Basics of mindfulness meditation

Being aware of the internal weather

We can think of mindfulness as being aware of our internal weather. Weather is a useful metaphor in two ways. First, it can be dangerous to ignore the weather, for example, not realizing it is icy outside or hiking in the bitter cold or on a hot day. Second, when we accept that this is the weather now, we are not as miserable with today’s weather.
Preparing to meditate

Before meditating, it is helpful to transition from 100 miles per hour to 0 miles per hour! Common ways to practice this include some slow walking, reading, journaling, sipping a cup of tea or juice and looking out the window, yoga, qi gong, tai chi, etc. In this way, we bring a slowed down mind and body and an uplifted heart to the meditation session.

The two intentions that guide both kinds of meditation are the intentions to be interested in what you are observing and to be non-judgmental: accepting that this is how the mind is now. These two attitudes are cultivated (which implies patience) rather than perfected (which often results in forcing). Another phrasing of the two intentions offered by some teachers is to bring a warm, caring attention to what you are observing.
When we realize that the mind has wandered, we smile (we're smiling at that part of our mind that either doesn’t want to stay present or can’t right now) and resume our mindful attention.

Concentration meditation: calming and unifying the mind
A common misconception is that the goal is to stop the mind. Actually the goal is to cultivate the ability to stay focused on one object for a period of time, and to be patient. Strong concentration has been called one-pointed attention. One of my teachers addressed this by writing: It's one-pointedness of intention, rather than one-pointedness of attention, that leads to one-pointedness of as a result
Insight meditation: to understand our minds--what is working and not working in our life.  

During insight meditation, when we notice that a thought or emotion has pulled our attention away, we first bring mindful attention to the body, because a strong thought or emotion is invariably connected to some physical contracting in the body. The intention is not to get rid of the thought or emotion, but simply to feel its effect on our system right now and to be with it. 

It can help to name the thought or emotion: ‘planning’, ‘ruminating’, ‘anxiety’, ‘anger.’


It can help to think “it’s just a thought, not a fact” or  “it won’t last forever.” Such thoughts can help us to stay patiently. When the thought or emotion does dissolve (for now), the next time a mind storm arises, we are more able to weather it (pun intended)

With painful (headache) or irritating (itching) sensations, the practice of curious, nonjudgmental over time enables us to develop patience so we can see them come and go. 

When we just can’t be curious and non-judgmental, we simply go back to our anchor.

See "Strategies for investigating thoughts" and "Being with unwanted emotions" for more.
When the mind won’t settle or is just foggy or overwhelmed
Change your focus.
Take a few slow, deep breaths.

Open your eyes if they were closed, or stand up.

See “Frequently asked questions" for more information.
