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Mindfulness – The Master Stress Management Tool
In the Stress Reduction Workbook, I tell you the story of the man who was trying to cut down
the big tree with a dull saw. No matter how hard he worked, he wasn’t seeing much success.
It was suggested to him that he sharpen his saw so the sawing would be more effective.
In these workbooks, you learn many saw sharpening activities. In the Stress Reduction
Workbook, you learn about stress reducing Power Tools—activities that have a profound
effect on reducing your stress levels.
In this Workbook, I want to introduce you to a Power Tool that will saw the tree 10 times
more efficiently than the sharpened handsaw. It works as beautifully as any of the other
Power Tools in the Stress Reduction Workbook and can be used anytime, anywhere.
I consider it the glue that holds together all of the other stress prevention and stress
reduction activities. It is intertwined and fundamental to all of them.
It’s so important and so powerful that I have devoted an entire workbook to this one
principle. Yes, it is that important and powerful, so buckle up. We’re headed for a fun ride.

A stressed-out Phillip
There was a student who was sitting in the front of the room. It was about ten
minutes before the class would begin. He was just sitting there eating some yogurt.
So I walked up to him and said, “Hi Phillip! How are you doing?” He looked at me and
said, “Oh Doc! Do you really want to know?” I said “Sure.” He continued, “Oh man,
things couldn’t be any worse for me. There is a guy who has been my business
partner for quite a while and now he wants to sue me for some business problems. I
have two papers that are due next week, I’ve got a huge exam this week, and I’m
having some relationship problems with my wife.” He rattled off a few more things
that were pretty serious for him. I said, “Wow! Sounds like you have a lot going on.
You must really be feeling it. You’re pretty stressed, aren’t you?” He said, “Oh yeah,
Doc, you have no idea! What should I do?”
I replied, “Do you really want to know?” “Yeah. Tell me. What should I do?”
I continued, “I really think you should enjoy your yogurt.”
He didn’t like that answer, but it’s the best answer. When you’re done with this Workbook,
you’ll understand why.
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In all of my years studying and researching stress management, working with people, and
practicing these principles and ideas on my own, I have found that nothing both prevents
and reduces stress more powerfully than the mindset of mindfulness.
Mindfulness is the master skill that all other stress management skills contain. Once you
learn how to be mindful, it dramatically improves your experience with virtually everything in
your life. It brings you to a profound state of peacefulness, joy, and contentment.
Most of the stress that we experience, and the accompanying symptoms, are based on how
we think. Stressful thoughts are those that project our minds into the future or past and
include some type of "threat thought" as we move our minds in either direction.
Examples: Anger, Fear, Worry, Regret, Remorse, Overwhelm, Sadness, Depression
The present moment usually involves no concern for stress. Stress occurs only when we
allow our minds to think of things other than what is happening in our current experience.
We focus our thoughts on potential future events, about the past, and about things that
might be happening elsewhere.
When we associate any kind of pain or discomfort with those thoughts of other times and
places, we initiate the stress response as a natural reaction to the perception of a false
emergency. Mindfulness turns off the stress response and, as a result, facilitates relaxation,
reduces stress hormones, and boosts the immune system.
In this Workbook, we will spend a little while exploring how mindfulness works and then I’ll
share with you several activities that will help you get the hang of it. Once you have it, it will
change how you experience virtually everything in your life. Really.

How the Mind Works
I’d like to start with some principles of the mind, some truths about how you and I think.
These truths will help you in understanding why you may feel so stressed all the time and
also how to function mindfully, so you aren’t stressed. I will outline them first; then I will go
into much more detail about each one, so you can really get a feel for how they work
together to produce a perfectly stress-free state.
Truths of how the mind works:
•
•
•
•
•

We can only focus on one thing at a time. You might be able to observe many things, but your
dominant thought can only be on one thing.
We are always free to think anything we choose. There are no limits on what a person can
think about.
We can only directly experience this moment, right here, right now.
There is no stress in the present moment, except for very rare occasions (less than 1% of the
time). Here and now is a stress-free place.
Bring your attention to the present moment - here and now - and you get peace
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Let’s expand on each of these ideas. The first truth about the way the mind works is this:

The mind can only have a dominant focus on one thing at a time.
You can never think specifically about two or more things simultaneously. You can observe
several things, but you can’t focus directly on more than one thing.
It may seem like that is what you do when you observe your thoughts jumping from idea to
idea so quickly. It seems like you are able to think many things at the same time, but that’s
not the case. It is not possible for your mind to dwell on two different dominant thoughts at
exactly the same time.
Some people think they are experts at multitasking—doing several things at once. The truth
is they bounce back and forth very quickly from task to task.
Here's an example: You're driving and you get a text message on your cell phone. It's
shouting at you to read it. As you divert your attention to your phone, you can't
simultaneously focus on your driving. You can bounce back and forth from one to the
other, but you can't focus directly on both things simultaneously (which is why you
should NEVER text while you’re driving).
Another example: If you are reading this book, you can’t, at the same time, watch the
show that’s on television. You can read, then watch, then read, and then watch; but
the two can’t happen together.
I will expand on multitasking a bit later on.
A second important aspect of the mind is:

You are always free to think anything you choose.
There are no restrictions as to what your mind can think about. Some have called this our
God-given quality of “free agency.” Ultimately, no one has control over your thoughts except
for you. What you choose to think about is entirely your decision. At any conscious moment,
you can think about anything you want to, and your choices are unlimited. There may be
consequences, benefits or rewards for thinking certain ways, but ultimately, what you think is
up to you.
For example, if I asked you to think of dancing elephants on the rings of Saturn, you could
put pictures in your mind of how that might look. At the same time, you have the power to
think of anything else, perhaps dolphins with zebra stripes jumping over the Golden Gate
Bridge. It’s always your choice, which thoughts you entertain in your mind.
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The Principle of Attrition
Associated with your ability to choose what you focus on is the Principle of Attrition. Not only
do you have the power to choose where to focus your thoughts, you also have the power to
choose where NOT to focus your thoughts.
And as you cease focusing your thoughts on people, situations, and events that you would consider
negative ones, the negative nature of those unpleasant conditions or ideas lose their power to
control or influence you. Essentially, if you consistently aren’t thinking about them, they lose their
negative impact.

This is not the same as avoiding or ignoring things that you find unpleasant. Ignoring or
avoiding still involves thinking about them. Instead, you simply keep your attention focused
on those areas of your life that you would consider positive, happy, and beneficial.
A simple example to show how the Principle of Attrition works would be this one: Let’s say
that the World Cup Soccer Tournament is happening and your favorite team has just lost.
Everyone is devastated by the loss. Your team was supposed to win, but they didn’t. It looks
like they are out of the tournament. Now, if you decide not to think about the loss, to focus
your attention on other things, the loss won’t feel devastating to you. In fact, if you don’t give
it any thought, you won’t be bothered by it at all. To take it even a step further, if you don’t
even give the soccer tournament any of your attention, you’ll not even know who played.
Here’s another example: We experience feelings of fear when we give too much attention to
the potential pain and negative outcomes of things that may happen to us. If we stop
focusing on the fearful thoughts, the fear will die through attrition. If you are not thinking of
losing things you value such as money, love, appreciation etc., then you will not feel the fear
of losing them.
Essentially, what you don’t pay any attention to won’t affect you.
These first two principles are important to keep in mind so that you understand that your
stress really does begin with your thoughts.
What this means:

If you are free to choose any thought, and you can only have one dominant thought at a
time, it is you that decides exactly which thought is on the center stage of your mind.
Understanding these principles also helps you realize the freedom you have to change your
thoughts at any moment.
Now for Truth number 3:
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You can only directly experience this moment, right here, right now.
Let’s continue our discussion of these principles of the mind with some important questions.
They may seem a little simplistic. I will ask them anyway because knowing the right answers
will help you immensely to understand what it means to be mindful.
Here are your questions:
•

Where are you right now?

This same question can be asked in a different way:
•

Where is the only place you can directly experience?

The only correct answer to this question, and it is the same answer every moment of your
life, is HERE.
You cannot be anywhere else but HERE.

Certainly, you can think you are in other places, or you can simply think about other places,
but you can’t directly experience any of those other places that aren’t where you are.
•

Where are you not?

Everywhere else! Anywhere else!
You can’t directly experience any place where your senses can’t directly observe.

You can’t be at the store while you are driving to the store. While you are driving to
the store, your HERE is in the car and amongst the scenery on the way to the store.
But you can’t directly experience the store until you are at the store. You can only
directly experience where you are.
I know, this sounds strange, but hang in there. This will all make perfect sense in a moment.
The next couple of questions are similar to the previous ones.
•

At what point in time are you always?

This question can also be asked in a different way:
•

When is the only time that you can directly experience?

The only correct answer to this question, and it is always the same answer, is NOW.

You can’t BE in your own future, nor can you BE in your own past.

MICHAEL OLPIN PHD

7

Mastering Stress Workbook 4 – MINDFULNESS: The Master Stress Management Tool_____________

Certainly, you can think of these times; you can make up all kinds of things about the future
and the past, but you can never directly experience them.
Imagine, how wonderful it would be if I could experience my own future. I’d transport
myself to one year from now, find out which stock has done the best between now
and then, come back to now and buy a truckload of that stock. If I could relive a past
event, I would go back to a decision I made that didn’t turn out so well and make a
different decision so things would turn out better.
These both sound absurd because you and I cannot directly experience the future or the
past. Nobody can. We are all stuck firmly in this moment called right NOW.
There is never a time, for you, me, and everyone else, when it is not right HERE, right NOW
for us. This is our Reality. It is what is. Always.

The author Ron Smotherman accurately sums up this idea with this observation:
All the confusion clears up when we realize that there is only one “time” and that
time is now. If you are willing to experience the truth that it is right now, your
“problems” about the past and future will clear up. Why? Because there is no past or
future; there is only right now. If you are stuck in what you call the “past,” you are
stuck right now. If you spend your time daydreaming about the “future,” you do that
process right now. You can’t even go to these places called the “past” and the
“future.” They are not real.

Try This
You can focus your thoughts directly on two places to discover what is happening here and
now.
The first place is from the information that comes from the outside world that reaches your
brain by way of your senses. You hear something through your ears that is happening
externally. The sound goes in your ears and you think about the nature of the sound. What
you hear is the reality. You directly experience the sound of the bird.

This works similarly with your other senses. You see a bird flying overhead, hear it chirping as
it goes by, and you recognize that you are experiencing the bird—it is real.
The other place you can observe what is happening is internally. You have many sensations
that are going on inside of you that are every bit as real as the things that happen outside of
you. Perhaps you have a sore throat or a knot in your stomach. You may notice that gravity
works when you drink some water. Unless you’re upside down, the water goes down into your
stomach instead of up into your head. There are other internal sensations you can
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experience directly including a headache, arthritis, muscle tension, heartbeat, respiration, or
any other currently functioning physiological process.
I realize this might be a new concept for you. For most of us, we’ve been taught the value of
looking to the future to see where we’re going and recalling the past so that we can learn
from our mistakes. I’m not suggesting that we stop using our mind in those useful ways.
Remember, however,
The focus of these Workbooks is the prevention and reduction of your stress.
You begin to do that by learning correct principles.
The HERE and NOW being the only reality you can directly experience is a correct principle.

Once you consider it and accept it, you are ready for the next powerful principle:

HERE and NOW is a stress-free place.
The next principle of the mind suggests that your HERE and NOW that I just described is a
safe and stress-free place. There is no stress in this present moment except for very rare
occasions—less than 1% of the time.
How could that be possible, if stress seems to be such a constant concern in your life?
Let’s return to the idea in the first workbook regarding the stress response. Remember that
the stress response is designed to keep us safe in the presence of physical danger. Recall
also that you are in physical danger less than one percent of the time.
So the rest of the time you are safe.

(By the way, here’s another interesting idea: You can only be in physical danger right now.)
If you take the time to really examine your thoughts that lead to activation of the stress
response, you’ll recognize that they are focused on either the past or the future.
Examples of future or past threat thoughts:

•

You stress about the upcoming speech that you have to give in front of a group of
people. (Future)

•

You relive, in your mind, the argument you had with someone earlier in the day.
(Past)

•

You feel anxious about calling the person who owes you money. (Future)
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•

You feel embarrassed because you said something to some acquaintances that you
think they took the wrong way. (Past)

These future and past thoughts send a message to your hypothalamus, pituitary gland,
adrenal glands, and nervous system to activate the stress response if there happen to be
any threat thoughts among those future and past thoughts. But none of those false
emergencies are happening right now. What IS happening right now is almost always free
from any danger or any real threat.
This brings us to the final mindfulness principle—notice the synergy.
Once you understand that you are always free to choose any thought, that you can only think
about one thing at a time, that HERE and NOW is your only reality, and that HERE and NOW
is a safe place, you come to the final mindfulness principle that pulls each of these together.
When you choose to focus on Here and Now, you get relaxation.

Since you can only focus on one thing, and what you focus on is safe (threat-free) your bodymind will recognize the safety and NOT turn on the stress response.

Try This
Imagine that you’re driving your car and you find yourself in a traffic jam. You’re on
your way to work and this traffic jam is causing you to be very late.
The reality is that you are HERE and NOW sitting in your car amongst a whole bunch
of other cars. There is nothing inherently stressful about being in this situation. In
other words, there is no reason for your body to turn on the stress response to keep
you safe and alive.
The stress comes in when you catapult your thoughts into your own future and make
up all the horrible things that are likely to happen to you because you are late for
work.
When this happens, your nervous system, endocrine system, and hypothalamus—not
being able to distinguish between thoughts about future events and thoughts about
present moments—think you’re in trouble NOW.
Responding to the imaginary “threat,” your body turns on the automatic program for
survival—the stress response.
When you bring your focus, your dominant thoughts, back to the reality of HERE and NOW,
and keep your attention there (remember, you can only think of one thing at a time), your
body systems won’t be hearing any threat thoughts, and as a result, you’ll not experience
any stress.
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Rather than dwell on the bad outcome—since you can’t do anything about the traffic jam
anyway—you can put your total focus on you’re here and now experience, which are the
things that are immediately available to your senses, while you sit there in the car.
I’m not saying that when you finally arrive at work you won’t have to handle the issue of
being late with your boss.
But while you’re in your car, you can either be stressed out, or you can be peaceful.

It depends on where you put your thoughts (remember, you’re free to think about anything,
in any situation).

Consider This
In class, I ask my students about the upcoming tests they will be taking. I ask them if the
tests are stressful. They respond that they definitely are. If we analyze this accurately,
however, we see how the tests themselves have nothing to do with the stress.
Which part of taking a test is threatening? (Remember that stress is the body’s response to
prepare for or deal with a physical threat.)
•

Is it the part when you walk into the room where you will take the test?

•

How about when you put the pen in your hand and begin reading the questions on
the test?

•

Are you somehow in danger while you read the words on the page?

•

Does the real danger occur when you write stuff on the paper with your pen? That
must be the threatening part.

•

Is it when you pick up your paper, walk over to the desk where all of the other tests
are stacked and you lay yours on top? That must be the dangerous place.
At no time during the entire two hours of test taking were you in any sort of danger.

Why, then, would you feel stress?
Stress happens when your thoughts project into your future or past, and those thoughts
include pain of any kind. Remember the “Uh-Oh” or “I’m in danger” thoughts. These are
almost always thoughts about the future and the past. These kinds of thoughts are what
cause the stress response to turn on.

As I have mentioned several times, it is rarely, if ever, the current experience or event that
causes the threat.
MICHAEL OLPIN PHD
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Think About This
As another example, let’s return to our player shooting a foul shot that I mentioned in
the first Workbook. Let’s say you are the coach of a basketball team. Your team is
ahead by one point and there are two seconds left in the game. One of the other
team’s players is at the foul line getting ready to shoot two shots.
If you are a wise coach, what do you do in this situation? The obvious answer is that
you call a time-out.
Why would you do this? You call a time-out because you want to make the player
think about the shots.
What you are really hoping the player thinks about are all the painful consequences
of missing the shot—the team will lose, people will be disappointed in him, the team
won’t make it to the playoffs, etc.
If he thinks of these painful consequences that will certainly happen in his future, he
will unintentionally, but automatically, turn on the stress response. When that
happens, many of his muscles will tighten up or contract, causing him to shoot the
ball differently than he normally would. He is much more likely to miss the shots.
Present Moment
If he were shooting foul shots in his driveway at home, he could probably sink a hundred
shots in a row because the only thing he is thinking about, while playing at home, is how
much fun he is having in the present moment.
Future Thoughts
However, during the time-out, when he is thinking of all of the pain associated with missing
the shot and losing the game, he “tightens up” or “freezes” and is less likely to sink the shot.
Again, thoughts that focus on the future have a likelihood of turning on the stress response.
Thoughts that focus on the experiences of the present do not.

•

Whenever your thoughts don’t focus directly on what is happening in the present
moment, you increase the possibility of turning on the stress response.

•

When you turn your focus to what is happening in the present moment, the stress
response turns off, automatically.

Are you starting to sense how powerful this can be for you?
Wouldn’t it be better to live each moment peacefully rather than stressfully?
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Once you get the hang of this and start applying it to all of your moments, the peaceful
feeling that follows becomes addicting.
There are several steps that automatically bring your mind back to your HERE and NOW.
They involve thinking about things in a certain way, a different way, that doesn’t involve
thoughts about the future or the past.
But first, let's get a good handle on what it means to be mindful.

What is Mindfulness?
Mindfulness can be described as intentional, non-judgmental, moment-to-moment
awareness of the here and now. It may be thought of not so much as a technique, but as a
way of being.

Mindfulness is not considered a relaxation technique. Rather, it is a mental state that
reduces susceptibility to future/past threat thoughts that turn on the stress response.
The result is that stress can be prevented through conscious living.

•

Mindfulness is the process of learning how to be fully present in all experiences while
being less judgmental and reactive.

•

Mindfulness suggests being present in the here and now, attending to and observing
whatever unfolds, and remaining focused and relaxed.

To understand what these definitions mean, let’s begin with a very common example, which
you have probably experienced.
Consider how you function mentally when you drive your car and you notice that a
police officer is driving directly behind you. There are no lights flashing. He is just
following you. What happens to your level of present moment awareness?
When you drive with this level of alertness, you usually try to be as completely aware of
everything that is going on as possible. You are aware of the distance between your car and
the one in front of you. You are aware of how fast you drive. You are totally aware of aspects
of your driving such as how soon you will have to turn on the signal to indicate that you are
making a turn, how quickly you shift lanes, and if your lights are on. In essence, you are
completely tuned in to your immediate environment. This is mindfulness.
By contrast, mindlessness is demonstrated when you drive along a stretch of road, and
before you realize it, you have traveled 15 miles and have no idea about the stretch of road
you have just driven. You suddenly catch yourself and marvel that you didn’t have an
accident because you failed to pay attention.
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Mindlessness occurs when your thoughts are not in the present moment and when you tune
out what is happening. Your mental focus is on times and places other than here and now.
You ignore the present moment because your attention is focused elsewhere.

How to Be Mindful
There are four primary mental characteristics that immediately move you into a state of
mindful awareness:
•

Stop

•

Look

•

Accept

•

Savor

Let’s look at each of them individually.

Stop
The first thing that you can do to bring your focus more into the present is Stop. Stopping
means turning off a lot of the mind chatter racing endlessly like bumblebees around a hive
inside your mind. Much of your mental monologue consists of thoughts about things that
aren’t happening HERE and NOW.
Stopping means consciously bringing control to those out-of-control thoughts. Remember,
you have a choice about which thoughts you think. Stopping means taking responsibility and
using your power to direct the parade of your thoughts.
This may seem like a difficult task. How do you possibly stop your stream of thoughts? Yes, it
seems impossible. But you’ve probably done it many times.
Think about a recent argument you had with someone. Once the argument was over, you
may have kept running the argument over and over in your thoughts, reliving it in your
imagination. At some point, however, you probably got to a point where you were tired of
having this mental movie looping over and over, so you decide to hit the “stop” button. You
consciously said to your thoughts, “That’s enough! I’m through dwelling on that argument.”
Remember, you do have control. Stopping means taking the control into your hands.

Look
Once you’ve done that, the next thing you can do is Look. Looking involves paying attention
to what is happening here and now with all of your senses. It is almost a passive observing.
You are getting in touch with what you are currently experiencing, right here, right now.
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The easiest way to do this is by simply moving through your senses and asking yourself,
“What am I noticing now?”
Focus your thoughts, without making judgments, on what is happening:
•

What do you see – right now?

•

What can you taste – right now?

•

What do you smell – right now?

•

What do you hear – right now?

•

What do you sense physically – right now?

•

What internal sensations do you observe – right now?

To help you do this, you might think something like, I am noticing . . . and then let your
senses bring to you whatever happens to be unfolding in the moment.
Not too long ago, I was talking with a good friend of mine, whose son is a very good
golfer. He plays for one of the local high school teams and consistently performs very
well. However, when he plays in tournaments, there are times when he finds himself
thinking too much about the outcome of the shot or the problems he encountered on
the previous hole. When that happens, and his mind races into the future or in the
past, his ability to hit shots well decreases dramatically. In a recent tournament,
Mathis shot a 100 (a very poor score) on one day and shot an 80 (a significantly
better score) on the next. It had taken him 20 more strokes to complete the same
course on the first day. Obviously, his skill level hadn’t changed, but his thinking had.
Since Mathis’s golf swing mechanics are fine, he doesn’t need to worry about that
part of his game. But he does need to correct what he focuses on mentally. I
suggested that when he steps up to the ball and gets ready to hit it that he focus on
things that are happening in his immediate environment—to just observe. For
example, he could focus on the color or even the little dimples of the golf ball. He
could also focus on his breathing or on how it feels to swing the golf club or his hands
as they gently grip the club. These are all things that are part of his HERE and NOW.
Why would I suggest that he simply observe things that are unfolding moment to moment?
When the mind isn’t racing with thoughts of the future or the past, there will also be no
thoughts of any kind of threat. When there is no threat, the body will not turn on the fight-orflight response, which increases muscle contraction. In golf, tightening the muscles in the
wrong way will invariably lead to poor hitting. Observing passively eliminates this possibility.
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Instead, the body is left to do what it has been trained to do. In this case, hit a golf ball with
perfect precision.
Here are some synonyms of Look:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Watch
Observe
Notice
Pay attention
Show up
Witness
View
Stay conscious
Focus

As you do these, you remain calm.

Accept
The third mental characteristic to move into a more mindful state is to accept or eliminate
your need to judge. When you simply observe, without adding the emotional analysis of the
situation, you free yourself to see things more clearly. You do this by simply maintaining your
observational state of mind.
This isn't quite as easy as it sounds. Normally, we quickly attach ourselves emotionally to
how we think things ought to be. And when things aren't turning out the way we think they
should, it upsets our mental and emotional equilibrium.
Inherent in accepting and not judging is mentally detaching from the way you think things
“should” or “ought” to be. This is especially valuable for things, people or situations over
which you have no direct control or influence.

It's a windy rainy day outside and you had plans to have a picnic in the park with your
family and friends. You can't do anything about the fact that it is a stormy day, so
when you detach from your emotional need for the day to be a certain way, it brings
you to a more mindful state.
Accepting implies saying “yes” to things as they are, embracing them, being okay that things
are as they are. Recall our focus on resistance in the Stress Prevention Workbook. When we
resist something, we want it to be different. When we accept, what shows up for us is fine,
as it is.
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Savor
What you focus on expands. When you focus mindfully, it expands even more. Once you
release your judgment of the thing you are focusing on, you immediately experience it with
greater pleasure and happiness. I call this savoring. Savoring simply means that you let the
enjoyment of the thing that you’re focusing on expand.
Slow down.
Stop.
Appreciate.
Stop taking things for granted!
Seize the moment!

Consider a night when you’ve been in a place where you could see the stars far more
clearly, such as in the mountains, the desert, or on the ocean. Being mindful, you
stop—you cease thinking of things that aren’t going on; you look—you put your
attention on the billions of stars above; you release your need to judge—you observe
in a passive way; and then you savor the sky—you take it all in. The more you look, the
more beauty you see. The more you see the more magnificent it becomes. These are
moments when time seems to stand still; it takes your breath away, and you are
peaceful. That’s savoring.
I love the way Ken Keyes so beautifully expresses this idea. He says:
Serenity is the end—and serenity is also the means—by which you live effectively. By
fully tuning in to the now moment in your life, you will discover that you always have
enough to enjoy every moment of your life. The only reason you have not been happy
every instant is that you have been dominating your consciousness with thoughts
about something you don’t have—or trying to hold on to something that you do have
but which is no longer appropriate in the present flow of your life. Here and now is
the key to the optimal interaction pattern between you and the people and things in
the world around you. —Ken Keyes
Commonly, the feeling that accompanies savoring is gratitude. You begin to recognize that
things are fine as they are, and the more you focus on them being fine, the finer they
become. You feel thankful, appreciative, blessed for the beauty of the moment.
Consider examples of holding a newborn baby, watching the unfolding of a beautiful sunset,
climbing to the top of a mountain and taking in the view, or snorkeling amongst the variety of
fish in the ocean. In these moments, we are awestruck by the beauty and richness of the
moment. We feel thankful, satisfied, enriched.
And every moment can be like these if we pay attention. We don’t just “stop and smell the
roses.” Instead, we “stop to enjoy the wonderful smell of the roses.” That’s savoring.
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Take the extra time to deliberately focus on, and be thankful for the little things, the good
things that are going well in your life, and in this moment. Those good things will expand. The
more you focus on the satisfaction of things as they are right now, the more you’ll experience
satisfaction.
Remember, what you focus on expands.
When you combine these four mental tools: stopping, looking, accepting things as they are,
and savoring, you are in the perfect mental zone for mindfulness. Interestingly, the moment
you move to a mindful state, everything that is happening gets better. It expands, it becomes
more interesting, and your stress goes away.

Getting a Feel for Mindfulness
Jon Kabat-Zinn said it best:
Mindfulness involves intentionally doing only one thing at a time
and making sure I am here for it.

Mindfulness does not mean living with reckless abandon, living for the moment. It means
living fully in the moment.
Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese poet and philosopher of mindfulness, explores the process
and value of being mindful even in the most mundane of present moment activities.
For example, cleaning dishes is generally thought of as an unpleasant task, but he suggests
that is simply because we are used to thinking of it in that way. There is another, more
peaceful way of looking at it:
I enjoy taking my time with each dish, being fully aware of the dish, the water, and
each movement of my hands. I know that if I hurry in order to go and have dessert,
the time will be unpleasant, not worth living. That would be a pity, for each minute,
each second of life is a miracle. The dishes themselves, and the fact that I am here
washing them are miracles! . . . If I am incapable of washing dishes joyfully, if I want
to finish them quickly so I can go and have dessert, I will be equally incapable of
enjoying my dessert. With the fork in my hands, I will be thinking about what to do
next, and the texture and the flavor of the dessert, together with the pleasure of
eating it, will be lost. I will always be dragged into the future, never able to live in the
present moment.
A few years ago, I was at Disneyland with my family. We went on a ride called California
Screamin’. We had a blast. After our turn was over and we were discussing how much fun we
had, it occurred to me why the ride was such a blast. While we were zooming through the
twists and turns, the high speeds and the upside down loops, we had no focus on the future
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or the past. Our only awareness was on the exhilaration of that moment and what was
happening HERE and NOW.
Imagine how silly it would be to conjure up thoughts about the future—worrying about
whether or not we would find a parking spot when we went to our hotel, or which restaurant
we would go to that evening, while we enjoyed this exciting ride. Equally absurd would be
thoughts that focused on the past. If my mind were to go in either direction, I would miss the
ride completely. With my thoughts wrapped up in images of future or past, I certainly
wouldn’t be able to enjoy the thrill of the present moment.
Every possible event, from the seeming dullness of washing dishes to a thrilling roller
coaster ride offers the opportunity to choose to live fully in the present moment. When you
choose to focus on the unrealities of your past and future, you increase your likelihood for
more stress. When you choose instead to live fully in the present moment, you find life
unfolds calmly and more joyfully. The choice once again is yours.

Reflective question
Ponder the occasions when you’ve probably been mindful. Think of times, for example, when
you were in nature, or you were viewing a gorgeous sunset. The more you kept your mind on
the beauty of your experience, accepting the situation fully, not resisting it, the more
peaceful you became.
Think of times when you’ve held a newborn infant in your arms, in no hurry to go anywhere
else. Rather than thinking future thoughts about how rough life is going to be for this little
soul, your focus is so completely on what you’re observing. And what happens? That moment
becomes even more meaningful, more precious, and more memorable.
Consider other times that you’ve experienced fully focusing on the present moment and the
fulfilling experience that it was for you.
In the space provided, describe the experience thoroughly. Include a description of your
feelings? Did you want the event to last, or end quickly? Were you bored or enthralled? What
else did you notice about the occasion?

There are other common activities where, if you did them more mindfully, they would be
better: more satisfying, and less stressful. Here are just a few:
Eating – Most of us have no idea what we eat when we eat. Our thoughts tend to be on the
next bite of food or we focus on something other than the food itself. The next time you eat,
be mentally present with your meal. Enjoy every mouthful of it and watch what a different
experience you have.
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I invite my students to go to their favorite restaurant and enjoy their favorite meal.
This assignment has these requirements. They must go alone. They can’t bring
anything else with them such as a book or a cell phone. They must eat their meal as
mindfully as possible—slowly savoring each bite. I ask them to spend that time eating,
totally engrossed in the meal, the sights, smells, and especially the tastes.
A couple of very interesting things usually happen when the students report on their
experience of eating mindfully. The first is that, almost to a person, the students
remark that they never realized how delicious the food really is. The second is that
they report eating significantly less food. In other words, as they focused on the food,
they tended to eat more slowly. As a result, they were more tuned in to their body’s
satiety levels. They recognized when they had eaten enough.

Mindfulness Activity 1 – Learning to be Mindful through Eating
The typical way of eating is to thoughtlessly shove food into the mouth, take a few brief bites
and send those only-partly-chewed portions down to the stomach where it works overtime to
break down the food so it can be digested. It’s no wonder people get tired after a meal.
This exercise breaks that pattern of eating.
For this activity, go by yourself to a place that serves food that you love. It doesn’t matter what
kind of food or what kind of restaurant you choose. It only matters that you are by yourself and
that the food is very appealing to you.
Experience this food mindfully. Focus on the experience of eating your food to the exclusion of
everything else. Deliberately chew your food, focusing on the taste of each bite as it combines
with your saliva, touches parts of your tongue and explodes with taste, and gets broken down
bite by bite.
Focus on the joy of eating and also the miracle of allowing this food to literally become a part of
you. Tune in to all of the smells and varieties of tastes that you encounter.
If you do this in a hurry because you have seemingly more important things to do, you will have
missed the whole point. Remember, when you are acting mindfully, no moment has more
importance than any other.
Materials needed
Your favorite restaurant, your favorite meal, nothing else!
Directions
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•
•
•
•

•

Go to one of your favorite restaurants and order a meal you have been craving or that
you love. If you’d prefer, you could also set some time aside for yourself to make your
own favorite meal.
Make sure you are completely alone, without your friends, your cell phone, or anything
that distracts you or connects you with anyone else.
Prior to eating the meal, observe how the meal is laid out for you. Observe the colors,
smells, etc.
Proceed to take small bites while savoring and exploring every taste and texture. Only
allow yourself to think about what you are eating and the delicious tastes tantalizing
your taste buds. Pay attention to your stomach, how full you feel, and your satisfaction
factor.
Stop eating when you feel completely satisfied.

Reflect
After this experience, consider how it feels to actually enjoy your meal. Answer these questions
in the space provided:
•

Did you enjoy your food more than you normally do?

•

Did you eat the same amount of food as you normally do?

•

Did you feel satisfied with the meal, or did you still notice any cravings?

•

Was there anything about this meal that wasn’t so appealing, when it usually is?

Showering—When was the last time that you really enjoyed your shower? Where is your mind
when you shower? Are you focusing on how great it feels to get a mini massage from the
spray of the water? If they’re warm drops, do you notice how the heat relaxes your muscles?
Usually, our minds are thinking of everything but the shower, so when we are done, we still
feel stressed. Our mind has been focusing on the future and the past in place of the
enjoyable present moments in the shower.
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Instead, just enjoy every aspect of the shower. Stay focused on what is happening. You really
can’t do anything about all of those things you are thinking about until you get out of the
shower. So there is no point in dwelling on them. Enjoy the shower
Driving—We miss so much of our environment when we drive. Most of our thoughts are on
where we are going and what’s going to happen there, or where we’ve been and everything
that went on there. Sometimes, our minds are so consumed with other places and times
that we suddenly realize we have no awareness of where we’ve been for the last ten
minutes. Since you can only be where you are, you might as well keep your mind where you
are and enjoy the drive.
Talking with someone—Have you ever been talking with someone and felt like that person
isn’t really there with you? Sure, she is there physically, but you know she isn’t listening to
what you are saying. Have you noticed that sometimes you do the same thing when you are
having a conversation? If you really want to enhance your relationship with someone, be fully
there! When you are having a conversation, bring all of your awareness to the experience.
Few features add more value to a relationship than being mindful.
Falling asleep—It should take no more than a few minutes to fall asleep. Consider what you
do when you find it difficult to fall asleep. What are you thinking about as you lie there in bed
waiting for sleep to happen?

If you are like most people, your mind is racing with thoughts of things that happened today
and what you need to do tomorrow. Essentially, when you think these thoughts, you are
telling your body that it should be doing something instead of falling asleep. Remember, your
body doesn’t distinguish between an experienced event and an imagined event. As you lay
there giving your body instructions to be involved in an activity, you aren’t giving your body a
directive to fall asleep.
How do you fix this? It’s easy. Just adjust your thoughts to something that is happening here
and now while you are lying there. Focus your thoughts on things like your breath and your
physical sensations. Move your awareness slowly through your body, beginning at your feet
and moving up toward your head. Passively observe each part of your body in a slow,
effortless way. You’ll soon find yourself easily drifting off to sleep. When I’ve done this, I have
never made it past my waist. I am out like a light as soon as I change my focus from thoughts
of my future and past to my present body sensations. It works every time.

Mindfulness Activity 2—Deep Relaxation Exercise—Flowing Comfort
Background
This guided deep relaxation exercise allows you to experience profound relaxation in a very
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short amount of time. Follow the instructions on the audio exactly as you hear them. The
instructions will help you prepare your environment for relaxation.
Materials Needed
A quiet secluded place to lie down; an iPod or similar mp3 playing device, headphones, and
the Guided Relaxation Exercise titled Flowing Comfort. (This guided relaxation exercise is
available as a downloadable mp3 file at this website: http://stressmanagementplace.com.
Directions
I suggest that you practice this technique at two different times of the day. Be sure to follow
the instructions on the audio file. One of the best times to practice this exercise is
immediately before you sleep at night. Make sure it is the last thing you do before you fall
asleep.

The other best time to do this exercise is sometime in the afternoon, prior to your evening
activities. Do it during times when you will not be disturbed.
Allow approximately 15 minutes to complete the exercise.
Reflect
After completing Flowing Comfort, answer the questions below taking into consideration how
you were feeling regarding your stress levels.

Afternoon:
•

How did you feel before the exercise?

•

What was your experience during the exercise?

•

How did you feel immediately after the exercise?

•

How did you feel several hours after completing the exercise?

Right before sleeping at night:
•

How did you feel before the exercise?

•

How quickly did you fall asleep?
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•

How did you sleep, and how refreshed did you feel when you awakened the following
morning?

•

How did this differ from a typical night’s sleep?

Sports, Hobbies, Recreational Activities—One of the reasons why we love to participate in
sports, hobbies, and recreational activities is because they are, by their nature, very mindful.
We naturally focus on the present moment while we participate. Consider a few, as
examples: skiing, any kind of artistic endeavor, sewing, most sports and athletic activities,
photography, sightseeing, hiking, mountain climbing, sailing, and the list could go on and on.
Inherent in each of these pleasurable activities is a deliberate focus on what is happening
here and now.

As I mentioned before, I love to mountain bike. Just above my home are many trails that wind
up the hill, through forests, desert areas, rocky sections and even an occasional stream.
Coming back down from the top of the trails is about 2 miles of the most intense bike riding
ever. I’m barreling down the hill at about 20 miles an hour, my hands ready to hit the brakes
in a moment’s notice, my eyes patched to the upcoming changes in the winding path. If I
take my focus off the trail, even for a split-second, really bad things will happen—I’ll leave the
trail, hit a loose rock, not brake quickly enough to avoid the upcoming stump, etc. I have to
stay totally in my HERE and NOW or I’m going to crash (which I’ve done a time or two).
As I’m flying down the hill, totally focused on the moment, the thrill of the ride expands and
fills me with such amazing contentment. I’m lost in the moment, completely connected with
my bike, the hill, the trail, and everything else in my present moment. The moment is
savored!
These and many other examples show how, by being mindful, you are able to enjoy the
situation more, and stress about it less.

Additional Qualities of Mindfulness
Let’s go a bit deeper to explore more ways to enhance your state of mindfulness. Developing
these five qualities can help you cultivate a more mindful approach to life.

Beginner's Mind
The beginner’s mind is essentially thinking like a child. It is a process of observing the world
around you in a manner of curiosity, interest, and joy, rather than with resistance, and
thinking everything is a false emergency. This means you look at the present moment, see
what is in it, and experience it completely. Mindfulness suggests openness in how you
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observe experiences, rather than through the filters of your own beliefs, assumptions,
expectations, and desires. It involves seeing things, “as if for the first time.”
You can regain the quality of beginner’s mind by returning to a more childlike way of being
(this is how you were when you were young). Little children look at the present moment, see
what’s in it, and experience it fully.
Consider how silly it would seem to us if we heard a child carry on with the following rant,
“Oh my goodness. I’m so worried about having to go play with Tommy later today. He’s
probably going to make me jump on his trampoline! And then I’m going to have to eat some
food! And why did I look at Susan that way! She probably thinks I’m such a loser!”
They don’t think that way, and neither should you.
Jerold Jampolsky captures the essence of a Beginner’s mind with these thoughts:
I have often thought that we have much to learn from infants. They have not yet adapted
to the concept of linear time with a past, present, and future. They relate only to the
immediate present, to right now. . . As we become older, we tend to accept the adult
values which emphasize projecting past learning into the present and anticipated future.
It is difficult for most of us to have even the slightest question about the validity of our
past–present–future concepts. We believe that the past will continue to repeat itself in
the present and future without the possibility of change. Consequently, we believe we
are living in a fearful world where, sooner or later, there will be suffering, frustration,
conflict, depression, and illness. —Jerold Jampolsky

Non-Judging
Non-judging is basically making an emotionally detached observation. When you observe
your surroundings without forming a judgment, applying expectations, or analyzing the
situation, you experience increased awareness. Detached observation happens when you
passively notice, without adding judgments to what you’re noticing, based on your beliefs,
expectations, and preconceptions.

Your friend is having a rough day. You text her and ask if she would like to go to lunch.
She texts back that she doesn’t have time for you or lunch.
The reality of this situation (what is happening) is she said some words to you about
not having time to go have lunch together. Normally you might begin to create several
inaccurate assumptions about what those words mean. “How could she be so rude?"
"It's the last time I try to help her with anything."
In reality, her anger had nothing to do with you, but your mind still fills with all sorts of
judgments about her and your relationship with her.
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It’s important to simply drop the need to have those thoughts race through your mind. You
must consciously put an end to those inaccurate streams of thoughts. It may even require
saying the word “stop” to yourself.

Perhaps you have repeatedly relived an argument you had with someone and you finally
decide you don’t want that “movie” playing on your mental screen any longer. Remind
yourself that this argument took place in the past. It doesn’t exist now except when you
choose to think about it. Say, “stop,” and then focus on what is here and now. This is
possible to do with any set of thoughts that aren’t to your liking or are causing you to feel
threatened. You may have to work at this until you get the hang of it. The more you practice,
the easier it becomes.

Non-Striving
Non-Striving suggests that giving up our need to change or do anything will help us to be
content with just “being.” Thus, one is content in experiencing life without the urge to be
actively involved in the process of “doing” something. You let go of wanting something else
to happen. You are content with being.

It has been said that we might more aptly be called “human doings” rather than human
beings, as most of us are more inclined to be doing than being. Alan Watts captured this
idea perfectly with the following comment:
No one imagines that a symphony is supposed to improve in quality as it goes along,
or that the whole object of playing it is to reach the finale. The point of music is
discovered in every moment of playing and listening to it. It is the same, I feel, with
the greater part of our lives, and if we are unduly absorbed in improving them we
may forget altogether to live them.

Non-attachment
Non-attachment is refraining from identifying with objects that are of personal interest to us.
It is a process of letting go. Therefore, you allow things to be as they are. This important
aspect of mindfulness involves resisting the need to cling emotionally to anything—ideas,
events, or periods of time to which you are commonly attached. Let me clarify this idea with
an experience I had.

This concept of being mindful hit me with such power on one particular occasion that
it literally changed my entire outlook on life. I was in the middle of my work on my
bachelor's degree, and I was preparing to take a major test for one of my classes.
Much of my grade for the class, and ultimately for succeeding in my major, depended
on this test. I studied like a madman for days. I thought I knew everything I needed to
know. The day came to take the test. I parked my car and walked to the Campus
Testing Center (Talk about stress; 300 people in a large room, all doing nothing but
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taking tests.). I arrived at the place where I gave the person my ID card. I got my test
and scantron (the sheet where I put the answers to all of the test questions) and
found a desk where I would spend the next few hours. It was a tough test, but I was
confident I knew the material and would do well. Finally, I finished and went to the
place where I gave the person my completed exam. I waited a few minutes to get my
results.
Sheer anger, horror, and anguish all struck me at once when I saw that I had gotten a
D on this test. I was so upset. How could this professor have been so evil? I can’t stay
in the major with a D! What was I going to do now? These, and a thousand similar
sounding questions and derogatory remarks, flew through my head like a flood
gushing down a steep mountainside. I was in deep despair. This was really bad. My
future suddenly looked bleak.
As I walked back to my car in this very sour state, I happened to look up. It was late
October and the trees were in their autumn mode of changing colors. Off in the
distance, to the west, the sun was setting. Its reflection was bouncing off the large
lake that rested on the other side of the city. Looking to the east, I saw the hues of
light from the setting sun bouncing off the enormous mountains in a way that made
them appear beautiful red and gold. Mother Nature offered me a truly spectacular
sight that afternoon.
At that moment, I caught myself in my tirade of angry thoughts. It occurred to me that
I had a choice. I could continue to work myself up into frenzy over a test that was in
the past and worry myself sick about my now uncertain future, or I could stop and
watch this beautiful scene of dazzling colors, of trees, mountains, a lake, the sunset,
and unparalleled beauty that was unfolding in front of me.
For the next twenty minutes, I sat and watched one of the most beautiful evenings I
had ever seen. It was a spectacular event in every way. (Curiously, it's a scene that
happens every day, with some variation—I just never stopped to look.)
After it was over, I walked to my car feeling incredibly peaceful. I was different. Really.
The joy of the sunset had replaced the anger and fear I felt previously. The stress was
gone. I somehow knew that everything would turn out fine—which it did—as it usually
does.

Being Mindful All the Time
Now that you have a pretty clear understanding of what it means to be mindful and how to
be more mindful, let’s explore ways that you can practice being more mindful so that it starts
becoming a habit for you. Being mindful is like exercising a muscle. The more you use it, the
stronger it gets.
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Try these, and be especially careful to notice how you feel.

Pay attention to things that are happening around you. Rather than thinking about so
many things, try simply observing all that is showing up for you in your experience. Just
watch, without concern for how you think things ought to be. Observe how things are. Do
this with all your senses. Notice all the sounds, the different things to see, the textures to
touch and feel, the varieties of smells. Be careful to avoid making judgments of what is
unfolding before you.
Write down what you observed.

When you are involved in, or notice others engaging in, situations with heightened
emotion, step back and simply become an observer rather than becoming emotionally
involved in the incident. Become a passive observer, watching what is happening, rather
than diving in and getting overly worked up. As you do this, notice that you are much
more able to solve problems calmly rather than to create bigger problems by adding to
the drama.

Consciously speak to yourself, saying something like: “In this moment I allow myself to be
here now. I cannot be anywhere else right now, nor can I be in my past or future, so I
choose to relax and enjoy what is happening, here and now.”
Write down any differences you notice in your experiences.

Here are some other ideas to increase mindfulness
• Change your normal routines slightly. Go to school a different way than you
normally do. Bike rather than walk to a close destination. Shop at a different
supermarket or drugstore. Eat at a restaurant where you have never eaten before.
Each time you experience these out-of-the-ordinary occasions, you open yourself
up to new and exciting ways of experiencing life.
•

If you find yourself in a setting that is mundane or always the same, take time to
rearrange things. For example, change the layout of your bedroom or other rooms
in your house.
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•

Take “mindfulness breaks” in which you do nothing but engage yourself in a
certain place and time. Nature is an excellent place to practice mindfulness
breaks because it offers so much to tune into and experience. The variety, along
with the slower pace of nature, adds to our sense of enjoying the moment more
fully. Try an “emotional walk-about” in which you walk without caring where you
are going and with no purpose in mind other than to be present in the moment.

•

Try a new sport or hobby. Totally engage yourself in learning a new skill. But don’t
try to excel at it. Just do it for the sheer fun of doing it.

Write down any impressions, intuitions or insights you had when you tried these activities
mindfully.

What about Planning?
Wait a minute, you say. Shouldn’t we focus on the future and decide how we would like that
future to look? If we always have our focus on the present, we’ll never make plans for things
we’d like to happen in the future. Right?
Here’s my favorite definition of planning: Planning involves bringing future events into the
present so appropriate control can be applied.
When you plan for the future, it is a very present moment, here and now activity. In your
planning, you spend this moment preparing for a future moment. In the Stress Prevention
workbook, we explore some ideas for how planning and time management might look.
Planning, done properly, does not turn on the stress response.

Planning is a lot different than worrying.
When you worry, you send your mind out to a future event, and you include uncomfortable or
painful aspects of that imagined future event. This type of thinking turns on the stress
response.
Here’s an example comparing planning to worrying.
Let’s pretend that you have been asked to prepare a party for a friend who is getting
married. It’s going to be a special occasion and you want everyone to have a terrific
time.
Planning for this party would involve many of these activities: determining who will
come; where the party will take place; who will supply the food; who will decorate the
place; how much is everything going to cost; who will pay for everything, and so on.
Here and Now versus Worrying
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All of these activities revolve around a future event, but you can only do the things to
prepare for the event in your here and now moments. When you call the decorator, it
will be “now” while you make the call. When you plan the various costs, again, it will
be “now” while you plan them. These require your thoughts to be fully present to
make the best decisions about the party.
Worry thoughts about the party, on the other hand, might include such futureoriented thoughts as, “What if everyone doesn’t come?” “What if the people who do
come don’t like the food?” “If I wear that dress and someone else wears the same
one, I’ll be really embarrassed.”
Can you see the difference?
When you plan, you do things in the present that are designed to make a future moment
turn out in a planned-for, controlled way. You have no perception of threat or danger.

Your worry thoughts, on the other hand, relate to things, situations or circumstances over
which you have very little control and you can’t do anything about right now. They also
usually contain perceived discomfort—something bad is going to happen. When you combine
these aspects, your nervous system gets the message that bad things are happening now
and the stress response kicks in.
Worrying takes you away from the present-moment enjoyment. Planning is a useful presentmoment, here and now activity that helps make future moments of the present fulfilling,
satisfying, and enjoyable.

Mindfulness vs. Multitasking
Have you ever awakened in the middle of the night suddenly realizing that you made a
mistake or forgot to do something the day before? Isn’t it crazy that you can go all day and
not think of something important, and then at 2:56 a.m., it hits you like a brick?
But what can you do about it at 2:56 am? You know you won’t be able to take care of it until
morning, but that isn’t going to help you fall back asleep. As a matter of fact, if you are like
most people, it will keep you awake thinking about it—and be worrying.
To fix this, we must look at why this happens in the first place.
In our society, we have fallen hard for the myth that we are more productive when we are
multitasking. It is normal for many of us to talk on the phone, transact a business deal, drive,
eat, and listen to the radio all at the same time.
But our conscious mind is not like our subconscious mind, which really does know how to
multitask. Our subconscious mind can direct the body to process thousands of bits of
sensory data, digest food, adjust a heart rate, create a baby, fight off hundreds of
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pathogens, grow hair, fall in love, rid the body of toxins, replicate cells, and monitor the
movements of the moon –all at the same time.
Our conscious mind on the other hand, which is also a very powerful entity, functions
differently. It is more effective when it does ONE thing at a time.
Researchers have found that multitasking actually slows the brain down because when we
multitask we are not really doing several activities at once; we are really fluctuating back and
forth between those activities. As you can imagine there are real problems that occur when
we switch back and forth between too many things.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

We miss important details.
We lose productivity in the transition time between activities.
We forget things.
We are not fully committed, involved, or useful in each activity.
We get distracted easily.

Multitasking causes problems in the workplace, too. Microsoft found that when their
employees were interrupted by email or instant message, it took them about 15 minutes to
get back into their work groove. That is a lot of lost productivity per day.
If you think about it, you’ve probably seen this happen in many different ways.
Imagine a person listening to her friend on the phone while peeling carrots. For a while, she
is sort of listening. She has learned to respond automatically when her friend pauses, saying
things like "yes," "great," and "uh huh." But her attention is going back and forth between the
conversation and making sure peels end up in the garbage can. Inevitably, when the other
person says something interesting, she has to stop peeling the carrots for a moment so she
can really pay attention.
Have you ever wondered why your kids have to ask you things several times? It might be that
you are trying to do too many things at once, and your brain, which can only focus on one
thing at a time, has learned to tune them out.
The same goes for working on a report while watching T.V., talking while you are eating, or
driving a car when you are thinking about that big presentation you have to make next week.
You end up getting to work okay, but you can’t remember parts of the drive. You’ve been
fluctuating again.
So how do we become truly attentive and productive? By being mindful.
When we are mindful, we completely experience the food, the drive, the conversation. We
choose to devote our attention to one thing at a time (since that is all we really can do). We
choose to be more focused, more attentive, more productive.
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I realized that was the reason I woke up the other night.
I had been in a conversation earlier that day but was "busy" doing several other things. I
didn't realize what I had missed—what the other person needed—until hours later at 2:56
a.m.
That was when my mind had stopped “doing things” long enough to really get something
done. It had stopped fluctuating and transitioning and had started processing instead.
Have you ever wondered why your best thoughts tend to come when you are in the shower?
Or why things suddenly occur to you while in your sleep? Or why you feel so inspired when
you are watching a sunset?
This happens because, for a moment, you are consciously in the present moment. There is
not a lot of multi-tasking when you are relaxing in a shower. When we live in the moment, we
naturally become more productive.
Mindfulness is not only a powerful stress management technique, it is a powerful time
management technique. And even more cool, it is the only way to truly experience life.
Focusing on what you are doing now means not missing out on the present to the things that
need to be done in the future or what should have been done in the past. It means getting
back those lost 15 minutes of transition time. It means building better relationships with
those you care about. It means more creativity, more inspiration, more productivity, and yes
far fewer sleepless nights.

In Summary
Mindfulness can be described as a state of being attentive to and aware of what is taking
place in the present and soaking up as much of the present as possible. Essentially, it is
present moment awareness. Mindfulness is the process of learning how to be with all of
life’s experiences while being less judgmental, resistive, and reactive.
The Truths of the mind that support mindfulness are these:

•

You can only focus on one thing at a time.

•

You are always free to think anything you choose.

•

You can only directly experience this moment, right here, right now.

•

There is no stress in the present moment, except for very rare occasions (less than
1% of the time). HERE and NOW is a stress-free place.

•

When you bring your attention to the present moment—HERE and NOW—you get
peace … and relaxation.
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Mindfulness approaches are not considered relaxation techniques. Rather, they are a set of
mental characteristics used to reduce vulnerability to reactive, stress-inducing modes of
thinking.
The opposite of Mindfulness is Mindlessness. Mindlessness occurs when your thoughts are
not in the present moment such as when you tune out what is happening in your here and
now. When that happens, stress is a real possibility. When you stay mindful, stress becomes
very unlikely.
You arrive at the state of mindfulness through four mental activities:

•

Stop

•

Look

•

Accept

•

Savor

The easiest way to do this is by keeping your awareness on the ever-unfolding input
immediately and always available to you through your senses.
To assist you in cultivating mindfulness as a way of being, keep in mind these characteristics
of a mindful person:
•

Beginner’s Mind

•

Non-judging

•

Non-striving

•

Non-attachment

Be sure to practice the activities found in this Workbook to help you hone your mindfulness
skills. Ultimately, you will find that mindfulness is another mental muscle that you can
develop. The stronger it becomes, the more you’ll enjoy every single moment of your life.
And now you understand why I told Phillip to enjoy his yogurt, at the beginning of this
workbook, as the best solution when he was feeling so stressed.
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Essential Quotes on Mindfulness
Over the years, I’ve come upon many brilliant thoughts, ideas, or stories that other people have
said about mindfulness. I have included some of them earlier, but I couldn’t finish this Workbook
without including a few more delicious gems for you to savor. Enjoy.
Enjoying the Strawberries
In the Orient, there is a story of a samurai who is being chased by a bear. He literally runs off
a cliff. As he’s falling, he grabs a branch. He looks up and sees the bear leaning over the
cliff, clawing at his head, missing only by inches. As he looks down to the ground below, only
about fifteen feet, he sees a lion leaping up, missing his feet only by inches. As he looks at
the branch he is clutching, he sees two groundhogs gnawing away at it. He watches as his
lifeline disappears, bite by bite.
As he takes a deep, long breath, he notices, next to his ranch, a clump of wild strawberries.
In the midst of the clump is a great, red, juicy strawberry. With his one free hand, he reaches
over, picks the strawberry, puts it in his mouth, chews it slowly, and says, "Ah—delicious, the
best strawberry I've ever tasted in my whole life." —Chinese proverb
Good Fortune?
There is a Zen story about a peasant farmer who owned a beautiful horse desired by all others.
One day it disappeared. When all the villagers remarked on his bad luck, he calmly replied,
"Maybe so, maybe not." A few days later the horse returned, leading a herd of fine wild horses.
All the villagers came to congratulate the man for his good fortune. “Maybe so, maybe not,” he
said. A week later, his only son was thrown and crippled while training the horses. When the
villagers again remarked on his bad luck, he calmly replied, "Maybe so, maybe not." Within a
week, a frivolous war was declared by the emperor and all young men, save the farmer’s son,
were forced into battle and none returned.
Star Wars
One of the Jedi Masters in the Star Wars films clues us into this notion of mindfulness. The
trainee Obi-Wan is talking with his Master Qui-Gon during a seemingly tense moment. Qui-Gon
gives him some wise advice about the mind and where to focus.
OBI-WAN: I have a bad feeling about this.
QUI-GON: I don't sense anything.
OBI-WAN: It's not about the mission, Master; it's something...elsewhere...elusive.
QUI-GON: Don't center on your anxiety, Obi-Wan. Keep your concentration here and now where
it belongs.
OBI-WAN: Master Yoda says I should be mindful of the future...
QUI-GON: .....but not at the expense of the moment.
Today, like every other day,
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We wake up empty and frightened.
Don't open the door to the study and begin reading.
Take down a musical instrument.
Let the beauty we love be what we do.
There are hundreds of ways to kneel and kiss the ground. — Rumi
Ten thousand flowers in spring,
The moon in autumn,
A cool breeze in summer,
Snow in the winter,
If your mind is not clouded by unnecessary things,
This is the best season of your life. —Wu-men, 12th-century Chinese scholar
Wherever you go, there you are. —Jon Kabat-Zinn
Man looks without seeing, listens without hearing, touches without feeling, eats without
tasting, moves without physical awareness, inhales without awareness of odour or fragrance
and talks without thinking. —Leonardo da Vinci
Mountains should be climbed with as little effort as possible and without desire. The reality
of your own nature should determine the speed. If you become restless, speed up. If you
become winded, slow down. You climb the mountain in equilibrium between restlessness
and exhaustion. Then, when you're no longer thinking ahead, each footstep isn't just a
means to an end but a unique event in itself. This leaf has jagged edges. This rock looks
loose. From this place, the snow is less visible, even though closer. These are the things you
should notice anyway. To live only for some future goal is shallow. It's the sides of the
mountain that sustain life, not the top. —Robert Pirsig
The greatest lapses in concentration come when we allow our minds to project what is
about to happen or to dwell on what has already happened. How easily the mind absorbs
itself in the world of what-ifs. "What if I lose this point?" it thinks; "then I'll be behind 5–3 on
his serve. If I don't break his serve, then I'll have lost the first set and probably the match. I
wonder what Martha will say when she hears I lost to George." At this point, it is not
uncommon for the mind to lapse into a little fantasy about Martha's reaction to hearing the
news that you have lost to George. Meanwhile, back in the now, the score is still 3–4, 30–
40, and you are barely aware that you are on the court; conscious energy you need to
perform at your peak in the now has been leaking into an imagined future. —Timothy
Gallway
You must live in the present, launch yourself on every wave, find your eternity in each
moment. Fools stand on their island opportunities and look toward another land. There is no
other land, there is no other life but this. —Henry David Thoreau
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The point of the journey is not to arrive. —Neil Peart
Let him who would enjoy a good future waste none of his present. —Roger Babson
Finish each day and be done with it. You have done what you could do; some blunders and
absurdities have crept in; forget them as soon as you can. Tomorrow is a new day; you shall
begin it serenely and with too high a spirit to be encumbered with your old nonsense. —
Ralph Waldo Emerson
Only the day dawns to which we are awake. —Thoreau
The quality of each of our present moments is inversely proportional to our need and hurry
to get to a future one. —Olpin
When you come to the bridge, cross it … but not sooner. —Olpin
You can observe a lot by watching. —Yogi Berra
A coward dies a thousand deaths, a hero dies but one. —Shakespeare
All that is important is this one moment … Make the moment vital and worth living. Do not
let it slip away. —Martha Graham – Mother of Modern Dance
Do one thing at a time and live in that moment. And when the next thing comes, go to the
next moment and do that thing next. —Buddha
Two monks were walking through the woods when they came upon a woman standing by a
stream. "Please Sir, would you kindly help me across the stream?” she asked. One monk
silently nodded his head, hoisted the woman upon his back, and walked across the stream
with her. She bowed, thanked him, and walked on. The two monks watched her walk out of
sight and then continued on their journey. Many miles and hours later the monk who had
not carried the woman said, "I've been thinking, how could you have touched that woman?
You know our order frowns upon touching women." The other monk smiled and said, "Oh,
you mean that woman way back there? I put her down a long time ago. Why are you still
carrying her?" —Zen proverb
I’m an old man and I have known a great many troubles, but most of them never happened.
—Mark Twain
Life can be found only in the present moment. The past is gone, the future is not yet here,
and if we do not go back to ourselves in the present moment, we cannot be in touch with
life. —Thich Nhat Hanh
Forever is composed of nows. —Emily Dickinson
With the past, I have nothing to do; nor with the future. I live now. —Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Mindfulness happens when you focus on here and now without any opinion or judgment.
You simply notice what is happening and what you are experiencing, both internally and
externally, without thinking much about it—just experiencing and noticing. Mindfulness is
being completely absorbed in the here and now; your attention is completely on the task at
hand.
When you live more mindfully you simply notice things as they are. You don’t think about
what if’s and if only’s. You simply look, watch and listen without analyzing or judging. Living
mindfully allows you to see the present moment and experience it fully. –Olpin
It's not what if, it's what now. —Author Unknown
Having spent the better part of my life trying either to relive the past or experience the future
before it arrives, I have come to believe that in between these two extremes is peace. —
Author Unknown
You can clutch the past so tightly to your chest that it leaves your arms too full to embrace
the present. —Jan Glidewell
If you have one eye on yesterday, and one eye on tomorrow, you're going to be cockeyed
today. —Author Unknown
Nothing is worth more than this day. —Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
The living moment is everything. —D.H. Lawrence
Rejoice in the things that are present; all else is beyond thee. —Montaigne
Nothing ever gets anywhere. The earth keeps turning round and gets nowhere. The moment
is the only thing that counts. —Jean Cocteau
Yesterday is history. Tomorrow is a mystery. And today? Today is a gift. That's why we call it
the present. —Babatunde Olatunji
I have realized that the past and future are real illusions, that they exist in the present,
which is what there is and all there is. —Alan Watts

Practicing Mindfulness
What follows are several activities that will help you work your mindfulness muscle and make it
strong. I suggest that you try each one of them just as they are described. Stay focused, as you
do. You’ll be amazed at how different you feel, as you do them.

Mindfulness Activity 3 – Being Fully Mindful
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Background
Psychologists tell us that we normally take in as little as 1% of all of the stimuli that are
available to us in any given moment. The primary reason for this is because we simply aren't
paying attention. Our thoughts are constantly on other things, other places, the future, the
past, people and situations that aren't with us, right here, right now. Many of those thoughts
involve ideas of worry, fear, judgment, guilt, anger, and a whole host of other threat-filled
thoughts.
These are the thoughts that initiate the stress response.

Focusing on the present moment has a profound impact on stress. When you observe what
is, in a non-judgmental way, your mind does NOT focus on all the stressful thoughts.
(Remember, you can only focus on one thing at a time.) As a natural result, you become
profoundly peaceful and calm.
This activity helps you tune in to the other 99% of the stimuli that your senses may not be
processing.
Materials needed
This can be done anywhere. You will need a pen and some paper.
Directions
During this activity, go somewhere completely by yourself. It doesn’t matter where you go to
do this. You can do this activity virtually anywhere, but somewhere outdoors may be more
appealing. However, wherever you go, do NOT talk to anyone during this assignment.
No speaking allowed!

•
•
•
•
•
•

For about an hour, do nothing but observe. (Yes, that sounds like a long time, but
you’ll be very surprised to discover how quickly time flies when you do this.)
Begin each moment with these words, "I am noticing ..." And then finish the sentence
with whatever your senses bring to your awareness.
Don’t look for anything—just look and simply observe.
Use all of your senses to experience mindfully what has always been here and now,
but you may have missed because your thoughts were focused on some other time
and somewhere else.
If you find yourself getting bored or resisting the process, just begin again by stopping
the mind-chatter, looking and noticing what shows up through your senses, and then
continue.
Remind yourself that you have set aside this time for this assignment. There is
nothing else you can do about anything else during this time so don’t be distracted
by those thoughts. Focus on what is here and now.
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Reflect
After you are done, spend some time summarizing your experience by answering the
following questions:
•

What setting did you select for your mindfulness activity? Why?

•

What were some of the main things that you observed, especially those things you
wouldn’t normally notice?

•

What did you notice about your thoughts?

•

What did you notice about your feelings?

•

What did you notice about your stress levels as you immersed yourself fully in your
experience?

•

What insights did you gain about yourself and about mindfulness as you were practicing
being mindful?

An Additional Thought on Mindfulness Meditation by Jon KabatZinn
When most people hear the word meditation, they often think of transcendental meditation
or similar practices used to evoke the relaxation response. In these approaches you focus
attention on one thing, usually the sensation of breath leaving and entering your body or a
mantra (a special sound or phrase you repeat silently to yourself). Anything else that comes
into your mind during meditation is seen as a distraction to be disregarded. These practices
can give rise to very deep states of calmness and stability of attention. They are known as
MICHAEL OLPIN PHD

39

Mastering Stress Workbook 4 – MINDFULNESS: The Master Stress Management Tool_____________

the concentration, or "one-pointed," type of meditation—what Buddhists call shamatha or
samadhi practices.
Mindfulness is the other major classification of meditation practices, known as vipassana,
or insight meditation. In the practice of mindfulness, you begin by utilizing one-pointed
attention to cultivate calmness and stability, but then you move beyond that by introducing a
wider scope to the observing, as well as an element of inquiry. When thoughts or feelings
come up in your mind, you don't ignore them or suppress them, nor do you analyze or judge
their content. Rather, you simply note any thoughts as they occur as best you can and
observe them intentionally but nonjudgmentally, moment by moment, as the events in the
field of your awareness.
Paradoxically, this inclusive noting of thoughts that come and go in your mind can lead you
to feel less caught up in them and give you a deeper perspective on your reaction to
everyday stress and pressures. By observing your thoughts and emotions as if you had
taken a step back from them, you can see much more clearly what is actually on your mind.
You can see your thoughts arise and recede one after another. You can note the content of
your thoughts, the feelings associated with them, and your reactions to them. You might
become aware of agendas, attachments, likes and dislikes, and inaccuracies in your ideas.
You can gain insight into what drives you, how you see the world, who you think you are-insight into your fears and aspirations.
The key to mindfulness is not so much what you choose to focus on but the quality of the
awareness that you bring to each moment. It is very important that it be nonjudgmental-more of a silent witnessing, a dispassionate observing, than a running commentary on your
inner experience. Observing without judging, moment by moment, helps you see what is on
your mind without editing or censoring it, without intellectualizing it or getting lost in your
own incessant thinking.
It is this investigative, discerning observation of whatever comes up in the present moment
that is the hallmark of mindfulness and differentiates it most from other forms of
meditation. The goal of mindfulness is for you to be more aware, more in touch with life and
with whatever is happening in your own body and mind at the time it is happening--that is, in
the present moment. If you are experiencing a distressing thought or feeling or actual
physical pain in any moment, you resist the impulse to try to escape the unpleasantness;
instead, you attempt to see it clearly as it is and accept it because it is already present in
this moment.
Acceptance, of course, does not mean passivity or resignation. On the contrary, by fully
accepting what each moment offers, you open yourself to experiencing life much more
completely and make it more likely that you will be able to respond effectively to any
situation that presents itself. Acceptance offers a way to navigate life's ups and downs--what
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Zorba the Greek called "the full catastrophe"--with grace, a sense of humor, and perhaps
some understanding of the big picture, what I like to think of as wisdom.
One way to envision how mindfulness works is to think of the mind as the surface of a lake
or ocean. There are always waves, sometimes big, sometimes small. Many people think the
goal of meditation is to stop the waves so that the water will be flat, peaceful, and tranquil-but that is not so. The true spirit of mindfulness practice is illustrated by a poster someone
once described to me of a 70-ish yogi, Swami Satchidananda, in full white beard and flowing
robes, atop a surfboard and riding the waves off a Hawaiian beach. The caption read: "You
can't stop the waves, but you can learn to surf." —Mind/Body Medicine, 1993 by Jon KabatZinn

Activity 4—Meditative Exercise: Internal Mindfulness—Thought Watching

Background
This activity allows you to experience mindful meditation, which can be profoundly relaxing and
very insightful.
Here are a few things to consider as you practice thought-watching:

•

You aren’t your thoughts; you are the one having the thoughts.

•

It is your distracting mind chatter that prevents a clear channel to intuition.

•

When you do this on your own, have a notebook by your side because intuition
(inspiration) happens in the spaces between thoughts.

•

Eugene Pascal wrote, "All of man’s troubles stem from his inability to sit quietly in a
room alone."

To enjoy deep mindfulness and experience profound quietness of mind, you can learn to be still
and "sit quietly in a room alone." Only in the stillness can you hear your intuition. This type of
meditation is a powerful way to become still.
Materials needed
You will need to find a quiet room with dim lighting and a comfortable chair to sit on; a
notebook and pen to write down thoughts and insights.
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Directions
Close your eyes and sit quietly in your chair. As you do this, go inside your mind and simply
watch your thoughts as they come and go. Be present with the thoughts, allowing them to enter
and leave. Just observe. If your mind wanders or gets caught up in your thoughts, simply bring
your awareness back to being an observer of all of your mental chatter, as it occurs to you to do
so.
The important thing to keep in mind, as you do this, is do not get frustrated with the process,
and don’t try too hard to make it happen. Simply step into the observer role and watch what
develops.
After about 10 minutes of this practice, slowly return to eyes open and fully alert.
Reflect

Answer these questions as you reflect on your experience of mindful meditation:
•

What did you notice as you practiced mindful meditation?

•

Did your thoughts become quieter, or did it feel like the noise increased?

•

Did you have any insights or interesting ideas that “popped” into your mind while you
meditated?

•

Regarding your stress levels, how did you feel while you meditated?

•

Regarding your stress levels, how did you feel when you were done meditating?
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Activity 5—Mindful Hearing and Touch
Background
The purpose of this activity is to allow you to experience mindfulness primarily through the
senses of hearing and touch. When you lose your sense of sight, your other senses work harder
to bring the environment to you. When you mindfully focus on your other senses, stress turns
off and other, more pleasant emotions take its place.
Materials Needed
You will need a blindfold and an open area where there are a variety of obstacles, such as a
children’s playground. You will need to have a good friend with you who can make sure you stay
safe during this activity.
Duration of Activity
At least 25–30 minutes, or as long as you would like to do it.
Directions
Once you have found an ideal place with lots of safe obstacles, put on your blindfold. It is a good
idea to have someone you trust watch you as you do this to make sure you stay safe but refrain
from communicating with your friend while you do this activity. In this safe place, you do
nothing but walk around and touch and hear everything you can.
Spend 30 minutes getting totally involved with the experience. Focus on discovery. Pretend you
are a curious blind child exploring some interesting place for the first time.
Reflect
Once you are finished and have had some time to think about your experience, consider the
following and answer these questions:
•

What was the primary focus of your thoughts as you were moving through each
moment, observing without your eyesight?
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•

Did you notice a lot of future/past thinking or were your thoughts more focused on
the present moment?

•

Did you feel interested and curious, or resistant and anxious?

•

What did you notice about your other senses? Did they come alive more than usual?

•

How grateful did you become for being able to see, once you were done?

•

Did you feel more or less stressed while doing the activity?

•

Did you feel more or less stressed after you finished the activity?
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