Be Present, Open Up, Let Go
This is mindfulness translated into active terms. Rather than being a passive enterprise, mindfulness is actually a reorientation of viewpoint that requires considerable effort. True, this effort takes place without resistance to or denial of anything, so it is not oppositional and therefore a struggle. Rather, it is a continual re-minding of oneself that there is an optimal way to approach life. Because this stance is not the habitual one, we must consciously relearn how to deal with our ongoing experience. Three actively-practiced operations of awareness – being present, opening up, and letting go – are therefore the way in which mindfulness is achieved and maintained.
Being present means focusing on what’s happening in and around you, rather than getting lost in thought, feeling, or sensation. You are aware of your thoughts, feelings, and sensations, but they don’t absorb you so completely or automatically that you lose track of what’s happening around, as well as within, you. You stay alert to all mental, emotional, and physical happenings as they happen. You’re like a primitive hunter in the forest, noticing everything, being distracted and blinded by nothing.
This ability to stay cognizant of your life on all the levels on which it is lived is not an easy matter. We’re so used to narrowing our awareness onto one portion of what we’re experiencing, and remaining absorbed only by that, that the holding open of attention to all occurrences seems nearly impossible when we first try it. No matter what we do, we find ourselves immediately drawn into whatever our attention is fixed on. We are therefore oblivious, for some period of time, to everything else. Typically, it is our thoughts that create the ongoing seduction of attention. In order to counteract this deeply habitual tendency to narrow our field of awareness, various attention-widening practices have been devised. Perhaps the most generally employed is breath focus, the constant attempt to be aware of the physical process of breathing. If you remember to keep bringing your attention back to your breath, you can’t get lost in thought, feeling, or sensation, at least not for very long. With practice, keeping the breath in mind gets easier, and presence can be maintained fairly continuously and without much difficulty. This creates an expanded field of view and a much richer experience of life.   
Opening up means creating space in your mind, heart, and body. You allow everything to arise, to express itself, to be felt. You don’t resist, suppress, or block any thought, feeling, or sensation. Rather, you encourage its emergence and full expression. You let yourself think anything that comes to mind, without ownership or judgment. You regard your thoughts as objective features of nature. You don’t try to change or manipulate them in any way. And you don’t identify with them. They simply exist, like birds winging by. You allow them to do so without concern. This is certainly easier than taking your thoughts personally and battling with them. This doesn’t work; they win and you lose. It’s a lot more pleasant to be the open, embracing sky than to be concerned with eliminating any dark cloud that arises in it. And this openness of mind turns out to be both healthier and truer to actual reality.
Similarly, you don’t deny or try to change your feelings. What you’re learning is to allow them full expression, full felt sense, without being so close to them that you say “this is me” and are therefore not able to keep from interfering. Like your thoughts, your feelings are an expression of aliveness. Don’t be foolish and judge them because they don’t agree with your preferences. If you dislike night and insist on only experiencing day, you may find that what you have created is not so ideal after all. The more you can let your feelings be experienced at their full strength, whatever their level of desirability, the more open your heart will become. Full feeling is necessary for deep healing. And only an unguarded heart is really alive.
Physical sensations: here again, full awareness without identification or resistance. It’s not “my pain,” it’s simply “pain.” In fact, it isn’t even pain – that’s just a mental label. Really, it’s purely sensation. If you take the label off, it becomes a life experience, in all its intensity and complexity. And it becomes much easier to bear – mindfulness is rapidly becoming the treatment of choice for chronic pain. Without ownership or judgment, physical sensations become much more acceptable, clear, and interesting, and you tune yourself to feel far more alive. For example, does smelling a flower with full consciousness or half-distractedly lead to a richer experience?

Letting go: as various things come to your attention, there’s a tendency to become fixated on them. For instance, unpleasantness of either body or feelings typically preoccupies us. And thoughts of all varieties generally draw us into them for shorter or longer periods of being “lost.” We need to learn to allow our experiences of head, heart, and body to enter, express, and then exit. It’s as though our awareness is a stage. Each player, whether thought, feeling, or sensation, is encouraged to take the stage, do its thing, and then not overstay its welcome. After all, something else is waiting to perform. Our proper place is in the audience, being attentive to, but not interfering with, whatever’s going on. We don’t try to keep things from appearing, to change the character of their appearance, or to hold onto them when its time for them to depart. “Let it come, let it be, let it go.”

Because we develop the ability to let go, we can allow anything or anyone to be perceived. We can let any hurt, fear, or pain, as well as any delight, satisfaction, or revelation, appear and do its dance. Because our job is simply to notice, but not hold on to and therefore suffer, we can allow unconscious contraction to arise and release itself through consciousness. It’s a paradox – the more we are willing to feel, the less stays unconscious and painfully tight within us. And what enables us to do this releasing and healing is the confidence that we can let go of difficulty rather than being pulled into it. We need resist nothing, since no occurrence will be prolonged. Experience changes with remarkable swiftness when well attended to. It’s only imprecise, caught-up attention that causes things to appear to persist and therefore cause protracted suffering. 

This letting go of our experience even as we encounter it opens the possibility for real change. By not holding on, we give things maximum freedom to evolve as they will. It’s only by resisting or grasping that we set things in stone and override their natural dynamism and progression. Because we are constantly letting go of experience, we are always opening ourselves to new experience. In this way, we grow. Nothing new can take the stage if it’s already occupied. The continual unburdening of consciousness creates a wonderful expansiveness – “a spaciousness of being” – as well as an ever-varying, stimulating, and growth-promoting flow of events. 

So, to be mindful and thereby promote health and happiness, learn and practice three things. “Be present, open up, let go.” The result is a fully alive, constantly evolving, ever more spacious and free way of being.
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