cynical and even despair.  These 

feelings may be involve our selves or they may include the world of people, places and things 

out there. Empathetic joy directly counters these tendencies. With sympathetic joy, we are not 

threatened by the success of others because we realise that the happiness of others is not 

separate from our own (Salzberg & Goldstein, 2001).  Moreover, their happiness and joy 

becomes infectious and it becomes our own joy.  

 

Some people find that sympathetic joy is the hardest boundless quality to practise consistently 

(Fryba, 1995). This is possibly because it is counter to the desire to compete with, and be better 

than others. Sympathetic joy requires that we understand the nature of change, surrender our 

attachment to permanence and status, and allow another to take over and have their time. 

Being able to rejoice in the joy of others requires maturity and wisdom. With equanimity, one 

understands that an individual‟s success is not generally due to luck but often due to intention, 

effort and specific actions.  Sympathetic joy can arise as appreciation of that effort. Appreciating 

an artist‟s skill, celebrating a child‟s success at a new task, or genuinely rejoicing the success of 

an athlete, are examples of sympathetic joy. Other examples include the happiness we 

experience when we see someone else overcoming suffering and individuals exhibiting 

admirable and noble qualities.  Joy is usually the result of acting in helpful, generous and kind 

ways. Joy also results from working at cultivating the helpful and letting go of the unhelpful. 

Sympathetic joy can be an easy way to achieve joy without having to do all the work.  Just being 

around cheerful and joyous people can be infectious. One good way to cultivate this 

appreciative sympathetic joy is by thinking about someone who naturally brings a smile to your 

face. By tuning into another‟s happiness we resonate with this happiness and joy arises in 



 

 
 
Handouts for mindfulness based stress management programs   2009 Malcolm Huxter, Clinical Psychologist 

Comic illustrations copyright Robin Hall 2006 

234 

synch or in sympathy with their joy. In this way we can sincerely wish for another‟s successes 

and virtues to continue.  Sympathetic joy is a win win situation.    

 

There are a few ways to cultivate empathetic joy as a meditation practice. One way is to bring to 

mind someone who is naturally joyous and cheerful. Then you enter into their joy, tune into it, 

share it and rejoice in it. It is often enough to simply enjoy their joy. If you want to extend this 

practice however, you could think “may their happiness continue.....may the successes in their 

life carry on so that the causes for joy continue”. And, focus on that aspiration. Let it become 

strong and stabilised.  Then, when it is stabilised extend these feelings to someone you have 

neutral feelings towards. “May their happiness continue.....may the successes in their life carry 

on so that the causes for joy continue”. May what ever happiness they may have continue to 

flourish and develop”  and so on.  Then, when you are feeling strong in the aspirations of 

empathetic joy,  you can extend it to someone who you may have some conflict with or with 

whom there hostile states are common. In the case of the hostile person it is important that you 

don‟t try to rejoice in their hostile and unwholesome actions, even if it brings them some odd 

form or satisfaction. As much as possible find something that could be considered as a success 

or some form of genuine happiness. Then think... “May their happiness continue.....may the 

successes in their life carry on so that the causes for joy continue.... May whatever happiness 

they may have continue to flourish and develop”  and so on.  

 

Another way to cultivate sympathetic joy is by reflecting on your own virtues and acts of 

generosity and kindness. In this case it is useful to reflect back on actions that you have done 

which reflect these qualities and then take delight in your own wholesome actions. You could 

also bring to mind the efforts you have put into meditation and reflect on the positive results of 

these actions....such as the growth of compassion and wisdom.  As this the positive tendency of 

rejoicing emerges, you can extend it to include other beings. In day to day activities noticing the 

good news stories or observing the even the little successes and joys that other beings have 

can be a cause for rejoicing and sympathising with joy.   

 

Loving kindness and compassion  

Those who are afflicted by depression seem to be discontented and dissatisfied with most 

aspects of their lives. They generally express, sometimes overtly, self-hatred.  Not only do they 
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dislike themselves but they also feel alone, alienated, isolated, disconnected and generally 

imprisoned in mind-made solitary confinement.  When depressed, it is easy to lose the sense of 

belonging and connection to our community. Moreover, depression often occurs when there is 

interpersonal disharmony.  Resolving interpersonal conflict and being part of a community are 

important considerations for managing depression.  Those experiencing anxiety also feel 

separate from the world. In these cases, however, the sense of separation is based on fear. 

With anxiety we may withdraw, isolate, suspect and cut ourselves off in order to avoid that 

which we fear.   

 

Loving-kindness is a remedy for fear, hate, paranoia and loneliness. Loving-kindness has the 

power to melt divisions or feelings of separateness, both within ourselves and from the world 

around us. Loving-kindness is the binding element of a harmonious community, and can heal 

many symptoms of depression and anxiety.  

 

Compassion is often considered to be synonymous with loving-kindness.  There are, however, 

some minor distinctions.  Loving-kindness unites us with others via the feeling of happiness and 

the wish for ourselves as well as others to be happy. Compassion arises, however, when we 

realize the interconnectedness of all beings and how, like ourselves, others also suffer. 

Compassion is not pity or sympathy but a quality of active caring.  Compassion is a human 

response to suffering, and is the wish for beings (including ourselves) to be free from suffering 

or stress.  True compassion is non-judgmental and recognizes that all suffering deserves gentle 

tenderness (Salzberg & Goldstein, 2001).  

 

Truly communicating with, and listening to another person‟s expression of pain can have the 

power to transmute this suffering.  Further to this, if an individual can generate, at the time of his 

or her own suffering, a quality of tolerant compassion it can be miraculously transformative, 

healing and liberating.  In Tibetan Buddhism, compassion and wisdom are hailed as the most 

powerful qualities to overcome human suffering. His Holiness the Dalai Lama is one prominent 

representative of Tibetan Buddhism. His Holiness (1998) said that when one cultivates 

compassion there is less fear and apprehension. In addition, compassion allows openness with 

others, and generally creates a positive friendly atmosphere.   
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Phrases to use with equanimity meditation 

 
May I openly accept things as they are.  
Other beings’ joys and sorrows are related to their actions and do not depend on my wishes. 
Things are just the way they are. 
May I be at peace and accepting with the way things are. 
May the peace and stillness of my heart be unshaken by praise or blame, loss or gain, pleasure 
or pain, fame or obscurity. 
May the peace and stillness of my heart be unshaken by the inevitable ups and downs of life. 
My actions are my only true belongings. 
My actions are the ground on which I stand. 
May I have the serenity to accept the things I cannot change……. 
May the peace of acceptance fill my being ……. 
May I be peaceful……  
May I bring the spacious stillness of my heart to all things…. 
May I be at peace connecting with the spacious stillness of my heart……. 
 
 

Phrases for compassion meditation: 

May I be free from suffering. 
May my heart be filled with compassion. 
May I deeply accept myself. 
May I deeply accept my suffering. 
May my anguish and pain be healed with acceptance and the depths of compassion.    
 
 
May I be free from suffering. 
May my heart be freed from despair and anguish. 
May I accept the things that can’t be changed, have the resolve and courage to change the 
things that need to change, and the wisdom to distinguish.  
May I be free from suffering. 
May I be peaceful.  
 
Notice the heart felt response to this person as you think these thoughts.  Let compassion 
radiate from your heart, and think  
 
May they be free from suffering and its causes. 
May their pain be healed. 
May whatever anguish they experience be reduced and may they create the causes for 
freedom.  
May they be able to heal themselves with compassion and acceptance.  
May they be blessed with the causes for happiness and be free from the causes for anguish.  
May they accept the things that can’t be changed, have the resolve and courage to change the 
things that need to change, and the wisdom to distinguish.  
May they be free from suffering.  
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Now think of other beings in groups or as individuals and radiate compassion to them 
 
Use whatever means that seem to work for you.  Visualisation,  recitations, thoughts, or 
feelings.  
 
May they be free from suffering and its causes. 
May their pain be healed. 
May whatever anguish they experience be reduced and may they create the causes for 
freedom.  
May they be able to heal themselves with compassion and acceptance.  
May they be blessed with the causes for happiness and be free from the causes for anguish.  
May they accept the things that can’t be changed, have the resolve and courage to change the 
things that need to change, and the wisdom to distinguish.  
May they be free from suffering.  
 
May all beings be free from suffering. 
 
May all beings be free from suffering.  
 
 

Activities to do between sessions   

 Continue being mindful throughout your life in as many situations as you can.  

 Continue with a regular routine that includes putting aside time to meditate. If it seems 

appropriate, experiment with saying the phrases related to the four sublime states to your 

self in a concentrated and sincere manner.  These phrases can either start off or finish a 

formal meditation period. 

 Experiment with meditating on compassion and radiating compassion to beings you 

interact with, throughout your life.     

 Experiment using the five recollections and  practising equanimity meditation. 

 If you can‟t find time to meditate, do not judge yourself harshly but instead try to find time 

throughout the day where you can cultivate the seven factors of awakening or the four 

sublime states with daily activities. Be attentive to emotions throughout your day‟s daily 

activities.  

 As you interact with other people, be attentive to what you are doing, but be particularly 

mindful of mind states as these arise.  Be inclined to allow acceptance, compassion, joy, 

loving kindness and equanimity to arise towards yourself and other individuals. 
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Additional optional handouts for session twelve or session eight about 
spirituality  
 
Related Story: Steve finds peace 

Steve was CEO of a very large company. He had always been competitive and, with relentless 

striving, had climbed to the top of the company. Steve was a workaholic. When it came to work 

he was driven as if addicted and applied himself 110%.  It wasn‟t until he was 46 years old that 

he realised his addiction and the problems associated with it. At this point in his life his wife 

threatened to leave him and he realized that he had spent most of his life avoiding intimacy with 

those closest to him. He realized he hardly knew his three children who were nearly all grown 

up and he felt an uncomfortable distance and alienation with his wife.  Not surprisingly, he had 

high blood pressure, hypertension and a list of other physical complaints. His GP warned him 

that that if continued to be a workaholic and did not change his lifestyle, he had a high risk of 

having a serious and possibly fatal heart attack before he was 50 years old.  

 

Steve was wealthy. He had expensive cars and lived in Sydney harbour side properties. Yet, he 

was miserable. The warning from the GP and the possibility of losing his wife highlighted to 

Steve that he needed to stop. Steve had attended executive stress management courses in the 

past and at one point, he had even attended a one-day workshop on how to achieve power and 

success with meditation. At this workshop, however, he transferred his competitive desire to 

achieve, to meditation. He compared himself with others at the workshop and then he tried to be 

best in the group! After the workshop he did not continue with the meditation but did with that 

which he knew best: making money by working hard.  

 

At 46 yrs old Steve realized he had come to a crisis and he needed to review his life. He visited 

a psychologist who said that he had tendencies characterized by relentless standards and an 

insatiable need for approval.   Steve explained to the psychologist that his father had died when 

he was a youth leaving the family with financial debt. When his father died Steve felt an 

overwhelming sense of financial insecurity and a responsibility to care for his siblings. Steve 

remembered that during his youth he was constantly worried about debt collectors and so he 

had always worked and felt there was no time to rest. He said that before his father died he felt 

that his father seemed to disapprove of everything that Steve did. He said that he could not 
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remember any praise or encouragement or other expressions of love. Yet, Steve felt his father 

had love for him. Equally, though it was never expressed, he had loved his father.  Steve said 

that when his father died he did not cry and just seemed to get on with things. He explained to 

the psychologist that he felt too confused to cry when he was 15 and, as he explained this, 

broke down and wept. It was as if he had never given himself permission to cry and then, he 

sobbed the tears and pain that he had kept inside for over 30 years.  

 

As a 46 year old Steve began to realise the impact of losing his father. As he discussed these 

issues, explored his memories and pieced life events together, he became shocked and 

stunned. One realization that he felt important was that part of the reason he worked so hard 

was, in some distorted way, to gain his father‟s approval. Steve understood that his father could 

not possibly give Steve approval because he was dead. Nonetheless, Steve felt, deep in his 

heart, that is was an unfulfilled yearning. To compensate, Steve recognised that he had worked 

incessantly to impress successive employees, clients and other significant figures in his life. It 

wasn‟t until he discussed it with the psychologist that he realised that he was also driven by an 

unconscious drive to prove to himself that he was good enough or OK.  As Steve discussed 

these issues and reviewed successive events in his life, he became aware that, throughout his 

whole life he had been restless. He saw that he had been unable to stop and simply rest. Steve 

discovered that he did not know what it was like to simply be content with the present moment. 

Throughout his whole life, he felt that he should be doing something other than what he was 

doing, getting more, and proving that he was the best. Steve realized that he had spent most of 

his life striving to avoid that, which seemed as an unbearable hole in his heart. The hole was 

like a pervasive sense of insecurity and longing. The hole was like a generalised sense of 

discontent and anxiety. Steve could see that he had spent most of his life trying to manage his 

anxiety by succeeding in business, having material wealth, and being the best in his field. Yet, 

these superficial attempts to be happy did not actually bring happiness. Rather, they limited 

Steve to a destructive life style where his emotional and physical health suffered. Further to this, 

his lifestyle alienated his family and he was at risk of dying a lonely and miserable middle-aged 

man.  

 

Steve realized that he needed to make some choices and that he needed to follow up his 

choices with actions that were consistent with his realizations. In his case the types of actions 

that he needed to do, were more like inactions.  That is, rather than being driven to do, achieve, 
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succeed, compete, be better, make money, impress etc., Steve‟s choices were simply those 

that were in opposition to those drives that were destructive for him. There were many changes 

that he implemented. He became interested in spirituality. For Steve, spiritual practice did not 

mean that material success was shunned. Rather, it meant that pathways to happiness derived 

from non-tangible qualities and values became priorities. One thing that he found helpful was to 

begin to meditate again. This time, however, the meditation was based on simply being present 

and content with the present moment, rather than trying to achieve states of concentration and 

have power.  This type of meditation was called open or choice-less awareness. As could be 

expected, this meditation practice was very difficult. It did, however, provide Steve with a way to 

get to know how strong and deep his unconscious urges were. In addition, it also provided a 

way to de-condition the old habits. 

 

Things did not improve immediately. There were many issues, particularly with his family, that 

needed resolving. Nonetheless, regular open awareness meditation gave Steve a way live 

according to valued directions and practice spirituality, as Steve understood it. Regular open 

awareness practice also provided him with occasional moments of peace and contentment. 

These moments had no monetary value, they could not be measured, easily described or held 

onto as something achieved. They were, nonetheless, highly valued and priceless.  

  
Deep enquiry: What is this, who am I and contemplating consciousness 

Curious enquiry or investigation along with mindfulness is a factor of awakening. Investigation 

into the nature of experience is an ally to mindfulness and it gives rise to insight. When we 

investigate the nature of painful thoughts, emotions and physical sensations, for example, it can 

help us to be free from the types of reactions that lead to further suffering. Curious investigation 

is an essential feature of Insight meditation. Sometimes, this quality of looking into and 

questioning the nature of things can become the primary meditative process.  This type of 

investigation may involve some reasoning or discursive thought.  For the most part, however, it 

is a quality of mind, which is much deeper and intuitive than logical verbal thought processes.   

 

Sometimes this form of curious investigation involves the practitioner asking him or her self 

questions, sometimes paradoxical, about life and the nature of themselves. The questioning is 

not meant to provide a rational answer but more to awaken a sense of mystery and awe.  
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Such questions may include: “What is life?” “Who am I?”, “What is it? ”, “What is the truth?”, or 

“What‟s this?”.  As the second factor of awakening, investigation can lead to: energetic 

enthusiasm, joy, tranquility, concentration and ultimately a deep sense of peacefulness.  

 

We can bring curious investigation to all aspects of experience including: sounds, smells, 

tastes, sights, sensations, thoughts, emotions, feelings, reactive patterns and even 

consciousness.   

 

One of the sub-domains of the fourth foundation of mindfulness is being aware of the five 

aggregates or groups of phenomena and experience that we call self (form, feelings, 

perception, mental formation and consciousness).  When we ask the question “Who am I?”, we 

can bring inquisitive enquiry to the nature of these groups.  We cling to many ideas and 

concepts about who and what we are, often causing misery and despair. When we investigate 

the nature of the clinging and what we are clinging to, it provides the opportunity to let go and 

become unbound by limiting identities.  

 

In session six, the third domain of mindfulness was partly described as mindfulness of 

emotions. This domain of mindfulness has also been described as mindfulness of mind, or 

mindfulness of consciousness. To know something is to be conscious of it. There is much 

written about the topic of consciousness and obviously much can be said. However, one simple 

way referring to consciousness is as the aspect of our selves that knows something. When we 

contemplate who we are, and the center of our experience, we usually refer to consciousness. 

When someone asks how we are, we usually reflect back to a sense of self knowing and 

experiencing. Then we say we are well, unwell, happy, sad and so on. If we ask ourselves “Who 

am I?” , we ultimately ask ourselves who or what is it, that is aware? At first this may sound 

mind-boggling. Ultimately, however, this type of investigation can give rise to an 

acknowledgment of the unanswerable awe and mystery of life, which can, paradoxically, 

provide emotional freedom.  Sometimes those who investigate the nature of consciousness see 

it like a mirror that reflects all that it knows but in itself is insubstantial.    

 

Being aware of awareness, or conscious of consciousness it is like an eye trying to see itself or 

a hand trying to touch itself. We cannot divide up and separate consciousness into two things, 

one being aware of the other. Some say that being aware of awareness is like a light 
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illuminating itself. Contemplating consciousness with the sense that we are aware of awareness 

can awaken a dramatic shift in our normal perceptions and gives us no alternative other than to 

BE PRESENT.  One way we can know consciousness is by being it. This shift can be very 

subtle, even profound, and can seem quite elusive, like one mirror reflecting in another.  

Nonetheless, this shift can greatly facilitate peacefulness and contentment in the present 

moment.  Being content and peaceful is, according to Buddhists, the result of insight into the 

way things are, being freed from greed, hatred and unknowing. 

 

One revered meditation teacher (Sumedho, 1987) talked about listening to the sound of silence 

and being aware of the spaciousness of mind.  He used an analogy of a room to explain the 

meaning of this spaciousness. A room may have many objects within it, like tables and chairs 

and people.  These objects can come and go and even the walls of the room may topple and 

fall. The space of the room, however, can never change. Just like a room, our minds can be 

filled with objects that we often identify with such as emotions, thoughts, concepts and the 

hindrances. All these objects, however, inevitably change and disappear, but the spaciousness 

of awareness, within which the objects seem to appear and disappear, is always an available 

context.  In a similar manner, another respected spiritual teacher of freedom through simply 

being present, here now, Tolle, (2003) wrote about turning attention to inner stillness and 

noticing the silence. 

 

Shifting attention to the spiritual 

As well as open awareness and deep enquiry, there are many other ways to shift attention to 

the spiritual. For some, this may involve reflecting on what it means to be spiritual. Then, 

directing attention to this meaning, this could for example, involve prayer and contemplation. 

For others, it may involve silent meditation.    

 

Open awareness, deep enquiry, contemplating consciousness and shifting attention to that 

which may seem intangible is perhaps the most difficult meditation practice, because there is no 

set object of awareness or the objects of awareness  (i.e. awareness itself, inner silence, 

spaciousness etc.,) are hard to define or make clear.  Sometimes practitioners become lost, or 

confused, as if they are falling apart or coming unstuck with these practices. If you feel lost or 

unsure of what you are meant to be doing (or not doing), or you feel as if things are falling apart 
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and it is not helpful, it is best to ground, anchor and pull your self together by return to a chosen 

and tangible primary object of awareness, such as the breath or physical sensation. Doing 

simple activities and talking with people are other ways to return to a sense of emotional 

stability. 

 

Deep enquiry-meditation  

Begin your meditation practice by using whatever strategies are useful for you to establish 

mindfulness. This will vary from individual to individual but could include bringing attention to 

any of the primary objects of meditation described in this workbook such as:  body scan, 

general relaxation, sound, breath or general bodily sensations.  

 

When you feel that your body is relaxed and mind is relatively calmed and peaceful ask your 

self what is predominant in your experience in the present moment. These could be sights, 

sounds, smells, tastes, physical sensations, breath, thoughts, a mood state, a hindrance, a 

factor of awakening or other. Then ask yourself “What is this?” or “What is really going here?”.  

Remember that even though your mind may come up with smart and logical answers with 

stories about what is happening, the emphasis is on cultivating the quality of investigation and 

knowing the three characteristics of life (change, interdependence and uncertainty).  This 

process may be exasperating and frustrating or be very interesting and calming. Whatever the 

reaction or response that arises, let it also be the object of penetrative enquiry with the question 

“What is happening here?”.  You may have thoughts, ideas, concepts, views etc., about who is 

doing the enquiry. If so, let these self- concepts also be the object of curious investigation.  

Remember to step back and into the depths of awareness without dissociating or cutting your 

self off and merely notice all the ideas with a sense of questioning.  

 

The questions “Who or what is watching, witnessing, knowing, listening being conscious to all of 

these experiences?”  may arise. If so, then let consciousness be the object of enquiry and 

contemplation.  You could try this by feeling as if you are stepping back or into a deeper 

perspective of awareness. You may also feel there is nothing you can do other than be present 

and aware.  After a while it may feel as if the questioning becomes very refined and falls away 

to give rise simply to peaceful presence.  Notice this experience and when it changes notice 

how it changes. Always allow mindfulness to be your refuge.   
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Appendices 

 

Additional optional handouts for session 12 (extension course)   

The five recollections 

The five recollections were recommended by the Buddha as ways to remember the truth of 

change and develop peacefulness with this truth.  

1/I have the nature to age I have not gone beyond aging. 
2/I have the nature to experience illness. I am not beyond 
illness. 
3/I have of the nature to die, I have not gone beyond 
death  
4/All that is mine beloved and pleasing shall one day be 
parted from me, shall one day vanish.  
5/I am the owner of my action  
Heir to my action 
Born of my action  
Related to my action 
Abide supported by my action  
What ever action I shall do, of that action I shall be the 
heir. 
Other beings are the owners of their actions  
Heirs to their actions 
Related to their actions 
Abide supported by their actions  
What ever actions they shall do, they will inherit the 
results.  
 
 
 


