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Summary of Session 1:  
Awareness and Automatic Pilot 
 

 
 

In a car we can sometimes drive for miles "on automatic pilot," without 
really being aware of what we are doing.  In the same way, we may not be 
really "present", moment-by-moment, for much of our lives: we can often be 
"miles away" without knowing it.   

 
On automatic pilot, we are more likely to have our "buttons pressed": 

events around us, and thoughts, feelings and sensations in the mind (of 
which we may be only dimly aware) can trigger old habits of thinking that are 
often unhelpful, and may lead on to worsening mood.   

 
By becoming more aware of our thoughts, feelings, and body 

sensations, from moment to moment, we give ourselves the possibility of 
greater freedom and choice; we do not have to go down the same old 
"mental ruts" that may have caused problems in the past.   

 
The aim of this program is to increase awareness so that we can 

respond to situations with choice, rather than react automatically.  We do 
that by practising becoming more aware of where our attention is, and 
deliberately changing the focus of attention, over and over again. 
 

To begin with, we practise bringing attention to different parts of the 
body as a focus to anchor our awareness in the present moment.  We are 
also training ourselves to put attention in different places at will.  This is the 
aim of the Body Scan, which forms the main home practice for this week.   
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A Definition of Mindfulness 
 

 
 
Mindfulness means the awareness that emerges 
when we learn to pay attention in a particular way: 
    

 on purpose,  
 
         in the present moment,  
 
                  and 
  
                          nonjudgmentally 
 
     to things as they are. 
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Attitudes supporting Mindfulness Practice 

 

Non-judging 
“These judgements of mind tend to dominate our minds and make it hard for us ever to find 
any peace” - judgement and rejection of experience is extremely common. “Being with” 
whatever arises requires gentleness, kindness and often the encouragement of a group 
environment. 

Patience 
“To be patient is simply to be completely in each moment, accepting it in its fullness”. To keep 
bringing the mind back again to the breath, back to sensation of body requires tremendous 
patience and perseverance. This is the working ground of a meditation practice. 

Beginner’s mind 
“Too often we let our thinking and our beliefs about what we ‘know’ prevent us from seeing 
things as they really are”. Approaching each meditation as if it were your first time, building 
from “the ground up” from the body, contacting the breath, asking of yourself “what is really 
happening now” are hallmarks of beginner’s mind.  

Trust 
Learning to trust one’s own experience, feelings and intuition — loosening oneself from the 
tyranny of authority and inner harsh judgement — has the “taste of freedom 

Non-striving 
“Almost everything we do, we do for a purpose, to get something or somewhere. But in 
meditation, this attitude can be a real obstacle” The tendency to “driven-ness” in our culture 
and society has enabled us to enjoy unprecedented standards of living, comfort and security. 
However, “driven-ness” has resulted in extraordinary levels of stress and ‘unsatisfactoriness’. 
Within this context, the attitude of “non-striving” is best understood as not straining or forcing 
for a result. Loosening up expectations of our meditation practice can be both challenging and 
liberating. 

Acceptance 
“You have to accept yourself as you are, before you can really change” This attitude is about 
attending to one’s experience with clarity and kindness, an essential foundation of meditation 
practice. Whereas a formal kindness meditation is not taught within the course material, this 
quality is inferred to within all the course content. 

Letting go 
“Cultivating the attitude of letting go, or non-attachment, is fundamental to the practice of 
mindfulness” The tendency to want to hold on to what is pleasant in our experience and to 
reject what is unpleasant, is usually an automatic response sometime known as being on 
autopilot. To be asked to neither hold onto, nor to reject experience, is a challenging principle 
of MBSR and MBCT courses. 

References 
“The seven attitudinal factors of mindfulness “constitute the major pillars of mindfulness 
practice”  
Kabat-Zinn,J. (2004 edition), Full Catastrophe Living; How to cope with stress, pain and 
illness using Mindfulness Meditation. (Piatkus) 
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Tips for the Body Scan 
 
  
 

1. Regardless of what happens, “just do it!” (e.g. if you fall asleep, lose 
concentration, keep thinking of other things, keep focusing on the 
wrong bit of body, not feeling anything).  These are your experiences 
in the moment, just be aware of them. 

 
2. If your mind is wandering a lot, simply note the thoughts (as passing 

events) and then bring the mind gently back to the Body Scan. 
 
3. Let go of ideas of "success", "failure", "doing it really well", or "trying to 

purify the body".  This is not a competition.  It is not a skill you need to 
strive for.  The only discipline involved is regular and frequent practice.  
Just do it with an attitude of openness and curiosity. 

 
4. Let go of any expectations about what the Body Scan will do for you: 

Imagine it as a seed you have planted.  The more you poke around 
and interfere, the less it will be able to develop.  So with the Body 
Scan, just give it the right conditions - peace and quiet, regular and 
frequent practice - that is all.  The more you try and influence what it 
will do for you, the less it will do. 

 
5. Try approaching your experience in each moment with the kindly 

attitude: "OK, that's just the way things are right now".  If you try to fight 
off unpleasant thoughts, feelings, or body sensations, they will only 
distract you from doing anything else.  Be aware, be non-striving, be in 
the moment, see things clearly, just do it. 



Oxford Mindfulness Centre:  Session 1 

 

5 of 8 
oxfordmindfulness.org 

 

A Participant’s Report 
 
 
This woman had been hospitalized for depression 4 years before, after 

which her husband and children left her. There had been no further contact 

except through lawyers. She had become very depressed and lonely, 

although she had not been in the hospital again. She was now over the 

worst of her depression, and started to use the body scan exercise to help 

prevent her mood from deteriorating. These were her comments looking 

back after 8 weeks: 

 

 

“For the first 10 days it was like a burden. I kept ‘wandering off’ and then I 

would worry about whether I was doing it right. For example, I kept having 

flights of fantasy. My mind was all over the place. I tried too hard to stop it, I 

think. 

“Another problem at the start was him saying, ‘Just accept things as 

they are now.’ I thought that was totally unreasonable. I thought to myself, ‘I 

can’t do that.’ 

“Eventually, I just put the audio tracks on and expected to go off into a 

realm of thoughts. I didn’t worry if concerns came in. Gradually the 40 

minutes passed without me losing him and from then on, the next time was 

more effective. 

“After 10 days I relaxed more, I stopped worrying if I was thinking about 

anything else. When I stopped worrying about it then I actually stopped the 

flights of fancy. If I did think of something else, I picked up the audio tracks 

again when I stopped thinking. Gradually the flights of fantasy reduced. I 

was happy to listen to him and then I started to get some value from it. 

“Soon I had developed it so that I could actually feel the breath going 

down to the base of my foot. Sometimes I didn’t feel anything, but then I 

thought, ‘If there’s no feeling then I can be satisfied with the fact there is no 

feeling.’ 

“It’s not something you can do half a dozen times. It’s got to be a daily 

thing. It becomes more real the more that you try it. I began to look forward 

to it. 

“If people have got to structure the time for the 45 minutes for their 

recordings, it may be easier to structure other things in their life as well. The 

recordings would prove an impetus.” 
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If I had my life to live over 

 

If I had my life to live over,  

I'd dare to make more mistakes next time. 

I'd relax, I would limber up. 

I would be sillier than I have been this trip. 

I would take fewer things seriously. 

I would take more chances. 

 

I would climb more mountains and swim more rivers. 

I would eat more ice cream and less beans. 

I would perhaps have more actual troubles,  

but I'd have fewer imaginary ones. 

 

You see, I am one of those people who has lived sensibly and sanely,  

hour after hour, day after day. 

Oh, I've had my moments, and if I had to do it over again,  

I'd have more of them. 

In fact, I'd try to have nothing else. 

Just moments,  

one after another, 

instead of living so many years ahead of each day. 

I've been one of those people who never go anywhere  

without a thermometer, a hot water bottle, a raincoat and a parachute. 

If I had to do it again, I would travel lighter than I have. 

 

If I had my life to live over,  

I would start bare foot earlier in the spring and stay that way later in the fall. 

I would go to more dances. 

I would ride more merry-go-rounds. 

I would pick more daises. 

Nadine Stair 
85 years old, Kentucky 
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Home practice following session 1 
 

 
Audio: ‘Guided Body Scan’ 

 
 Practice the Body Scan for six out of seven days. 

Just let your experience be your experience, becoming aware of 
sensations or lack of sensations, in your body.  

 

 Choose one routine activity in your daily life (brushing teeth, 
showering, doing the dishes, getting dressed) and bring awareness to 
that activity as you are doing it. 
Continue to do this same activity each day. 
 

 Note any times when you find yourself able to notice what you eat in 
the same way you noticed the raisin and eat at least one meal 
“mindfully” in the way that you ate the raisin. 

. 
 
Complete the ‘Practice Record Form’ each time you do any of the practices. 
Make a note of anything that you notice. 
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Practice Record Form 
 
 
Name:………………………… …… 

 
Record on this form each time you practice. Also, make a note of anything 
that comes up in the practice, so that we can talk about it at the next meeting. 
 

Day / date Practice 
(Yes / No) 

Comments 

 
Date: 

 

 

 
Body Scan: 
 
 
Routine Activity: 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Date: 

 

 

 
Body Scan: 
 
 
Routine Activity: 

 

 
Date: 

 

 

 
Body Scan: 
 
 
Routine Activity: 

 
 
 
 
 
  

Date: 
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Date: 
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