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Developing your Mindfulness muscle: the raisin meditation

What is Mindfulness?

Have you ever noticed that when you are doing quite familiar and repetitive tasks, like driving
your car, or vacuuming, that your mind is often miles away thinking about something else? You
may be fantasising about going on a holiday, worrying about some upcoming event, or thinking
about any number of other things. In these cases, you are not focusing on your current
experience, and you are not really in touch with the ‘here and now.’ This way of operating is often
referred to as the automatic pilot mode. Mindfulness is the opposite of automatic pilot mode. It is
about experiencing the world that is firmly in the ‘here and now.’ This mode is referred to as the
being mode. It offers a way of freeing oneself from automatic and unhelpful ways of thinking and
responding.

Jon Kabat-Zinn, the founder of Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) at the University of
Massachusetts defines Mindfulness as:

"The awareness that comes from paying attention in a particular way; on purpose, in the present
moment, and non-judgmentally."

Mindfulness can be thought of as awareness of present experience with acceptance. So, how do
you begin to develop your Mindfulness muscle? Step one involves training oneself to notice when
your auto-pilot is taking over so that you can then make better choices. To do this, you need to
focus your attention on only one thing at a time.

A technique that is used widely throughout Mindfulness courses is the Raisin Meditation, but the
principle could apply to any food or drink or object. Simply follow the steps below to experience
the power of being completely in the presence and focused on one thing at a time:

Holding - First, take a raisin and hold it in the palm of your hand or between your finger and
thumb. Focusing on it, imagine that you’ve just dropped in from Mars and have never seen an
object like this before in your life.

Seeing -Take time to really see it; gaze at the raisin with care and full attention. Let your eyes
explore every part of it, examining the highlights where the light shines, the darker hollows, the
folds and ridges, and any asymmetries or unique features.

Touching - Turn the raisin over between your fingers, exploring its texture, maybe with your eyes
closed if that enhances your sense of touch.

Smelling - Holding the raisin beneath your nose, with each inhalation drink in any smell, aroma, or
fragrance that may arise, noticing as you do this anything interesting that may be happening in
your mouth or stomach.
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Placing - Now slowly bring the raisin up to your lips, noticing how your hand and arm know exactly
how and where to position it. Gently place the object in the mouth, without chewing, noticing
how it gets into the mouth in the first place. Spend a few moments exploring the sensations of
having it in your mouth, exploring it with your tongue.

Tasting - When you are ready, prepare to chew the raisin, noticing how and where it needs to be
for chewing. Then, very consciously, take one or two bites into it and notice what happens in the
aftermath, experiencing any waves of taste that emanate from it as you continue chewing.
Without swallowing yet, notice the bare sensations of taste and texture in the mouth and how
these may change over time, moment by moment, as well as any changes in the object itself.

Swallowing - When you feel ready to swallow the raisin, see if you can first detect the intention to
swallow as it comes up, so that even this is experienced consciously before you swallow the raisin.

After-effects - Finally, spend a few moments registering the aftermath of this eating. Is there an
aftertaste? What does the absence of the raisin feel like? Is there an automatic tendency to look
for another?

Now take a moment to write down anything that you noticed when you were doing the practice.
Developing your Mindfulness muscle

To start developing your Mindfulness muscle choose one of these (or something similar) and each
day for the next week attempt to pay attention while doing it, as best you can. Just do what you
normally do, even if it is a mundane task but try to be fully present (use all your senses) while you
are doing it.

e Drinking a coffee

e Driving to work

e Listening to someone who's speaking

e Filling the washing machine or Dishwasher

As an example, assume you are loading the washing machine. Can you feel the texture of the
clothes? Are they all the same in colour? Are some of the clothes wetter than others? Notice the
movements of your hands as you load the clothes into the machine, and how your body bends
while loading. If you come across a garment that reminds you of the party you were at on
Saturday, do it intentionally with awareness. That is, you have decided to think about the party
last Saturday night and it is not just your thoughts hijacking you away from the present moment.

You will learn that turning towards the chatter in your mind and becoming aware of it grants you
more choices and greater room to make more skilful decisions. This will have the effect of giving
you the freedom to engage with your life more skilfully, thereby giving you the power to deal with
difficulties before they become overwhelming.
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