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CHAPTER 1

Mindfulness as relationship

Mindfulness is relationship. It is our relationship with ourselves and 

the world around us. With each breath, each thought, each moment. 

It is how we experience our bodies and emotions, and how we relate 

to one another. Cultivating mindfulness gives us the ability to be 

present and nonreactive. Later, we discover the importance of being 

gentle and friendly toward ourselves, which improves our wellbeing 

and overall functioning. Mindfulness becomes heartfulness, and a 

whole new way of relating to ourselves, and the world, begins to 

unfold.

Even though mindfulness starts off being a very personal journey, 

when we start to really grasp what it is, it naturally becomes about others. 

As we rediscover our innate curiosity we start to notice the people and 

the world around us with fresh eyes, rather than reacting to them in 

conditioned, habitual ways. We start to see new possibilities and space 

where before we perceived only fixed patterns of relating. We see that 

the difficulties we face as individuals are the same difficulties faced by 

everyone, everywhere. Reactivity, stress, disconnection, unhappiness and 

illness are universal. At the same time, we see that the presence, curiosity, 
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to use them in your own life. We also explore what the scientific 

evidence says about the benefits of mindfulness practice both for 

individuals and in relationships. The book is also filled with practical 

exercises so that you can start applying mindfulness right now, in 

your own life, by recognizing and changing relational patterns that 

limit intimacy and get in the way of having the relationships you 

want. We recommend that you read this book slowly, reflecting on 

the ideas and experimenting with the practices. Even if you choose 

to read it quickly in one go, you might like to then re-read it, a little 

at a time, checking out the ideas and seeing what effect they have 

on your relationships and your life in general.

A fundamental principle of mindfulness is that nothing should be 

taken on face value. As we explore in detail, curiosity is a fundamental 

quality of mindfulness, and it is lost when we just believe something 

we read or hear without checking it out for ourselves. Instead, we 

recommend that the reader treat everything in this book as a guide 

and conduct their own inquiry into what is true for them. It is our 

hope that through reading about and applying the ideas in this book 

you will naturally and easily start to rediscover your own innate 

wisdom and transform your relationships in the ways that they need 

to be transformed. or, as we will see, mindfulness can create a sense 

of space and loving presence in which your relationships start to 

transform themselves. 

We wrote this book because the world is in need of healing. 

Rates of divorce are high and many people stay in relationships that 

are deeply unhappy. Huge numbers of people live cut off from their 

own inner world and then wonder why they cannot find intimacy 

with others. And this lack of intimacy — with ourselves and others 

— means that many people exist in a state of disconnection from 

their communities and the ecology of the planet, with increasingly 

friendliness and compassion we can rediscover in ourselves through 

mindfulness practice can also be rediscovered by those around us. 

Mindfulness ripples out from our centre. As we become more 

present, calmer and compassionate, these qualities flow out from 

us, first to the people we are closest to, then to everyone around us. 

And as anyone who has come into contact with someone who truly 

embodies aware presence knows, it has an immediate effect on us. 

Simply being around someone who exudes qualities of mindfulness 

from the core of their being connects us with these same qualities 

in ourselves. And in the very same way, when we start to embody 

mindfulness ourselves, the ripples inspire and transform everyone 

with whom we come into contact. These people then go on to 

inspire and enliven others and the process spreads out even further. 

It eventually comes back to us. 

This book is about mindfulness as relationship. It explores what it 

means to develop a mindful relationship with ourselves and others. It 

is structured in a way that we first explore how to rediscover qualities 

of mindfulness such as presence, curiosity, love and compassion and 

develop intimacy with ourselves. We then go on to explore how we 

can bring these very qualities to all our relationships — increasing 

our intimacy with those around us, starting with our romantic 

partners and spouses, our children and other family members, our 

colleagues, neighbours and communities, and eventually society and 

the planet as a whole. 

Throughout this book you will meet a number of real people 

who have undergone transformation personally and in their 

relationships through practising and applying mindfulness. These 

are people who have seen us for therapy or participated in our 

mindfulness courses.1 It is our hope that their stories will bring to 

life the principles and practices that we explore and inspire you 



m i n d f u l  r e l at i o n s h i p s

76

M I n D F U L n E S S  A S  R E L AT I o n S H I P

(or away from them). Learning to embrace the fullness of life, what 

mindfulness pioneer Jon Kabat-Zinn calls the ‘full catastrophe’, with 

a sense of openness and gentleness — this is the path to liberation.

Throughout Mindful Relationships we repeatedly revisit two key 

themes. The first is that true intimacy must begin with ourselves. It 

requires that we become able to fully inhabit our body, to be able to 

sense and be with whatever we notice there. only once we become 

intimate with ourselves can we hope to become intimate with 

others. The second key theme is that this intimacy then spreads out 

in ever-expanding ripples, first to our partner, children and other 

loved ones, and then to work colleagues, communities and society 

as a whole. Through this process, as Gandhi said, we must be the 

change we want to see in the world.

 
ExErcisE: ObsErving yOur rElatiOnship with 

yOursElf and thE wOrld arOund yOu

To help bring to life what we have said so far in this chapter, take a 

moment to tune in to yourself. Tune in to your body, noticing the 

sensations that are there without judgement or trying to do anything 

with them. Tune in to your mind and notice the quality of your 

awareness — whether your mind is busy and tense, awake and clear 

or sleepy and dull. Again, just observe without judgement. Notice 

what emotions are present. Give the emotions a name if you can, 

although don’t get too caught up trying to do this ‘right’.

Now take a moment to tune in to the environment. Listen to the 

sounds happening around you, and notice the silence that is there 

too. Perhaps look around you and become aware of what you can 

see.

obvious negative consequences. It is therefore our hope that this 

book will guide you, the reader, back into a genuine intimacy 

with yourself. It is designed to help you reconnect with the tender, 

vulnerable parts of yourself and learn to hold these with gentleness 

and love. only then can you learn to do this with the people around 

you, rediscovering the importance of connection in the process. 

After all, we are social beings and require genuine connectedness in 

order to thrive. 

We feel it is important to dispel right away any illusions that 

we, the authors of this book, have perfect relationships. We have 

both struggled and faced many of the same kinds of challenges our 

readers have. Relationships can be hard! The habits of reactivity 

that lead to difficulties and conflict in relationships are universal. 

They occur across genders, cultures, sexual preferences and even — 

believe it or not — happen to experienced mindfulness meditators, 

teachers and therapists. 

When we begin down the path of mindfulness, it is natural to 

hope that one day, with enough practice, all of the difficulties and 

pain will simply cease to occur. Many of us wish that somehow 

we will become inoculated against the ups and downs of life, or 

find ways to detach from the emotions so that we become immune 

to the hurt that seems unavoidable in relationships. But as people 

ripen on the path of meditation and mindfulness, they come to 

realize that discomfort and difficulty are a part of life and cannot be 

avoided. Trying to do so leads to spiritual bypassing — the attempt 

to use mindfulness or other forms of meditation to somehow avoid 

or get around the difficulties that are an intrinsic part of the human 

experience. Experienced mindfulness practitioners — the ones that 

have stuck with it and are really starting to get it — recognize that the 

path to liberation is through the difficulties rather than around them 
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CHAPTER 2

What is mindfulness?

In Chapter 1 we outlined how mindfulness is relationship, both 

with ourselves and with the people and the world around us. We 

realize that this might be a new way of thinking about mindfulness 

for many people, so in this chapter we tie this in with more familiar 

approaches to explaining what mindfulness is, as well as how it can 

be practised and applied. 

Mindfulness is living in the present and acting with awareness. 

This allows us to respond rather than react. It refers to the experience 

of being in the present moment, and also includes a range of attention 

training practices (meditations), applications and cognitive exercises 

designed to enhance our ability to do this. This is an important 

distinction because, as we explore in depth throughout this book, 

mindfulness is both a very ordinary experience that we all dip in 

and out of throughout the day, as well as something that we can 

deliberately cultivate and practise. Mindfulness is much more than 

simple attention training. It is a whole way of being, and ultimately 

it is an experience of getting in touch with a limitless space of 

Now, notice your relationship with what is happening right now. 

Are you allowing everything to be as it is, or is there judgement and a 

sense of fighting with how things are? Even if your intention is simply 

to notice what is happening, you might, if you are very attentive, 

notice subtle layers of judgement and reaction. It can be good to 

remember that this is the default setting of the brain, and to give 

yourself permission for this to be happening. 

And see if you can — even just for a moment — allow things 

to be exactly as they are, and bring an attitude of acceptance and 

friendliness to whatever is happening within and around you. Don’t 

try to fix or change anything, or even to understand it. Simply 

recognize what is true, right now, in this moment. And see if you can 

notice the peace that comes with doing this.


