Responses to frequently asked questions 

1. My mind just won’t slow down.

      This is normal. More importantly, the goal of mindfulness meditation is not to make the mind quiet or to have a peaceful meditation, though that is great when it happens. This practice is about cultivating, with patience, the habit of being with what is, that is, the practice of accepting the present moment as it is, not as we wish it would be. Grasping for what we want and/or trying to push away what we don’t like is a primary cause of our dissatisfaction. Acceptance means neither resignation nor indulgence. Acceptance means that in order to change, it is essential to fully experience the present moment with clarity and compassion. 
2. What helps when my mind wanders?
Whenever you realize that your mind has wandered, in that moment you are present again! Since we can’t control when the mind wanders, it just makes sense not to get frustrated when you realize that it has wandered. Smile to yourself—you are human and the wandering mind is normal—and then observe the next moment. Smiling actually releases several hormones into our bloodstream that raise our mood. Celebrate the return of your attention! When we meditate with the minds we have, not the minds we wish we had, a sense of ease can develop during the meditation. 


This goes hand in hand with the advice to cultivate the attitude of being kind to yourself. The attitude of kindness helps us to see more clearly. It is also important because you are actually being kind to that part of yourself that does not want to slow down and be still. 

3. What do we do with all the thoughts that come up while we are meditating?


Many of the thoughts that come are from parts of ourselves that don’t want to or cannot (at least right now) be quiet. When we fight with or suppress those thoughts, we are literally at war with ourselves. There is a saying that what we resist persists. So we acknowledge the thoughts and bring our attention back to the breath. Some people find it useful to label the thoughts, i.e., worry, frustration, anxiety. Other people find it helpful, when thoughts are persistent, to say something like, “I know you are worried/upset [fill in the blank] but going to the breath will be helpful for both of us, so I’m going back to the breath. You can come with me but I will check back with you later. Promise (.”

4. Where is the best place to focus?


Especially for beginners, the best place to focus is where you feel most interested. For some people it’s the breath. For some people it is sounds. For some people it is the body scan (of which there are many variations). For some people it is observing thoughts and emotions. For some people it's is the loving-kindness meditation. For some people it is an open awareness—paying attention to what is most compelling—breath, sounds, sensations, thoughts, etc.

5. I feel like I am still judging too much, both during meditation and during the day.

Jon Kabat-Zinn has clarified non-judgmental: “it means suspending judgment. It doesn’t mean having no judgments or forcing oneself to be nonjudgmental. Rather it means that one doesn’t judge how judgmental one is…By cultivating mindfulness, one is adding another dimension to the picture, but without trying to fix anything or make anything go away.” 
6. What should I do if I’m sleepy?

Open your eyes, change your focus, change your position. If you’re still sleepy, stand up, get a drink of water, do some jumping jacks, etc. Another strategy is to see if you can be curious about and interested in the sleepiness—what does it feel like? For example, some people feel the heaviness in their eyelids, feel the slumping of the body, feel the mind saying “no.”

7. What if  I’m not sleepy but just go blank, like in a trance?

In some cases, your body may be telling you that it is beat. At other times, some parts of your mind may be rebelling, perhaps feeling meditation is a waste of time, or some parts may be too agitated,  upset about some things. It is often helpful to ask yourself the question, “what’s going on inside?” I often find that being kind to these parts rather than fighting against them can make a difference.

8. Meditation doesn’t work when I use it to calm myself down.

That’s not surprising. While it may sound weird, I would encourage not trying to calm down but rather simply breathe in and breathe out, perhaps silently saying “in” when you breathe in and ‘out’ when you breathe out. By not trying to calm down but rather focusing on breathing, you will likely find more calming than by trying to calm down. 

9. I think I’m trying too hard.

You have lots of company—this is common, especially among Americans who are among the world’s leaders in overachieving and perfectionism. I recommend smiling whenever you realize that you are trying too hard. Then move your attention into the body—what does it feel like to be trying too hard? You will likely notice tension—some common places for carrying tension are in the jaw, tongue, cheeks, neck, shoulders, and back. When you notice the tension, relax on the next several outbreaths. You will feel the tension subsiding to some extent. Again, it’s a process. I remember my Tai Chi teacher emphasizing that there is no force in Tai Chi; when you are forcing, you are by definition out of balance, out of the flow, not in chi. My yoga and Pilates teachers have said almost the same thing about forcing.

10. I really struggle to find time to meditate. What can I do?

One meditation teacher said that she struggled with this at first. She made a vow that she would sit every day, even if it was only 5 minutes. Some days were just 5 minutes. but it became a habit and frequently, her mind would say “I feel calmer. Let’s sit a little longer.”   Over time she was able to sit for longer periods on a regular basis.
11. I just don’t think I’m the type of person for whom meditation can be helpful.
I agree that there is nothing that works for everyone. However, in the many years that I have participated in meditation retreats and taught meditation, I have seen a wide range of people benefiting greatly from meditation. And some people just can't sit still. For those people walking meditation often makes more sense. 
12. How do we be fully engaged and passionate in our lives without being attached?

This is a long term process. It can be helpful to use the term non-attached which is commonly used in meditation. Non-attached does not mean to be disconnected from but rather it means to be engaged without being attached. When something sticks to us, we are attached. 
