Mindfulness is the Realization of Spaciousness
When we look up at the sky at night, we see the stars and ignore the space between them. Yet there’s far more space than stars. The situation with our minds is similar. We perceive the mental objects, such as thoughts, feelings, and sensations, and ignore the spacious awareness in which they arise.
We are so used to focusing on particular objects rather than their surrounding context that we do so automatically, and don’t realize that we have a choice. We can focus on a thought, for example, or on the consciousness in which we perceive thoughts. We can focus on a cloud or on the sky in which clouds come and go.
Obviously, the sky is larger than any particular cloud. Similarly, our awareness is more spacious than any particular experience. If we, out of habit, continually narrow our focus onto individual thoughts, feelings, and sensations, we feel smaller than if we remain aware of the expanse of our mind in which these experiences occur.

Becoming mindful is simply learning to shift our perspective so that it is broader and truer to all of what is actually there. Being mindful of the sky means seeing the open expanse as well as the clouds within it. Being mindful of our mind means recognizing the sky of awareness in which the clouds of thought, feeling, and sensation come and go.
Do an experiment right now. Relax and feel your breathing. Especially direct attention to the movement of your belly as you breathe. It goes up and down gently with each breath. Don’t try to change your breathing. Just relax, let it happen, and watch it for a few moments. The motion of your belly is clearly taking place within your awareness. It is a particular, localized experience to which you’re paying attention. At the same time as you notice your belly moving, you can be aware of thoughts in your head, sounds, what you’re seeing, the feeling of sitting in the chair, and so on.

So your awareness is broader than the perception of your belly going up and down. It has more than enough space to contain all the other things that you notice. It is a wide field of consciousness in which various narrower experiences occur. Your awareness is the open sky, the experiences in it are the clouds.
The consequences of this realization are paramountly important. If your attention is directed entirely to worried or depressing thoughts, for example, so that they are the only things you’re aware of, they completely define your life. Since reality at any moment is what you’re aware of at that moment, troubled thoughts create a troubled reality. But if you shift your focus from your thoughts to your breathing, the thoughts may still exist, but do so within the larger context of your open awareness. Now there are sounds, what you’re seeing, the feeling of your body relaxing, etc. You come out of being focused entirely on what’s happening in your head, and return to the fullness of your body and the whole range of your experiences. Your thoughts may still be negative, but your world isn’t entirely or even mostly so. 
Why not try to get rid of the thoughts? Well, has that worked for you? By paying total attention to your thoughts and battling with them, you give them energy and actually increase their hold. Many problematic thoughts are old, deeply learned interpretations of reality. Often they are incorrect or outmoded, and now do more harm than good. But they can’t be just erased and recorded over. However, if you stop feeding them with constant attention and the belief that they are true, and instead see them as familiar dark clouds in the sky of your awareness, they will gradually change. 
When you let in all of life instead of remaining entirely fixated on the old messages in your head, negative and erroneous ideas correct themselves in the light of present reality. For example, telling yourself you’re selfish and only care about your own welfare – a message you may have heard many times in childhood – will gradually be seen as false, and will give way to the recognition that you in fact do care a lot about others. However, this correction will not happen if you persist in focusing only on the thoughts and accepting them as true. If they’re all you see, they rain on you constantly. But as a familiar, limited storm, they can be seen in a wider, brighter sky, and the sun of today’s truth can gently evaporate them.  

If we don’t narrow our focus onto troubling thoughts, they are just weather. The sky is not defined by the weather – it is far wider than the storms within it. By remembering to relax and return attention to our breathing, we come out of contraction and restore a more reality-based and helpful perspective. We gain relief from our difficulties, which are seen for what they almost always are – internal experiences rather than present actuality. Worries, for example, are about the future. But is the future what’s happening now? The future is worth planning for, but are worries productive? Far better to restore balance and calm, and then make plans when we feel clear and able. 

Worries and negative self-judgments, painful sensations, and difficult feelings pull us in. For a time, they define our life. But if we’re mindful, we realize what’s happening and promptly come out of absorption. We relax, find our breathing, and again become the whole sky, not just the dark clouds. This spaciousness of being is more accurate, more helpful, and more healing. 

As we become practiced in mindfulness, our feeling of being alive expands. We walk around with a wider awareness, and recognize the various events that make up our life experience – thoughts, feelings, and sensations – with greater acuity and less automatic preoccupation. We know all that’s occurring, and deal with life from the wisest perspective. We register the clouds but remain the whole sky. This spaciousness of being promotes ability, acceptance, and appreciation. Life becomes richer, and we find we are effective, compassionate, joyous beings. We just keep breathing, relaxing, and opening as the sky of our true nature reveals both the ever-evolving clouds and the infinitude of stars above them. We find our home in the unbounded space of awareness in which the clouds dance and the stars so brilliantly shine.
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