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You have probably brushed your teeth today, doing so for two reasons: fresh breath
and maintaining healthy teeth and gums. Many tubes of toothpaste provide
messages like: “regular brushing can help fight cavities and leave your breath feeling

fresh.” If practicing mindfulness were described in a similar way it might read

something like, “regular practicing can help you see things more clearly and leave
you feeling refreshed.” In this month’s column, we look to brushing teeth as a useful metaphor for
practicing mindfulness. If you have found it challenging to practice mindfulness, this column may help
illuminate what'’s getting in the way.
REGULAR BRUSHING AND REGULAR PRACTICE
The fresh breath connection to mindfulness is feeling refreshed — calm and at ease, while the dental
hygiene connection is seeing things more clearly, less encumbered by preconceptions, assumptions,
bias, judgments, and erroneous projections. As to seeing things more clearly, which goes to the heart of

mindfulness, mindfulness teacher Sharon Salzberg expresses it well:

“Mindfulness is being able to tell the difference between what is taking place and the stories we tell

ourselves about what is taking place.”

Notice how Salzberg doesn’t mention feeling calm or relaxed. Of course, being able to tell the difference

goes a long way to feeling more relaxed.

It can be helpful to keep in mind that the regular practicing of mindfulness does much more than leave
you feeling refreshed. This is an important reminder because practicing mindfulness (especially in the
early days) does not always feel calming and refreshing, as increased awareness of agitating thoughts,

feelings, and body sensations can make for an unpleasant experience.

But with an interest on the long-term benefits of practice, momentary discomforts are appreciated as part

of the journey. Learning to observe and experience momentary discomforts in a compassionate and



skillful manner is the key to not only becoming more resilient but to acquiring insight and transforming
such moments into opportunities for personal growth and freedom.

PUTTING THINGS TOGETHER

If tomorrow you woke up and began brushing with a new toothpaste that had no taste, what would you
do? Knowing the long-term benefits of brushing, you’d probably still brush. It's the same thing with
mindfulness practice. Knowing the long-term cognitive, emotional, social, and physical benefits of
practice, it can make good sense to practice even if the reasons for doing so are not realized right then

and there.

But let’s take this one step further and imagine that the toothpaste flavor is unpleasant. Why, because
sometimes practicing mindfulness can feel a little unpleasant — we become restless, grow bored, or feel
agitated. What would you do then? One impulse might be to ditch the toothpaste and stop brushing. We
tend to do this with many things in life when they do not seem to be working. And, indeed, there is good
reason to research and explore different types of wellness and insight practices to find those that work

best for you.

If, however, you have done your research and decided to give this mindfulness practice a chance, then
do just that. There are different mindfulness practices that taste a little different, e.g., focused attention,
body scan, open monitoring, lovingkindness, and you can read about them here. And while they all have
their minty moments, as mindfulness practices they inevitably (and this is the point of practice) have their

uncomfortable moments. After all, directing a fidgety attention to an object, like the breath, will

nonetheless inevitably lead to mind wandering into the past and future, which we all too frequently relate
to with regret and worry. With practice we come to more readily detect such gratuitous meanderings of
the mind and the unhelpful and often erroneous stories we tell ourselves about what happened and what

is yet to be.

So the next time you practice mindfulness and begin to feel restless, bored, antsy, anxious, sad, tired,
fearful, frustrated, and so on, remember that as nice as it might be for the practice to feel refreshing in
that moment, what may be more important, and offer a larger return on your investment of time and
patience, is relating more effectively — with greater resilience and clarity — to the moments of your life,

especially those that are unpleasant and undesirable. Frequently, the unpleasantness is a short-lived
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http://bit.ly/fbn_4practices
http://bit.ly/fbn_9poa

experience that invites us to take note and pay closer attention to what is arising. It's a useful signal that

we need not confuse with the underlying situation.

By practicing mindfulness, establishing a routine, and over time developing a genuine and first-hand
appreciation for the various benefits that follow (e.g., improved focus, greater awareness of mind
wandering, reduced anxiety and rumination, more enduring feelings of connection, greater resilience and
less impulsivity), you may well find the practice begins to taste sweeter, along with many other moments

of your life.

If you are intrigued by the dual considerations of mindfulness practice discussed in this month’s column,
you may be interested in this article that takes a serious look at mindfulness through the playful lens of a

Saturday Night Liv e skit. And if you would like to engage in a mindfulness practice right now, we invite

you to do so by clicking here.

Scott Rogers, M.S., J.D., is a nationally recognized leader in the area of mindfulness in law and
founded and directs the University of Miami School of Law’s Mindfulness in Law Program where he
teaches mindful ethics, mindful leadership, mindfulness and negotiation, and mindfulness in law. He is
the creator of Jurisight, one of the first CLE programs in the country to integrate mindfulness and
neuroscience and conducts workshops and presentations on the role of mindfulness in legal education
and across the legal profession. He is author of the recently released, “The Mindful Law Student: A
Mindfulness in Law Practice Guide,” written for all audiences.
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