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Evolving Mindfulness: From the Rise of 

McMindfulness to Restoring Wisdom 
 
By Tony V. Zampella 

 

 

ABSTRACT:  

This four-part blog series examines the evolution of Mindfulness into the American 
mainstream.  

Part 1 explores the secular version of mindfulness in the US with the rise of 
McMindfulness. 

Part 2 examines different critiques of McMindfulness and secular mindfulness. 

Parts 3 and 4 explore the core Dharma teachings and how we might integrate them 
into a more holistic view and practice of mindfulness. 

 
 

NOTE: To support the learning in this four-part blog series, we’ve created a page of terms, 
citations, and resources.  

Additionally, items in this document followed by a number (1) or letter (a) can be found on the 
Reference Page at the end of the document. Items with a superscript1 can be found on 
the Endnotes Page, also at the end of the document. All underlined items are hyperlinked to 
their sources.  

 

https://www.bhavanalearning.com/mindfulness-blog-resources/
https://www.bhavanalearning.com/mindfulness-blog-resources/
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Evolving Mindfulness, Part 1: The Rise of McMindfulness 

Mindfulness has become the elixir for all that ails us. Stress, performance, focus, 
anxiety—mindfulness is the remedy. However, recently, some have deemed 
mindfulness as damaging, unsettling, and even narcissistic. Yet these benefits and 
flaws are often taken out of context.  

So, then, how should we view mindfulness? Is it religious, secular, spiritual, 
materialistic, Eastern, psychological, just a technique, or something else?  

Our Inquiry into “American Mindfulness” 

First popularized in America about five decades ago, meditation and mindfulness can 
evoke numerous views. As a Buddhist and experienced practitioner, teacher, and 
student, I will explore the evolution of “American mindfulness” in this four-part blog 
series. (I also offer my personal journey.)  

Part 1 explores the secular version of mindfulness in the US with the rise of 
McMindfulness.  

Part 2 examines different critiques of McMindfulness and secular mindfulness.  

Parts 3 and 4 explore the core Dharma teachings (see the meaning of dharma) and how 
we might integrate them into a more holistic view and practice of mindfulness.  

An American History 

The history of mindfulness in America has three main sets of supporters.  

In 1976, Joseph Goldstein, Jack Kornfield, and Sharon Salzburg founded the Insight 
Meditation Center. This retreat center emulated their experiences of living the dharma 
and practicing Buddhism in South Asia, where they studied. 

The second champion of mindfulness was the Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh. By the 
mid-1970s, he was promoting mindfulness and meditation before he published the 
Miracle of Mindfulness. See this tribute honoring this work by Thich Nhat Hanh. 

In 1979, inspired by attending Buddhist insight meditation retreats, Jon Kabat-Zinn (4) 
promoted mindfulness as a secular and scientific practice. Starting a stress reduction 
center at the University of Massachusetts Medical School, he created an eight-week 
Mindfulness-Based Stress-Reduction (MBSR) course. 

These efforts honored a more traditional view of mindfulness, exemplified in the 
following quotes. In his book on the topic of the Satipatthana Sutta (the establishment of 
mindfulness), Thich Nhat Hanh1 offer the following definition of mindfulness: 

To practice meditation is to look deeply in order to see into the essence of things. 
With insight and understanding, we can realize liberation, peace, and joy. Our 
anger, anxiety, and fear are the ropes that bind us to suffering. If we want to be 
liberated from them, we need to observe their nature ... 

Observing “the essence of things” is a process of studying and practicing mindfulness 
during and after meditation. Author and dharma teacher Joseph Goldstein (2), whose 
book Mindfulness: A Practical Guide to Awakening is based on the Satipatthana Sutta, 

https://www.bhavanalearning.com/my-journey-to-mindfulness/
https://www.bhavanalearning.com/mindfulness-blog-resources/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Goldstein_(writer)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jack_Kornfield
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sharon_Salzberg
https://www.bhavanalearning.com/wp-content/uploads/washingtonpost.com-Opinion-How-Thich-Nhat-Hanh-taught-the-West-about-mindfulness.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jon_Kabat-Zinn
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mindfulness-based_stress_reduction
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1888375620?psc=1&ref=ppx_yo2ov_dt_b_product_details
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/nyanasatta/wheel019.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Th%C3%ADch_Nh%E1%BA%A5t_H%E1%BA%A1nh
https://www.amazon.com/Mindfulness-Practical-Awakening-Joseph-Goldstein/dp/162203063X/ref=tmm_hrd_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=1661783605&sr=1-1
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describes that process of observation slightly differently, with an emphasis on present 
moment awareness: 

The most common understanding of mindfulness is a present-moment 
awareness, presence of mind, and wakefulness. ... Whenever we’re lost or 
confused about what to do, we can simply come back to the present moment 
experience. 

This blog series explores how the Buddhist wisdom traditions, so often omitted in 
contemporary mindfulness, can bring these two definitions together.   

Compassionate Mindfulness Becomes a Brand 

To accommodate the health profession and mainstream society, Kabat-Zinn 
downplayed and separated mindfulness from its Buddhist cultural or scriptural context 
while attempting to honor its wisdom, as noted in his definition. 

Kabat-Zinn (4) defines Mindfulness as “awareness that arises through paying 
attention, on purpose, in the present moment, non-judgmentally, [a]nd then I 
sometimes add, in the service of self-understanding and wisdom.” 

Kabat-Zinn’s nuanced blend focused on the attentional aspects of mindfulness to 
cultivate compassion. He began with a body scan to tune into bodily sensations, note 
one’s thoughts, and label feelings for better emotional regulation. His attempt to bridge 
these two worlds, however, got lost in translation as teachers routinely simplified the 
wisdom to a technique to “reduce stress.” 

Science, Secularism, and Commercialism 

Studies on mindfulness have repeatedly shown a reduction in stress, a slowing of our 
reactive self, better emotional regulation, and improved overall presence.  

This research shows mindfulness training can alleviate stress on the job, 
empowering employees with the right tools to succeed better at tackling 
responsibilities and communicating effectively to boost productivity.  

Ironically, Jon Kabat-Zinn’s compassionate approach gave rise to mindfulness as a 
performance drug, showing that managers who meditate daily are more likely to 
make smarter financial decisions. Other benefits include the following: 

• Decrease anxiety or stress 

• Lower blood pressure 

• Improve positive emotions 

• Lessen intense pain 

• Enhance immune function 

• Improve heart function 

• Heighten intelligence 

• Reduce loss of brain cells due to 
aging 

• Ability to find peace and happiness 

• Increase focus and performance 

• Help stave off dementia and 
Alzheimer’s 

• Improve digestion 

• Ease chronic pain 

• Improve learning and memory 

• And even raise GRE scores  

https://www.mindful.org/jon-kabat-zinn-defining-mindfulness/
http://www.apa.org/monitor/2012/07-08/ce-corner.aspx
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbeshumanresourcescouncil/2022/05/31/heres-why-mindfulness-training-can-boost-an-employees-productivity/?sh=3e3389283783
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Two large benefits—reducing stress and increasing attention for greater focus—have 
been used to brand mindfulness.  

American (Mc)Mindfulness 

Regrettably, the scientifically secularized mindfulness method arising out of American 
capitalism strips out the core wisdom of the practice, a point emphasized in a 2019 
Guardian article, How capitalism captured the mindfulness industry: 

Instead of letting go of the ego, McMindfulness promotes self-aggrandizement; 
its therapeutic function is to comfort, numb, adjust and accommodate the self 
within a neoliberal, corporatized, militarized, individualistic society based on 
private gain. 

I addressed this materialistic mindfulness in a 2018 blog.  

Bluntly, over the past three decades, American Mindfulness has appropriated, exploited, 
and reduced a time-honored, wisdom-based practice into a branded commodity. Our 
capitalistic system promoted McMindfulness via digital apps and workshops while 
simplifying and condensing teacher training, with unfortunate side effects, as noted in 
this article on the meditation app Headspace that scaled so fast that it stressed out its own 
employees. 

This trend isn’t new; it follows the cultural appropriation of yoga from a spiritual wisdom 
practice into a fashionable fitness routine to improve looks and status.  

Rejecting Wisdom  

The term McMindfulness was first used by Buddhist psychotherapist and meditation 

teacher Miles Neale (a) in a 2011 blog, On McMindfulness and Frozen Yoga: 
Rediscovering the Essential Teachings of Ethics and Wisdom. Neale characterized 
Americans as follows: 

Notorious for extrapolating what they idealize, plucking the desirable from foreign 
cultures and simply disregarding the rest. …[and] prone to seeking quick fixes … 
lacking the patience and long-term commitment needed for lasting change. Are 

https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2019/apr/16/how-capitalism-captured-the-mindfulness-industry
https://www.bhavanalearning.com/mindfulness-minus-wisdom/
https://positivepsychology.com/mindfulness-apps/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-07-01/meditation-app-headspace-relieved-stress-for-everyone-but-its-own-employees-say-former-staff
https://dailyillini.com/life_and_culture-stories/2021/10/12/yoga-practice-raises-questions-of-cultural-appropriation/
https://insighttimer.com/blog/mcmindfulness-frozen-yoga-miles-neale/
https://insighttimer.com/blog/mcmindfulness-frozen-yoga-miles-neale/
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the yoga boom and mindfulness fad yet other instances of these Americentric 
inclinations? 

Neale’s general point deserves reflection. Beyond mere techniques for quick self-help, 
mindfulness involves wisdom.  

The gradual process of cultivating wisdom involves increasing awareness by practicing 
and studying traditions, applying knowledge, and discerning experience to recognize 
insights. This process requires discipline, patience, and practice.  

McMindfulness manages our symptoms, which  
works just fine to obscure the causes while enabling 

exploiters to profit from our confusion 

Mindfulness is more similar to an artistic process than a performance goal, as 
expressed 50 years ago by meditation master Chogyam Trungpa (15): 

The artistic and meditative traditions of the East have always been very orthodox 
and conservative ... In the West, particularly in the 20th century, people do not 
always want to go through such thorough training. But that approach is very 
chancy. The problem with the quick training approach is that it is marked by 
impatience and aggression. … Such an approach to art does not work.  

Mindfulness taps into our innate wisdom. We recognize and dissolve craving, egotism, 
and aggression through increased awareness while cultivating clarity, patience, and 
compassion. 

McMindfulness, however, seeks a quick calm that undermines the patience and 
perception that can dissolve cravings and aggression. It rejects the very wisdom that is 
core to mindfulness. 

Scaling Shortcuts and Self-Help 

The term McMindfulness was born out of the concept of McDonaldization coined 
by sociologist George Ritzer. In his 1993 book, The McDonaldization of Society, Ritzer 
identifies when a society adopts the characteristics of a fast-food restaurant: this 
includes the homogenization of cultures because of globalization and scaling, which 
reduces nutritional value or quality. 

In their original 2013 blog post, Beyond Mindfulness, Ron Purser and David Loy 
admonish this denaturing trend:  

Rather than applying mindfulness as a means to awaken individuals and 
organizations from the unwholesome roots of greed, ill will, and delusion, it is 
usually being refashioned into a banal, therapeutic, self-help technique that can 
actually reinforce those roots. 

Since its introduction to America, meditation and mindfulness have been secularized for 
various reasons. In Part 2, I examine this trend, as noted in Purser’s 2019 book, 
McMindfulness: How Mindfulness Became the New Capitalist Spirituality.  

https://www.amazon.com/Path-Individual-Liberation-Profound-Treasury/dp/1611801044/ref=sr_1_1?crid=34T9VD1XL3LVJ&keywords=Trungpa%2C+path+of+liberation&qid=1661784050&s=books&sprefix=trungpa%2C+path+of+liberation%2Cstripbooks%2C128&sr=1-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sociologist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Ritzer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_McDonaldization_of_Society
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/beyond-mcmindfulness_b_3519289
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Separated from its ethos, or “nature,” various forms of McMindfulness:  

• Advocate for self-help shortcuts without investigating the underlying afflictions.  

• Hyperfocus on a separate, solid, singular self that can promote narcissism or 
lead to nihilism.  

• Promote misperceptions, such as “detaching” from life rather than fully 
experiencing it or throwing out all cares and “living for the moment.”  

• Bypass pain rather than being fully conscious of pain and letting go of it 
gradually, as a way to develop compassion. 

If people consume products without ever moving beyond the need for consumption, 
McMindfulness offers a materialistic practice—and justification—for not changing. 
This is the very antithesis of the traditional ethos that grounds mindfulness practices. 

 

  

Caption: This seminar ad exemplifies the promotion McMindfulness as opposed to more traditional efforts.  
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Pill or Practice  

But isn’t McMindfulness better than nothing? Does McMindfulness do more harm than 
no McMindfulness? 

A newly minted meditation barbie in a half-lotus posture has surfaced the impact of 
these questions. Perhaps, a “dolly lama” Barbie “will make people more curious about 
mindfulness,” claims its inventor. The notion here is that the “focus on breathing is a 
way to get in touch with your emotions” and take better care of themselves.2  

But what happens when we access uncomfortable emotions, anxiety or confusion?  

Is mindfulness a pill I take to relieve pain or a practice I embody with traditions, study, 
training, and wisdom?  

Popularizing mindfulness might be good in the right, authentic context. But Neale details 
the following:  

Our American culture is fascinated by quick fixes, glamorous fads and celebrity 
teachers: yoga and mindfulness are no exception to this trend. What’s next? 
Drive-through yoga? Meditation on demand? We are experiencing a feeding 
frenzy of spiritual practices that provide immediate nutrition but no long-term 
sustenance. 

So then, what is Barbie selling? Is she selling a technique (pill) to rid stress or a 
ritualized practice—like playing the piano—that gradually develops our mind, habit, and 
skill to become an artist? 

Beyond Managing Symptoms 

In sum, McMindfulness keeps us ignorant of our individualism and consumer-oriented 
socialization.  

Practicing mindfulness with the Buddhist ethics and wisdom leads us to investigate the 
causes of any excess craving.  This would undoubtedly confront American 
consumerism and systems of capitalism, education, entertainment, and so forth. 

If Americans became just 10% more aware of their consumption and clinging, would our 
GDP plummet? After all, consumer spending comprises 70% of GDP.  

McMindfulness manages our symptoms, which works just fine to obscure the causes 
while enabling exploiters to profit from our confusion. 

In Part 2 of this blog, I unpack the different critiques and effects of American 
McMindfulness and its slow demise of wisdom.  

 

NOTE: To support the learning in this four-part blog series, we’ve created a page of terms, 
citations, and resources.  

Additionally, items in this document followed by a number (1) or letter (a) can be found on the 
Reference Page at the end of the document. Items with a superscript1 can be found on 
the Endnotes Page, also at the end of the document. All underlined items are hyperlinked to 
their sources. 

https://archive.ph/31f7i#selection-575.0-575.45
https://www.thebalance.com/components-of-gdp-explanation-formula-and-chart-3306015#:~:text=Consumer%20spending%20comprises%2070%25%20of,components%20of%20the%20U.S.%20economy.
https://www.bhavanalearning.com/mindfulness-blog-resources/
https://www.bhavanalearning.com/mindfulness-blog-resources/
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Evolving Mindfulness, Part 2: The Demise of Wisdom 
What is the cost of discarding the ethics and wisdom from mindfulness? Is there a way 
to restore the wisdom for lay practitioners or non-Buddhists?  

In Part 1 of this blog, I discussed the rise of McMindfulness that emerged from secular 
mindfulness techniques, which flourished in the wake of the Mindfulness-Based Stress-
Reduction (MBSR) method launched by Jon Kabat-Zinn (4) in 1979.  

Ironically, Jon Kabat-Zinn’s compassionate approach gave rise to McMindfulness. 
Much of this involves our American appetite for consuming, reducing, and, thus, 
simplifying wisdom. I explore this dynamic in Parts 3 and 4 of this series as I set out 
to recover much of what we’ve lost.   

In sum, McMindfulness denatures meditation from its core, from the wisdom, ethics, and 
mental discipline found in the Noble Eightfold Path.  

In this blog, I will examine the different critiques of McMindfulness.  

A Menu of (Mc)Mindfulness 

McMindfulness has inspired different views and critiques.  

NOTE: Buddhism is quite complex, with various lineages, schools, and doctrines, so 
this is not a review of Buddhism. Rather, I will review different critiques of mindfulness 
as commonly practiced in America. When I speak of Buddhist or Eastern wisdom, I 
center it on specific teachings, practices, or concepts highlighted in Parts 3 and 4.  

Pathway to the West 

To contextualize these critiques, I offer some thoughts from Bhikkhu Bodhi (born Jeffrey 
Block).3 An American Theravada monk ordained in Sri Lanka and appointed the second 
president of the Buddhist Publication Society, Bodhi has edited and authored several 
publications grounded in the Theravada Buddhist tradition. 

In his piece, “The Transformation of Mindfulness,” Bodhi (g) addresses two shifts that 
shaped how mindfulness took its path in the West. 

The first shift involved “the ‘custodianship’ of the Dharma – the teaching authority – 
from the monastic Sangha to Western lay teachers.” 

Here, Bodhi recognized the “stultifying” effect the monastery might have on the 
teachings but also notes that “despite its faults, this tradition has ensured that all modes 
of Buddhist practice—whether scholarly, ritualistic, or contemplative—are imbued with 
veneration for the Three Jewels and rooted in a worldview based on the Buddha’s 
discourses.” 

He sees this shift in teaching authority as playing “a monumental role in the revamping 
of mindfulness and thus in extending it into new domains never found in the Buddhist 
traditions of Asia.” 

The second shift happened later and resulted from the first, as Bhikkhu Bodhi notes: 

Multiple factors, woven together into a complex tapestry, contributed to this 
development, including the American spirit of pragmatism, the declining influence 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mindfulness-based_stress_reduction
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mindfulness-based_stress_reduction
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jon_Kabat-Zinn
https://www.learnreligions.com/the-eightfold-path-450067
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theravada
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buddhist_Publication_Society
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theravada
https://www.academia.edu/34606920/The_Transformations_of_Mindfulness?email_work_card=view-paper
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of theistic religion, the triumph of the therapeutic, the human potential movement, 
the quest for authenticity, the reaction against technological impersonality, and 
crass American commercialism. 

A complete presentation of these issues is beyond the scope of this blog. I will focus on 
a few that persist today in the form of American Mindfulness or McMindfulness. 

1- Secular Critiques  

First-generation Buddhist practitioners celebrated “American Buddhism” as non-
hierarchical, gender-egalitarian, and free of the cultural and religious “baggage” of their 
Asian predecessors. Jettisoning this religious “baggage,” however, resulted in the 
emergence of McMindfulness.  

Engaged Buddhists David Loy and Ronald Purser responded to the effects of this trend 
with their 2013 blog, Beyond McMindfulness. Most of the critiques of American 
mindfulness involve its complicity with socioeconomic structural injustice or dismissing 
traditional ethics and wisdom.  

Examples include adopting mindfulness to train sharpshooters in the military to become 
more effective killers or using mindfulness to enhance the focus and create “productive 
workers” in unjust economic systems.  

Another critique involves the hyper-modern and scientific view of mindfulness by 
“experts,” who measure self-improvement benefits for busy professionals to keep them 
busy, focused, productive, and consuming.  

Psychologist and dharma teacher Malcom Huxter pointedly states, “The difference is 
that the contemporary definitions of mindfulness are ethically neutral. In stark contrast, 
Buddhist mindfulness is ethically wholesome, and an overt effort to live an ethical 
lifestyle is considered as an essential foundation for the practice.”  

Parts 3 and 4 will expand on the misunderstood notion of mindfulness as “non-
judgmental” or “neutral.” Indeed, when properly cultivated and developed via an 
integrated path, we can discern wholesome/skillful and healthy states of mind from 
those which are unwholesome and harmful to self and others (Bodhi, 2011).4 

These critiques argue that teaching mindfulness in these contemporary contexts 
conflicts with core Buddhist teachings of non-harm, right livelihood, and 
interdependence.  

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Engaged_Buddhism
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/beyond-mcmindfulness_b_3519289
https://insighttimer.com/blog/mindfulness-in-buddhism-secular-meditation/
https://www.learnreligions.com/right-livelihood-the-ethics-of-earning-a-living-450071
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2- Three “Emerging Turns” 

In her book, American Dharma: Buddhism Beyond Modernity, Associate Professor of 
Religion and Cultural Studies Ann Gleig (1) posits three emerging turns within American 
Buddhism: critical, contextual, and collective.  

The critical turn refers to a growing acknowledgment of the limitations within Buddhist 
communities. Although this view acknowledges the scientific and secularization of 
Buddhism, it encourages a discussion about the problems and pitfalls of these 
processes.  

Some focus on what has been lost by discarding the wider religious context of 
Buddhism and have called for restoring the neglected aspects of the dharma, such as 
ritual and community. 

The contextual turn refers to understanding how Buddhist practice is “shaped and 
limited by the specific social and cultural contexts in which it unfolds.”5 

Critics have discussed issues of power and privilege in American Buddhism, in which 
mindfulness has become commodified and assimilated into the context of global 
capitalism and neoliberalism. Ron Purser develops these ideas in his 2019 book, 
McMindfulness: How Mindfulness Became the New Capitalist Spirituality. 

The collective turn refers to individualism as the core of American meditation, here 
suggesting three paths. Issues include:  

1) advocating for building inclusive sanghas,  

2) developing relational forms of meditation practice such as external mindfulness, and  

3) advancing the concept of “collective awakening” while applying Buddhist principles 
and practices to the collective suffering caused by racism and capitalism.  

3- Confusing Research  

Some research claims that mindfulness is dangerous. Many of these claims muddle the 
term “mindfulness,” level of expertise, the experience of the researcher, or absence of 
Buddhist scholars or practitioners consulted.  

For example, a piece, Can Mindfulness Be Bad for Teens? in the magazine Psychology 
Today claims that “Mindfulness lessons have no positive impact on teens and 
sometimes increase teens’ depressive symptoms,” while acknowledging that many 
students did not engage with the process. “In fact, 80 percent admitted they had not 
done the ‘homework’ for the lessons.”  

The article focuses on a single technique of naming emotions, which is perhaps not the 
best approach to begin developing mindfulness for young people. The article fails to 
interview any Buddhist scholars working with children (or distinguishing gross and 
subtle body work).  

Another piece in the same magazine, One Flaw of Mindfulness Meditation, claims to 
“expose a subtle shortcoming of mindfulness meditation” as the focus on self. It frames 
mindfulness as “people focusing inward to their own body and mind, and in isolation, 
that can lead to low levels of focus on other people.”  

https://www.amazon.com/American-Dharma-Buddhism-Beyond-Modernity/dp/0300215800/ref=sr_1_fkmr1_1?crid=1MUHB4SMHNSG7&keywords=American+Dharma%3A+Buddhism+Beyond+Modernity+2019.&qid=1661919713&sprefix=american+dharma+buddhism+beyond+modernity+2019.%2Caps%2C118&sr=8-1-fkmr1
https://crcc.usc.edu/people/ann-gleig/
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/apr/15/neoliberalism-ideology-problem-george-monbiot
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/external-mindfulness_b_2459212
https://www.lionsroar.com/david-r-loy-a-collective-awakening-buddhist-reflections-on-copenhagen/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/domestic-intelligence/202208/can-mindfulness-be-bad-teens
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/social-instincts/202207/one-flaw-mindfulness-meditation
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Writer Arthur Brooks in the Atlantic Magazine responds to these critiques: “Mindfulness 
is not the same thing as navel-gazing. To be here now does not mean obsessing over 
yourself and your problems and disregarding others.”  

Conflicting Priorities  

Other secular studies of mindfulness include similar misperceptions, claiming how the 
practice can lead to anxiety, panic, confusion, depression, agitation, ongoing 
dissociation, hallucinations, tics, sweating, trembling, shivering, worsened interpersonal 
relations, psychotic breakdowns, and suicidal tendencies. 

These studies often misunderstand the fundamental relationship between suffering and 
liberation in mindfulness.  

Criticisms and misunderstandings of the practice may differ regarding the purpose and 
focus of mindfulness. This remains a concern, however: that meditation has been 
reduced to a therapeutic self-help tool. Pointedly, the goal of awakening and 
enlightenment has been replaced with emotional well-being.4  

Meditation master and teacher Mingyur Rinpoche (8), who leads the international 
Tergar Meditation Community, shares teachings here and here and his own 
experiences as he works with his pain: 

When I first began meditating, I was horrified to find myself experiencing more 
thoughts, feelings, and sensations than I had before I began practicing. It 
seemed that my mind was becoming more agitated rather than more peaceful. 
“Don’t worry,” my teachers told me. “Your mind isn’t getting worse. Actually, 
what’s happening is that you're simply becoming more aware of activity that has 
been going on all the time without your noticing it.”  

From a binary view, any emotional discomfort is seen as a problem, and the goal is 
simply to make problems go away rather than seeing them as part of the remedy. I will 
address this tension via spiritual bypassing in Part 3.  

A Different Psychology  

Unlike Western science, which catalogs and classifies the external world, Buddhist 
psychology functions as a science of consciousness or interior experiences.  

Mindfulness gives access to this interior world. We discover a mind full of untested 
interpretations, connections, emotional afflictions, and obscurations arising from 
identification with ideas, concepts of the self, or experiences.   

Untethered from the Dharma6 (Buddhist doctrine), secular mindfulness can leave us lost 
and unable to navigate our interior world.  

Any comprehensive investigation of mindfulness requires a baseline to define the 
scope, study, and ethical framework of the practice; examine the scope of training; and 
then making transparent the level of the researcher’s understanding.  

Such a context would distinguish between 

• Technique-based McMindfulness laden with individual expectations of self-help and 
“benefits,” such as decreased stress, greater focus, or productivity. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2022/05/how-to-practice-mindfulness/629906/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/anxiety
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/depression
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/suicide
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yongey_Mingyur_Rinpoche
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-VzeYD2VY5o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3yIw2sj0kYQ
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• Mindfulness practice to increase awareness of interdependence and impermanence 
that dissolves ego-clinging, aversion, and ignorance, supporting the full presence of 
our experiences. 

Becoming awakened or enlightened is distinct from sitting and breathing, just as 
becoming a runner is different from running.  

• To run, one buys a pair of running shoes, finds a place to run, and runs.  

• A runner is concerned with all the conditions that enable and sustain running as a 
healthy activity. The proper nutrition, supplements, sleep, and shoes; proper 
exercises, stretching, and routines; reading habits to gain knowledge on the skills, 
practices, and the impact of running on the body; measurement of heart rate, steps, 
pace, and overall time; different running scenarios; and a community of runners to 
practice with.  

“Mindfulness is not the same thing as navel-gazing. 

To be here now does not mean obsessing over yourself 

and your problems and disregarding others.” 
—Arthur Brooks, Atlantic Magazine 

Many critiques of mindfulness and American (Mc)Mindfulness lack any understanding of 
the wisdom and ethics set in the Dharma.  

Ann Gleig shares one of the main critiques of secular mindfulness: “that the Pali Canon 
distinguishes between ‘Right Mindfulness’ (Samma sati) and ‘wrong mindfulness’ 
(miccha sati), and that the former is always inextricably linked to the whole of the noble 
eightfold path, particularly ethics and liberation.” 

A Way Forward 

Resolving some of these fissures begins with a deeper understanding of the core 
dharma teachings that are inextricably linked to mindfulness.  

We must honor and appreciate, rather than exploit and appropriate, the origins of 
mindfulness. We need to choose mindfulness as a path to awakening consciousness—
even collective awakening—rather than as a therapeutic self-help tool that obsesses 
over individual needs. 

Transcending individualistic attitudes is a knottier proposition. To unpack conditioning 
that reifies dualistic perceptions, we must recognize the equal and interdependent 
standing between biology, culture, and first-person experiences – even spiritual ones.7 

To begin developing an interdependent awareness of self and reality, Part 3 of this blog 
recovers the ethics of mindfulness as the foundation for awakening.  

Finally, scholar Andrew Olendzki (d) expresses a common view of ethics-based 
mindfulness practitioners in What Mindfulness Is (Not): “The essence of meditation 
practice is to let go of all your expectations about meditation.” 

http://www.andrewolendzki.org/about.html
https://www.lionsroar.com/what-mindfulness-is-not/
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Evolving Mindfulness, Part 3: The Truth of Suffering  
Once we move beyond McMindfulness, as discussed in Parts 1 and 2 of this blog 
series, we can explore the nature of mindfulness from its core teachings.  

In this part, I develop a pedagogy as a foundation for awakening. I’ve selected the most 
relevant core teachings, topics, and resources of mindfulness from the Dharma to 
represent the “ground of mindfulness.”  

The Ground: Truth, Suffering, and Liberation  

The ground of mindfulness is awareness of truth in each moment. By contemplating 
truth, we recognize its liberating nature. Whether scientific, historical, or personal, truth 
satisfies us when revealed, even if it might initially be uncomfortable.  

As stated by Sōtō Zen priest Dainin Katagiri, “As human beings, we are currently 
present in the truth, but we are doomed not to know the truth exactly.” 

Bypassing Discomfort  

We focus on the truth of suffering because it also holds the remedy. Exploring suffering 
requires examining how our ego-clinging mind can and will sidestep that truth. With 
grounded practice, the Dharma teaches us to investigate the clinging nature of 
attachments (to objects or ego) or identification (with experiences). Both are developed 
below.  

The danger of secular mindfulness and McMindfulness is that it obscures the causes of 
suffering (see Part 1). We escape, rather than confront, the true nature of our suffering.  

In his book, Toward a Psychology of Awakening, Buddhist teacher and psychotherapist 
John Welwood (16) introduces the concept of spiritual bypassing as a “tendency to use 
spiritual ideas and practices to sidestep or avoid facing unresolved emotional issues, 
psychological wounds, and unfinished developmental tasks.” In an interview with 
Wellwood, he states the following: 

When we are spiritually bypassing, we often use the goal of awakening or 
liberation to … rise above the raw and messy side of our humanness before we 
have fully faced and made peace with it. 

When we begin mindfulness, pain, suffering, and discomfort will surface. That is the 
point, not the problem, as stated by Atlantic writer Arthur Brooks in “Mindfulness Hurts. 
That’s Why It Works.” Brooks writes, “Facing the painful parts of life head-on is the only 
way to feel at home with yourself.” 

Still, rather than address the truth, some focus solely on the circumstances or on others 
as the sole source of suffering without also looking inward. Many others use Buddhist 
teachings such as impermanence, karma, and compassion to avoid rather than confront 
pain.  

People may avoid issues by claiming that “it will pass,” “that’s karma,” or invoke 
compassion to avoid their own discomfort, hence, enabling rather than feeling pain.  

https://www.amazon.com/Toward-Psychology-Awakening-Psychotherapy-Transformation/dp/1570628238/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1YYPGME040CI&keywords=toward+a+psychology+of+awakening+john+welwood&qid=1662303011&sprefix=Toward+a+Psychology+of+Awakening%2Caps%2C200&sr=8-1
http://www.johnwelwood.com/articles/TRIC_interview_uncut.pdf
http://www.johnwelwood.com/articles/TRIC_interview_uncut.pdf
https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2022/05/how-to-practice-mindfulness/629906/
https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2022/05/how-to-practice-mindfulness/629906/
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Tibetan Buddhist nun Pema Chödrön calls this form of compassion “idiot compassion”: 
Instead of offering a friend medicine, bitter though it may be when ingested, you feed them 
more poison—and you don’t take away the cause of the pain.  

The Four Noble Truths 

Buddhist philosophy begins with the Four Noble Truths:  

1. The truth of suffering: there is dukkha (Pali for un-satisfactoriness or suffering), 

2. The truth of the cause of suffering; dukkha has root causes (greed, ignorance, and 
hatred), 

3. The truth of the end of suffering, or freedom from dukkha, and 

4. The truth of a path leading to freedom from suffering is the Eightfold Path. 

 

1- The Truth of Suffering  

This truth acknowledges a fundamental aspect of the human experience. 

The Buddhist idea of suffering (dukkha) includes the entire range of human 
dissatisfaction and anguish beyond the clinical disorders described by psychiatry.  

Buddhism mostly refers to the emotional or mental aspects of suffering rather than 
physical suffering, per se. The feeling of suffering here is more like a general 
dissatisfaction, akin to feeling off-kilter. Ever drive a car with a wheel out of alignment? 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pema_Ch%C3%B6dr%C3%B6n
https://bigthink.com/articles/idiot-compassion-and-mindfulness/
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Notice the extra effort required just to keep the car in your lane? This extra exertion 
feels uneasy, restless, and even stressful. This is dukkha.  

Meditation master Chogyam Trungpa8 reminds us of this paradox, ”at the same time, 
because of the clarity of mind, the pain itself becomes more pronounced — not because 
the pain is more, but because the confusion is less. 

Mindfulness supports remembering this state as part of our common humanity. All 
beings share the desire to be happy while experiencing hopes, fears, anxieties, and 
confusion. We all want to relieve our dissatisfaction.  

These “truths” show us the way.  

2- The Truth of the Origin of Suffering  

Dukkha also refers to that which is temporary, conditional, and (inter)dependent on 
other causes and conditions. Even something precious and enjoyable is dukkha 
because it will end.  

Chögyam Trungpa (15) reminds us that “the practice of meditation is not designed to 
develop pleasure, but to understand the truth of suffering…” The general cause or truth 
of suffering is greed or desire. From the Dharma, the word “tanha” more accurately 
translates as “thirst” or “craving.”  

There are three types of dukkha:  

• The suffering of suffering (dukkha-dukkha) refers to the physical and emotional 
discomfort and pain all humans experience in their lives. 

• The suffering of change (viparinama-dukkha) refers to suffering that arises from 
an inability to accept change. People cling to pleasurable experiences and feel 
sad when these moments pass. They cannot accept the truth of impermanence. 

• The suffering of existence (sankhara-dukkha) is best described as a 
background of suffering caused by judgments, thoughts, and anxiety simply by 
things not being how we want them to be rather than how they exist. 

Finally, continued dukkha is called Samsara, or a cycle of suffering. In general, this 
unsatisfactory state is perpetuated by desire and avidya (ignorance) and the 
resulting karma. 

Attachment  

Investigating dukkha surfaces the conditions that create attachments and identifications, 
revealing these causes of suffering.  

Attachment is grasping or clinging to some object, self, or identification with an 
experience. Non-attachment does not suggest giving up things; rather, we release our 
“clinging” or attachment to things.  

Identification is like attachment and can be knotty. When we experience a failure, loss, 
or any emotion such as sadness, our singular self concludes that we are a failure, 
unlovable or sad person. Mindfulness brings awareness to identifying with our 
experience as “me” and “mine.” Non-identification releases our experience from “me.”  

https://www.lionsroar.com/deep-dukkha-part-2-the-three-kinds-of-suffering/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dukkha
https://www.learnreligions.com/samsara-449968
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Avidy%C4%81_(Buddhism)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Karma
https://www.learnreligions.com/why-do-buddhists-avoid-attachment-449714
https://joshsummers.net/45-detachment-vs-non-attachment/
https://jackkornfield.com/identification-self/
https://jackkornfield.com/non-identification/
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Joseph Goldstein (2) describes non-attachment as “simply not holding on, not grasping, 
whereas detachment implies a distancing from experience, a pulling away, a stance of 
someone who is being detached.” Although non-attachment connects to experience, 
detachment disconnects us from it—often occurring as indifference.  
 

“Facing the painful parts of life head-on is  

the only way to feel at home with yourself.” 

— Arthur Books, Atlantic Monthly Magazine. 

Karma  

Karma is also connected to this truth. Westerners too often think karma means “fate” or 
some cosmic justice system. For example, someone might say John lost his job 
because “that’s his karma.” This is not a Buddhist understanding of karma, however.  

Karma is a Sanskrit word that means “action,” more specifically, volitional or willful 
action. Things we choose to do, say, or think set karma into motion. Therefore, karma is 
the law of cause and effect, as laid out by Jon Kabat-Zinn in his 1994 book, Wherever 
You Go There You Are: 

[Karma] means the sum total of the person’s direction in life and the tenor of the 
things that occur around that person, caused by antecedent conditions, actions, 
thoughts, feelings, sense impressions, desires. Karma is often wrongly confused 
with a notion of fixed destiny. It is more like an accumulation of tendencies that 
can lock us into particular behavior patterns, which themselves result in further 
accumulations of tendencies of a similar nature. 

One of my teachers, Zen teacher John Daido Loori, said, “Cause and effect are one 
thing. And what is that one thing? You. That’s why what you do and what happens to 
you are the same thing.” 

In her book The Original Buddhist Psychology, Beth Jacobs describes karma as the 
“inherent activity of every process; actions of consciousness by the carriers of karma.”  

3- The Truth of the End of Suffering 

The Third Noble Truth offers a remedy.  

In his book, Joyful Wisdom, Mingyur Rinpoche (9) asserts that “the ‘positive prognosis’ 
of the Third Noble Truth is that the limited or limiting ideas we hold about ourselves, 
others, and every other experience can be unlearned.”(98) 

The solution to dukkha is to stop clinging (to ego-self) and attaching (to objects and 
experiences). It requires more than technique, knowledge, or willfulness to “let go” of 
clinging.  

The seeds of our suffering are embedded via deep, habitual attachments and karmic 
patterns that remain concealed from us. We cannot merely vow not to crave anything. 
Moreover, clinging to things to be happy or keep us safe or grasping fleeting 
experiences cannot satisfy us for long because all of this is impermanent.  

https://www.amazon.com/Mindfulness-Practical-Awakening-Joseph-Goldstein/dp/1622036050/ref=sr_1_1?crid=50QJ4YE0TYB9&keywords=joseph+goldstein+mindfulness&qid=1662254901&sprefix=joseph+gold%2Caps%2C127&sr=8-1
https://www.learnreligions.com/buddhism-and-karma-449992
https://www.amazon.com/Wherever-You-There-Are-Mindfulness/dp/1401307787/ref=sr_1_1?crid=ZUD9BIMJPLKY&keywords=Wherever+You+Go+There+You+Are&qid=1661741128&sprefix=wherever+you+go+there+you+are%2Caps%2C183&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Wherever-You-There-Are-Mindfulness/dp/1401307787/ref=sr_1_1?crid=ZUD9BIMJPLKY&keywords=Wherever+You+Go+There+You+Are&qid=1661741128&sprefix=wherever+you+go+there+you+are%2Caps%2C183&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Original-Buddhist-Psychology-Abhidharma-Experience/dp/162317130X/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3HJQV48EIWLIP&keywords=The+Original+Buddhist+Psychology&qid=1662310611&s=books&sprefix=the+original+buddhist+psychology%2Cstripbooks%2C182&sr=1-1
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Jon Kabat-Zinn (4) reminds us of this: 

It is easy to become imprisoned by our karma and to think that because it always 
lies elsewhere — with other people and conditions beyond our control, never 
within ourselves. It is always possible to change your karma. You can make new 
karma.  

Only discerning these experiences can begin to liberate us. Emotional afflictions 
obscure us from seeing clearly.  

Nineteenth Century Tibetan scholar, poet, and artist Jamgön Kongtrül 8 reminds us that 
liberation comes from awareness of our suffering; “the ultimate understanding of pain is 
not that you can get rid of your pain, but you can have a higher understanding of pain.” 

This is where mindfulness and a clear path of practice can support us—hence, the 
Fourth Noble Truth.  
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4- The Truth of the Path that Frees Us from Suffering 

A large part of Buddha’s teaching was about the Eightfold Path: eight broad areas of 
practice that range from wisdom to ethical conduct to mental discipline or moment-to-
moment mindfulness. The path encompasses every action of body, speech, and mind to 
explore and walk for the rest of our life. 

The roots of mindfulness can be found in the Eightfold Path. The eight factors are 
divided into three progressive and interdependent stages (a) the development of ethical 
discipline, integrity, and virtues (sīla); (b) the development of concentration (samādhi); 
and (c) the attainment of wisdom (prajñā) leading to liberation (nirvana) as follows: 

I- Wisdom (prajñā or paññā):  

1. Right View (understanding): Insight into the true nature of reality.  

2. Right Intention (thoughts): The selfless wish to realize enlightenment.  

II- Ethics or wholesome lifestyle (sīla):  

3. Right Speech: Use compassionate speech. Thich Nhat Hanh (11) notes that "deep 
listening is at the foundation of Right Speech."9 

4. Right Action: Using wisdom to manifest compassion.  

5. Right Livelihood: Making a living through ethical means that do not cause harm.  

III- Mental Discipline or Meditation (samādhi):  

6. Right Effort: Bringing diligence and joy to cultivate wholesome qualities and to 
release unwholesome qualities.  

7. Right Mindfulness: Expand and deepen the whole body and mind awareness.  

8. Right Concentration: Through meditation and discernment, develop a deep, single-
point focus.  

Essentially, “the Path” involves recognition and integration of the dharma. Below is one 
model of the integrated path.  

This Triadic Mindfulness Model by Ron Purser (f) illustrates the “interdependent, 
bidirectional interactions between right view, right effort, and right mindfulness—key 
path factors in understanding how Buddhist mindfulness is a path leading toward skillful 
mental states and ethical behavior.”  

https://www.learnreligions.com/the-eightfold-path-450067
https://www.learnreligions.com/right-view-450073
https://www.learnreligions.com/right-intention-450069
https://www.learnreligions.com/right-speech-450072
https://www.learnreligions.com/right-action-450068
https://www.learnreligions.com/right-livelihood-the-ethics-of-earning-a-living-450071
https://www.learnreligions.com/right-effort-450065
https://www.learnreligions.com/right-mindfulness-450070
https://www.learnreligions.com/right-concentration-450064
https://www.bhavanalearning.com/mindfulness-blog-resources/
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In his book, Ethical Mindfulness, Dharma Punx teacher David Smith advocates teaching 
mindfulness in the context of the Eightfold Path, which involves wisdom (prajñā), 
ethics (sīla), and mental discipline (samādhi), as part of the Four Noble Truths.  

The Mind in Mindfulness 

Whether we apply mindfulness to challenge structural issues in corporations or society, 
decrease stress, deepen connections, dissolve ego-clinging, or access spiritual insights, 
we must first learn to recognize and accept our mind (beyond Western “materialistic” 
notions of the brain or conceptual notions of our “head’).  

This can be hard for many who see “external” issues as separate from the mind. The 
dharma recognizes what Swami Prajnanpad has said, “Everything is different, nothing is 
separate.”  

Buddhist psychology focuses on the direct experience, consciousness, awareness, 
mind, and subjectivity of the individual. This is a descriptive phenomenology of mind, a 
science of experience.  

https://www.amazon.com/Ethical-Mindfulness-David-Smith-ebook/dp/B00VMDKSCY/ref=sr_1_1?crid=28NMK0UYDH88N&keywords=Ethical+Mindfulness%2C+David+Smith&qid=1664833925&qu=eyJxc2MiOiIwLjcyIiwicXNhIjoiMC4wMCIsInFzcCI6IjAuMDAifQ%3D%3D&sprefix=ethical+mindfulness%2C+david+smith%2Caps%2C89&sr=8-1
https://www.learnreligions.com/the-eightfold-path-450067
https://www.learnreligions.com/the-four-noble-truths-450095
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prajnanapada
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Scholar Andrew Olendzki reveals this core Buddhist insight embedded in the practice of 
mindfulness: 

The mysteries of the human condition can be explored in the subjectivity of the 
present moment. The stream of consciousness is a field of investigation. By 
studying the mind, we come to know ourselves. 

As a practice, mindfulness reveals the subtle workings of our mind. To liberate our mind 
from the emotional afflictions clouding our perceptions requires cultivating awareness 
and recognizing the afflictions in our lives.  

Indeed, the Buddhist practice of mindfulness practice can change karma, as stated by 
Kabat-Zinn (4): 

When you sit, you are not allowing your impulses to translate into action. For the 
time being, you were just watching them. Not feeding or reacting to impulses, you 
come to understand their nature as thoughts directly. … Mindfulness can thereby 
refashion the links in the chain of actions and consequences, and in doing so, it 
unchains us, frees us, and opens up new directions for us through the moments 
we call life.  

The Power of Mindfulness 

In his book, The Heart of the Buddha's Teaching, Zen teacher Thich Nhat Hanh (11) 
says that right mindfulness is at the heart of the Buddha’s teaching: “When Right 
Mindfulness is present, the Four Noble Truths and the other seven elements of the 
Eightfold Path are also present.”  

Indeed, Mindfulness connects to many parts of the dharma. In addition to the Eightfold 
Path, it’s part of the five spiritual faculties, five powers, and seven factors of 
enlightenment.  

The Pali word for “mindfulness” is sati. Sati also means “to remember,” “recollection,” or 
“alertness.” To be mindful is to be fully present, not lost in daydreams, anticipation, 
indulgences, or worry.  

Joseph Goldstein (2) offers this fuller view of sati:  

Not forgetting. The first application of mindfulness is the quality of not forgetting. 
Not losing what is before the mind in the present moment, mindfulness stays 
firmly with the object without wobbling or drifting off. … [It] also strives to bring us 
back to the object each time we get lost, like a signpost. 

Presence of mind. The second aspect is the quality of standing near the mind, 
which manifests as being face-to-face with whatever is arising rather than giving 
it only sidelong glances.  

Remembering. Here, mindfulness calls to mind or remembers what is skillful and 
what is not, … and what is beneficial and what is harmful. … Mindfulness makes 
it possible to follow the Buddha's instructions to let go of and abandon what is 
unskillful and to develop and cultivate what is skillful.  

Goldstein continues that mindfulness is a key to our inner moral compass:  

http://www.andrewolendzki.org/about.html
https://www.learnreligions.com/beginner-zen-books-449952
https://www.learnreligions.com/thich-nhat-hanh-450203
https://www.learnreligions.com/the-four-noble-truths-450095
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indriya#5_spiritual_faculties
https://www.learnreligions.com/the-powers-of-buddhism-449707
https://www.learnreligions.com/the-seven-factors-of-enlightenment-449969
https://www.learnreligions.com/the-seven-factors-of-enlightenment-449969
https://www.amazon.com/Mindfulness-Practical-Awakening-Joseph-Goldstein/dp/1622036050/ref=sr_1_1?crid=11TF1PEJJXZG1&keywords=joseph+goldstein+mindfulness&qid=1662484442&sprefix=Joseph+Goldstein+%2Caps%2C254&sr=8-1
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If we don’t remember and call to mind what is wholesome and what is not, then 
we simply toss about on the waves of habitual mind states, often acting out the 
latent tendencies of different defilements.”10 

 

“… because of the clarity of mind, the pain itself 
becomes more pronounced — not because the pain is 

more, but because the confusion is less.” 

— Meditation master Chogyam Trungpa 
 

Integrating Sati with “Right Mindfulness” from the Four Noble Truths, as detailed by Ron 
Purser (f), “[clarifies] not only the meaning of sati as described in both the Abhidhamma 
and the early sutta literature but also the role and function it plays in the larger scheme 
of the Buddhist path of liberation.”11 

Within this context, we can begin to explore the Four Foundations of Mindfulness as 
established in the Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta.  

Four Foundations  

The Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta that we study for mindfulness means the “establishment of 
mindfulness.” These four foundations cultivate awareness of bodily sensations, 
emotional afflictions, mental obscurations, and awareness of phenomena that support 
seeing the nature of reality. 

1. Mindfulness of the body (Pāli: kāyagatā-sati; Skt. kāya-smṛti). 

By observing the breath, by counting breaths, we can focus on the whole body. 
When thoughts or sensations arise, we note them as “thinking” and come back to 
breaths. Body awareness is also taken into body movement.  

• With awareness and practice, we can dissolve clinging to the body or bodily 
sensations. 

2. Mindfulness of feelings (Pāli vedanā-sati; Skt. vedanā-smṛti). 

By observing feelings and sensations as pleasant, unpleasant, and neutral, we note 
feeling tones. Observing feelings, we experience their nature as they arise, endure, 
and fade away.  

• With awareness and practice, we can dissolve clinging to feelings.  

3. Mindfulness of the mind (Pāli citta-sati; Skt. citta-smṛti). 

By focusing on mental activity, we observe unwholesome mental states of the three 
poisons (desire, delusion, and anger) and Kleshas. We learn to observe our mental 
states without judgment or opinion and notice their fleeting nature. 

• With awareness and practice, we can dissolve clinging to mental activity.  

https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/nyanasatta/wheel019.html
https://www.learnreligions.com/the-four-foundations-of-mindfulness-450066
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kleshas_(Buddhism)
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4. Mindfulness of mental qualities or phenomena (Pāli dhammā-sati; Skt. dharma-
smṛti). 

Through discerning awareness, we begin to see a “natural law” (another meaning of 
the term, dharma) with interdependence, interconnectedness, and inter-existence. 
The Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta also includes further technical categories12 to assist 
practitioners in exploring the inner landscape of mental experience to achieve 
insight. 

• With practice, we can dissolve clinging to concepts and experiences that can 
hold us back as we develop awareness and compassion. 

The four foundations of mindfulness support the insightful awareness of truth in 
every moment.  

Recovering Mindfulness 

By increasing awareness during meditation and recognizing awareness in post-
meditation, we can begin releasing attachments and cravings. This includes dropping 
the mental habit of judging everything according to whether we like it or not.  

Being fully mindful means being fully attentive to everything as it is, not filtering 
everything through our subjective opinions. 

Through our study of the Eightfold Path and the discipline and patience we bring to the 
Four Foundations, we can practice mindfulness in a way that allows us to observe and 
release habits of mind that maintain the illusion of a separate self.  

Our belief in a separate self is the source of our ignorance. We will focus on this view of 
the self in Part 4 of this blog.  

 

 
 
NOTE: To support the learning in this four-part blog series, we’ve created a page of terms, 
citations, and resources.  

Additionally, items in this document followed by a number (1) or letter (a) can be found on the 
Reference Page at the end of the document. Items with a superscript1 can be found on 
the Endnotes Page, also at the end of the document. All underlined items are hyperlinked to 
their sources. 

  

https://www.learnreligions.com/what-is-the-buddha-dharma-449710
https://www.buddhistinquiry.org/article/the-fourth-foundation-of-mindfulness/
https://www.bhavanalearning.com/mindfulness-blog-resources/
https://www.bhavanalearning.com/mindfulness-blog-resources/
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Evolving Mindfulness, Part 4: Restoring Wisdom 
In this final blog, I connect a few important concepts related to restoring wisdom to 
mindfulness via Buddhist psychology.  

Recall that, in Part 3, I introduced the Four Noble Truths. We see mindfulness in the 
training category of “mental discipline” in the Eightfold Path. The ethics of mindfulness is 
in the training category of “ethical conduct.” 

Wisdom is the overlooked category in Western learning. This begins with our 
socialization and education. Wisdom simply gives way to practical knowledge in the 
American worldview. Yet without wisdom, we lack grounding, a compass, or clarity.  

Wisdom Beyond Knowledge.  

In times of volatile change and growing complexity, “objective” knowledge cannot do the 
heavy lifting required of wisdom. The depth and complexity of this training informs the 
Eightfold Path through “view” and “intention.” Developing this training category is unlike 
the other training categories.  

• Mental discipline (samādhi) involves meditation practice and training to develop 
right mindfulness, right concentration, and right effort.  

• Ethical conduct (sīla) involves a focus on self-management and behavior, 
embodying the principles of right speech, right action, and right livelihood.  

• Wisdom (prajñā) involves subtle perceptions, thoughts, and understanding. 
Wisdom, or Prajna, develops a penetrating discernment that cuts through the fog of 
our lives and informs ethical conduct and mental discipline.  

Indeed, the very rise in popularity (and acceptance) of mindfulness these past few 
decades mirrors the increasing levels of change and complexity and breakdown of our 
other knowledge-based learning systems in society.  
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A Glimpse of Wisdom 

In Buddhist thought, wisdom integrates right view with right intention.  

The Eightfold Path is not a series of progressive steps but rather a part of an 
interdependent whole. Here, right view shapes the commitment to these other steps.  

Right view focuses on discerning the correct way to look at existence. This involves a 
view of the self and phenomena that is interdependent, impermanent, and empty of 
intrinsic meaning (which is explored later in this blog). It results in seeing things as they 
are.  

Right intention focuses on the thoughts that shape our experience. We cultivate three 
aspects: dissolving indulgences and attachments to counter desire, increasing goodwill 
to counter ill will, and developing wholesomeness to counter harmfulness. 

Unlike knowledge, which involves adding content and concepts, wisdom involves letting 
go (intention) and seeing (view) through concepts to create space for wisdom to 
emerge.  

1- Awakening Wisdom 

Wisdom means deeply knowing or 
understanding the truth to penetrate 
distortions.   

Wisdom is the missing link for what ails 
us today. Hence, we must learn to 
cultivate, recognize, and access the 
wisdom available via the core teaching 
of mindfulness. 

How do we cultivate wisdom?  

We develop wisdom through a cycle of 
discovery, inquiry, application, and 
realization that leads back to discovery.  

In Buddhist psychology, the Three Pranas (wisdoms) lay out a cycle of hearing, 
contemplating, and meditating. As is typical with Buddhist psychology, these terms have 
different implications for the Western mind.  

The wisdom embedded in the three prajnas is common among traditions. 

The Three Prajnas  

Each subsequent stage emerges from the previous one as a cycle of discovery and 
awakening.  

1. Hearing. The Tibetan word “thöpa” means “to hear,” as in hearing intellectual 
studies. This involves listening, observing, and studying knowledge. Hearing invites 
exploration to understand new terminology and concepts. At first, this may seem like 
a blur of thoughts, feelings, and sensations all running together.  

https://www.learnreligions.com/right-view-450073
https://www.learnreligions.com/right-intention-450069
https://www.lionsroar.com/listen-contemplate-meditate/
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2. Contemplating. Here, “sampa” means “to think about” and involves our experiences 
as we apply and digest knowledge. We experiment and discover many flavors and 
feelings of learning to distinguish concepts. We reflect on our experiences and 
engage in activities such as journaling, discussions, developing questions, 
discovering enhancements, and even gaps.  

3. Meditating. The third wisdom principle, “gompa,” means “to familiarize” or “to 
habituate to.” Here, we bring knowledge into the heart and mind to metabolize 
insights beyond a conceptual understanding. From the intellect to the heart, 
knowledge gives way to flashes of insight and realization, integrating it with different 
experiences to habituate a way of being. Instead of using knowledge, we are now 
used by knowledge.  

This cycle reduces suffering by releasing one’s expectations to know and understand 
everything. It allows us to be where we are. There are two essential insights:  

• First, this cycle normalizes a process that involves confusion. Letting go of goals and 
expectations, we can appreciate the confusion that precedes clarity.  

• Second, we learn to accept that wisdom requires awareness and discovery. The 
initial “hearing” of teachings is the first round of learning that develops the foundation 
for future cycles.  

This is quite different from the linear manner that Americans learn. Typically, we add 
more knowledge to memorize rather than metabolize – without the reflection necessary 
to discover, integrate or release outmoded views or beliefs.  

Buddhist psychology requires a circular, embodied approach to digest and transcend its 
lists, frameworks, terms, and concepts in our lives. These blogs offer a tiny slice of the 
Dharma. No doubt, you may have already experienced some confusion. Be where you 
are. 

2- Buddhist psychology 

Buddhist psychology is primarily about awakening via self-knowledge, understanding 
our decisions, actions, thoughts, feelings, and so forth. It aims to challenge our 
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worldview by addressing the root of our psychological functioning, our sense of who we 
are, and our relationships with others and with the world.  

The primary concern of Buddhist psychology is alleviating human suffering, distress, 
and dissatisfaction. Our psychological state depends not so much on particular things or 
circumstances but more on how we relate to what life brings our way. It acknowledges 
that pain—whether physical or emotional—is an unavoidable part of life, and with that 
pain comes some suffering.  

 

However, as human beings, we tend to add additional layers of psychological suffering 
through how we engage with our experiences. Specifically, we desire to control things—
to hold on to what we want and push away the unpleasant.  

The Four Noble Truths and Eightfold Path (Part 3) teach us to cut through the dualistic 
separation (ignorance) of grasping and aversion that produces attachments. They offer 
a post-meditation way to increase awareness and openness. We cultivate generosity by 
appreciating this moment and practicing non-judgment and compassion toward 
whatever arises (see the diagrams above and below).  

Mindfulness is not about 
throwing out all worries and 
simply “living for the 
moment.” Nor is it a recipe 
for passivity or a self-
improvement technique that 
focuses solely on a separate, 
solid, and singular self.  

Rather, mindfulness is 
connecting fully with the here 
and now, recognizing there 
is a past and future but not 
fixating on these.  
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The practice of mindfulness cultivates awareness, openness, and clarity to be less 
reactive, creating more space to make choices about things such as what perspectives 
to feed (or release) and what actions to take (or not take). Mindfulness helps us lead 
wiser and more fulfilling lives.  

Self in Buddhist Psychology 

Western psychological models relating to human functioning view the self and 
phenomena existing as solid, separate, and singular. Buddhist psychology (and 
much of the Eastern view) relates to the self and all phenomena as impermanent, 
interdependent, and complex.  

Physicist David Bohm13 once said there are no nouns, only slow verbs. In the West, 
we tend to view the self as a noun (thing), while the East views it more as a verb 
(fluid). These different views or normative ideals highlight the confusion over the 
“self” involved in mindfulness, clouding the way many Westerners teach, practice, 
research, and even talk about mindfulness.  

Terms such as shame, pride, guilt, attachment, detachment, karma, dependent, 
emptiness, mind, self-esteem, and happiness, to name a few, have the opposite or 
no meaning in Eastern cultures. This confusion stems from the Western view of our 
habitual self as separate from its environment, solid with a core, and fixed as 
immutable.  

To restore wisdom to mindfulness involves expanding beyond our habitual, binary 
view of self, as discussed in the three pillars below.  

3- Three Pillars of Self and Phenomena 

In his book Joy of Living, Mingyur Rinpoche (8) reveals the conditioning of “an 
independent or inherently existing self and independently or inherently existing others.” 
Informed by a belief in separation, we seek to satisfy and protect this view.  

Mindfulness reveals these qualities of self: a) impermanence (always changing), b) 
interdependence (causes and conditions all related to each other), and c) multiplicity 
(many different parts and pieces).   

NOTE- These qualities support an understanding of emptiness, Shunyata (Sanskrit) or 
spaciousness, a concept beyond the scope of this blog. 

1- Impermanence. 

The Western notion of permanence views the self as lasting and inherently fixed, so we 
expect constancy, no surprises. Holding onto my view of the self or reality offers comfort 
that things will remain the same—as expected. 

Impermanence, however, views change as normal and inevitable, eliminating any notion 
of a fixed or “inherently existing self.”  

Our resistance to impermanence leads to suffering. We strive to hold onto our beliefs 
and pleasures, which must evolve and pass, and we avoid the pain of the unknown and 
uncertainty that come with change (see the video by Alan Watts). 

https://www.amazon.com/Joy-Living-Unlocking-Science-Happiness/dp/0307347311/ref=sr_1_1?crid=SY2ZGEVWRVB9&keywords=Joy+of+Living&qid=1662931304&s=books&sprefix=joy+of+living%2Cstripbooks%2C216&sr=1-1
https://www.learnreligions.com/emptiness-in-taoism-and-buddhism-3182568
https://www.youtube.com/embed/byQrdnq7_H0?&start=16&end=111
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Accepting impermanence allows for endings that honor arising, abiding, and passing. 
This applies to all phenomena: rocks, buildings, flowers, animals, feelings, concepts, 
business processes, and products. 

In his book Conscious Business, author and mindfulness practitioner Fred Kofman 
(6) eloquently states, “Endings make things unique and valuable. They highlight the 
preciousness of experience. They remind us to stay conscious at every step of the 
process.” 

Mindfulness increases awareness of the arising, abiding, and passing nature of all 
experiences and phenomena. We discover more spaciousness for the unknown. 

Mindfulness meditation enables us to navigate the nature of change and prepares us for 
a post-meditation life. We find ourselves more grounded and present.  

2- Interdependence 

The West prizes the self-sufficiency, self-reliance, and control of independence, 
rejecting the notion of depending on anyone. We go it alone. 

Interdependence, however, reveals how life arises, exists, continues, and ceases. 
These insights release any attachment to control and view reality as mutually 
dependent (not co-dependent) on numerous causes and conditions. (See the Twelve 
links of dependent origination for the traditional concept of the 12 Nidanas, which is 
beyond the scope of this blog). The awareness of conditioning and existence reveals 
the interconnected nature and leads to deep insights, appreciation, and gratitude 
(see this video). 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1622032020/ref=ppx_yo_dt_b_search_asin_title?ie=UTF8&psc=1
https://www.lionsroar.com/entering-the-marketplace-with-helping-hands/
https://www.lionsroar.com/what-are-the-12-niddanas/
https://www.lionsroar.com/what-are-the-12-niddanas/
https://www.learnreligions.com/inks-of-dependent-origination-449745
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K1oLgb25gjA
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The wholeness of thought and experiences includes transcending the barrier between 
subject and object and all conditioning, including temporality and intergenerational 
existence. 

The human body, for example, is mutually dependent on the wind, sun, oceans, 
plants, and animals. Each offers us the vitamins and energy to breathe in and out of 
the cycle of life. 

Mindfulness cultivates openness to dissolve any delusion of our solid, separate self into 
a fluid co-arising process of thoughts, emotions, and sensations with experiences.  

Interdependent awareness accepts that we can never fully know all causes or 
conditions of aggression, sadness, anxiety, and so forth. Thus, we develop the 
awareness and humility to appreciate the unknown, loving-kindness to be gentle with 
our speech and actions, and compassion to relate to all sentient beings as part of our 
experience.  

3- Multiplicity 

The Western view holds a discrete and singular view of the self, creating a strong sense 
of me and mine. Perfectly American, the self is unique, special, and different from 
others. I navigate life by comparing myself to others and competing with them.  

There’s just one of me, so I need to be the best. Even my suffering is mine, unique and 
different from others. Me and mine separate us from “others.” 

This view deludes us into believing that we know who we are, that we know which “me” 
is “mine.”  

In his book Joy of Wisdom, dharma teacher Mingyur Rinpoche (9) explains that “from 
the delusion of permanence arises the idea of singularity”: 

… the belief that the “essential core” that persists through time is indivisible and 
uniquely identifiable. Even when we say things like “that experience changed me” 
or “I look at the world differently now,” we are still reaffirming a sense of “me” as 
a single whole, and inner “face” through which we gaze at the world. 

Multiplicity understands that the self includes many pieces and parts: we exist in 
contexts, roles, positions, commitments, relations, moods, and so forth.  

Multiplicity honors all the conditions and processes that respond to the fluidity and 
changeability of the self and reality. Recognizing these parts and processes in 
ourselves supports seeing them in others, enabling us to connect with and understand 
others. 

Mindfulness surfaces and dissolves ego-clinging that supports a unique self. 

Mindfulness loosens our fixation on emotions. We feel our experiences, examine strong 
emotions, and investigate whatever obscures our perception rather than bypassing any 
discomfort. 

https://insighttimer.com/sharonsalzberg/guided-meditations/lovingkindness-meditation
https://www.learnreligions.com/buddhism-and-compassion-449719#:~:text=%22According%20to%20Buddhism%2C%20compassion%20is,have%20both%20wisdom%20and%20lovingkindness.
https://www.amazon.com/Joyful-Wisdom-Embracing-Finding-Freedom/dp/0307407802/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2B5LEJ2UDH50H&keywords=joy+of+wisdom+mingyur&qid=1662841835&s=books&sprefix=joy+of+wisdom+mingyur+%2Cstripbooks%2C65&sr=1-1
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Three Gems and Sangha “Eyes” 

Developing mindfulness beyond an individual, solitary, and isolated enterprise 
requires practice in accepting interdependent awareness.  

Buddhist thought offers the three gems, representing an interdependent whole: 

• the Buddha (the teacher or example), 

• the Dharma (the teachings or path), and 

• the Sangha (the community or companions). 

Appreciating the “three gems” requires unlearning two socialized elements that 
undermine community: our individualistic worldview and our competitive mindset. 

We often seek out a good teacher, purchase the suggested material, and go off and 
learn alone to avoid becoming vulnerable. The wisdom of mindfulness developed 
thus far has addressed some of these habitual patterns. 

Community —whether a formal setting or informally with companions—is key to 
developing a mindfulness practice that we bring into post-meditation life. 

According to Zen scholar Thich Nhat Hanh (11) (what is Sangha) “community gives 
us ‘sangha eyes’”: 

When a sangha shines its light on our personal views, we see more clearly. In 
the sangha, we won’t fall into negative habit patterns.14 

Scholar and author Peter Senge,15 elaborated on this understanding with his notion of 
the “Community Nature of Self,” suggesting that the “constitution of the self can only 
happen in community”: 

When we reify the self, we set ourselves up as objects for use.  We then treat 
encounters with others as transactions that can add or subtract to the 
possessions of the ego.  In this process we treat community as nothing more 
than a network of contractual commitments for symbolic and economic 
exchanges.  Community is much more than that.  Community supports certain 
ways of being and constrains others.  Community as context ultimately 
determines what it is to be a person. 

As we can see, the context for community transcends the individual yet mirrors the 
self to support the experience of being. 

Foundation for Awakening 

As we end this series, we return to the beginning: developing an ethical foundation of 
mindfulness.  

What is the purpose of a foundation? If we examine the 104-story Freedom Tower in 
New York, it requires a 70-foot foundation. The foundation holds the weight and function 
of a building.  

https://tricycle.org/magazine/the-three-gems/
https://www.lionsroar.com/the-practice-of-sangha/?goal=0_1988ee44b2-4c245b2fd5-25854236&mc_cid=4c245b2fd5&mc_eid=b60bb7c106
https://www.dropbox.com/s/idp6gk4ey4x36bh/THE%20COMMUNITY%20NATURE%20OF%20THE%20SELF.pdf?dl=0
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In the same way, foundations are critical for any learning. The original function of 
mindfulness is nothing short of immense: to awaken our minds, not to adopt another 
self-help technique.  

Mindfulness offers many wholesome qualities:  

• It enables us to navigate the nature of change and prepares us for post-meditation 
life. 

• It increases awareness to cultivate openness and space, which, when applied to 
right speech, right action, and right livelihood, can bring peace. 

• It surfaces and dissolves ego-clinging and attachments to loosen our fixation on 
grasping, aversion, and ignorance. 

These teachings have evolved for 26 centuries, preserving the commitment to 
awakening our minds with compassion and wisdom.  

Parts 1 and 2 of this series detailed and critiqued the rise of McMindfulness. 
Mindfulness has become popular at the expense of losing the very wisdom so 
necessary for what ails us today.  

What is missing is a foundation for awakening. 

Restoring Wisdom  

Understandably, mindfulness was introduced in America as a secular practice to 
become accepted by the health profession and by mainstream society. This choice 
separated the means of mindfulness from its ends. Such a separation will not achieve 
our end, as stated by Martin Luther King (5):  

We must pursue peaceful ends through peaceful means. All of this is saying that, 
in the final analysis, means and ends must cohere because the end is 
preexistent in the means, and ultimately destructive means cannot bring about 
constructive ends. 

Parts 3 and 4 of this series focused on several teachings, which, when studied, 
practiced, and lived, will embody mindfulness as “not forgetting, presence of mind, and 
remembering.” 

These teachings include the 1) Four Noble Truths and Eightfold Path, 2) the Four 
Foundations of Mindfulness, and 3) teachings on self (and reality).  

Two additional contextual teachings—1) the three wisdoms and 2) three gems—support 
the kind of learning that cultivates wisdom, which is core to mindfulness.  

These five teachings from the Dharma and Buddhist psychology support mindfulness 
practice. Representing a tiny slice of Buddhism humbly, these represent a beginning 
path that has guided me (see journey). I learned first to honor the wisdom in these 
teachings and then apply it to the changing conditions in society.  

The wisdom of mindfulness—call it spiritual, philosophical, or psychological—has taught 
me to appreciate the patience and discipline of foundation. We must first focus on 
developing this wisdom to create any “collective awakening.”  

https://www.bhavanalearning.com/my-journey-to-mindfulness/
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These times of volatile change, increasing complexity, and disconnection demand 
wisdom. Without wisdom, we lack the grounding or clarity to discern or grow beyond our 
current level of consumerism, attachments, and fragmentation.  

Finally, this commitment involves acknowledging the potential innate wisdom in 
conscious beings to “realize” or “awaken” above and beyond the power of greed, 
aggression, and delusion, which are acted upon out of ignorance.  

Cultivating mindfulness, compassion, and wisdom uproots and abandons ignorance to 
realize this deeper potential of the mind.  
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