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Meeting 3 

 

Breathing as an anchor 
 

 

 

The breathing movement is similar to the movement of the ocean:  

you feel inhaling and exhaling as ebb and flow, contraction and extension,  

taking in and spreading, receiving and giving,  

arising and perishing... 

 

Translated from Ad van Dun 

 

 
We have spent the last few weeks mainly doing the body scan and doing everyday routine 

activities mindfully. Starting this week, we're going to scale up the sitting meditation, and we're 

going to do yoga. In both exercises you are invited to listen carefully to your body, to respect 

your boundaries. So don't force yourself and don't be too hard on yourself. Mindfulness is 

anything but that.  

 

How's it going so far?  
This is the third week of the training and you will probably also have encountered challenges this 

week. You may find it difficult to plan and do your exercises. You may also get frustrated, 

disappointed or bored, because as it turns out, there is not a ready-made solution or quick fix to 

your problems. These thoughts and feelings are all part of the process. Try to deal with these 

thoughts and feelings as mindful as possible: by recognizing them as events that pass by.   

 

Breathing 
Breath is life! There is no life without breathing. It is impressive to realize that breathing is an 

endless process that goes on as long as we live. No matter what situation we find ourselves in, 

our breath is always there. We breathe on average 8 to 18 times per minute. This means that we 

breathe in and out about 10,000 liters of air every day! We usually breathe completely 

automatically and pay little attention to it unless something is wrong (for example, if you have a 

cold or you experience a lot of tension). 

You may have noticed during practice last week that it is not easy to bring attention (and 

especially to keep your attention) in a process that is so automatic. 

Nevertheless, it is worth taking a closer look at our breathing.  

 

Paying attention to our breathing means: 

- Having attention for this very moment, for the here-and-now. Our breathing can 

therefore be used as an anchor to the 'NOW'.  

- Breathing is also strongly connected to our feelings. We breathe differently when we are 

anxious, angry, sad or happy. Attention to your breath helps you to be more aware of 

what is happening in that moment at an emotional level. 

- As we will focus on later, bringing attention to our breathing can also help us to learn to 

let go and to feel more balanced from time to time.  
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Many books have been written about breathing, and the process of breathing is still being 

extensively studied by scientists. For example, an interesting article (especially if you suffer from 

anxiety a lot) can be found here: https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-athletes-

way/201905/longer-exhalations-are-easy-way-hack-your-vagus-nerve 

 

 
        Inbreath               Outbreath 

 

The way we will study breathing in this training is different, experientially. Where we deliberately 

do not control breathing. 

 

We reflect on the experience of breathing. We will pause again and again at how the movement 

of the breath, the physical sensations of breathing, in the body feels. Gradually we can notice 

that the breath is always different, and that we can use the breath as a source of information, but 

also as a stable anchor. For example, we may become aware of tension if we notice that we are 

breathing quickly. In addition, we can keep our attention focused on our breath and experience 

that this can sometimes bring peace in the moment as well. 

 

Most people can notice the movement of breathing in one of the following locations: 

 

● The nose (nostrils) 

We may feel the airflow of breath passing our nostrils. We can then focus on the feeling of the air 

flow in, or near, the nose. We can notice what this movement of air feels like. Maybe we notice 

that it doesn't feel the same with every breath. We might be able to notice the beginning and the 

end of the airflow. Or perhaps we notice that the airflow of the inhalation feels different from the 

exhalation (e.g. the temperature of the air).  

 

● Expanding the abdomen 

Maybe we can feel the breathing in our belly too. If you don't feel this clearly, try putting a hand 

on your stomach to feel the movement of breathing in the abdomen better. Even now we can 

see how this movement feels, and whether the movement per breath is different. We might be 

able to feel the beginning and end of the exhalation in the abdomen as well. 

 

● Expanding the chest 

We also might feel the breathing movement best in our chest. We may notice how the chest 

moves on the inhalation and exhalation; perhaps we can feel the lifting of the sternum or the 

expansion of the rib cage at the front, sides or back. 

 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-athletes-way/201905/longer-exhalations-are-easy-way-hack-your-vagus-nerve
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-athletes-way/201905/longer-exhalations-are-easy-way-hack-your-vagus-nerve
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It is important to realize that the examples above are only that: examples. They're not 

experiences we should feel. It's ultimately about our personal experience of breathing. It could 

be that we can feel very little of our breathing, or feel the breathing in a different place than is 

mentioned here. Then that is the starting point of our exercise: bringing our attention to these 

subtle changes of breathing. We don't have to change any aspect of our breathing when we 

start practicing with it. We don't practice to learn to breathe better (we've been breathing on our 

own for years), we practice to deliberately focus our attention. 

 

Breathing as an anchor 
Breathing is always there and breathing happens always now. This means that breathing can 

also be a tool to bring our attention into the present moment. We can focus our attention on 

breathing, at any time during our day, to reconnect with this present moment. Another way to 

put it is that we use our breathing as an anchor to lead us back, again and again, to our basic 

starting point: the present moment. 

 

The breathing and feeling 
Have you ever noticed that your breathing can change with your mood – for example, short and 

deep when we are tense or angry, faster when we are excited, slow and full when we are happy, 

almost gone when we are afraid or sighing deeply when we feel down? 

Our breath is always accompanying us and is often an honest messenger of our feelings. For 

that reason alone, it may make sense to get to know the breath a little better.  

 

This allows us to become more aware of our experience of that moment. Paying attention to our 

breath can help us to properly and honestly notice how we are doing in that moment. 

 

Attention to breathing to calm down 

If we bring our attention to breathing, it may also calm us down. So one could say that we can 

easily 'use' breathing to calm down, if we for example experience a lot of stress or restlessness. 

Unfortunately, it’s not that simple. After all, mindfulness is about being with what's there. And if 

we try very hard to calm down, we often just get more stressed or tense.  

Calming down by focusing on breathing is one of the paradoxes within mindfulness. The 

essential difference, between learning a breathing trick to calm down and practicing 

mindfulness, is the way we bring our attention to breathing. In mindfulness, we bring attention to 

breathing without trying to get rid of the unpleasant feeling, the restlessness for example. For 

instance, if there is fear we allow it and give space to the fear (as long as that’s okay for you), in 

addition we focus our attention on breathing. The process of focusing our attention on breathing 

is also a part of letting go of the fear, that is: letting the fear be as it is without interfering. We do 

this not to get rid of the fear, but to connect with the present moment by feeling our breath. 

Often the result is that we are no longer completely hijacked by the emotion; there is still fear, 

but we are also aware of our breathing movement. We broaden our perspective so that we no 

longer feel 'trapped' by the fear. The same goes for when there is anger, sadness, or any other 

feeling. 

No doubt you will find that it is very difficult to let go of your expectations to want to get rid of 

certain feelings. However, the more our motives to practice are based on 'wanting to get rid of 

something', the greater the resistance to the present moment, and often the greater the stress. 

Remember that sometimes emotions need, and will, take up time and space. Attention to 

breathing is not the solution to our emotional problems. It can help us not to get into a narrowed 

perspective of a certain emotion, and with that it can also help us not to fall into the trap of an 

automatic thought or behavior pattern. “Feelings only want to be felt. Nothing else. They are not 

problems to be solved.” (Christiane Michelberger) 
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Sitting meditation 
When we start sitting meditation, we can use our breathing as a focus to direct our attention to. 

When we focus our attention on our breathing, we let go of past and future in that moment. 

You're not consumed by ((un)pleasant) events from the past or consumed by the things you still 

need to do. 

 

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4PkrhH-bkpk 

 

  

This week we are scaling up the sitting meditation. After having focused our awareness on our 

breathing for a while, we are asked to expand awareness to the rest of your body.   

  

As mentioned before, it helps to find a sitting position, which is comfortable, where we try to 

keep our back and shoulders straight but relaxed. Despite a good posture, we may experience 

physical discomfort while sitting, such as pain in the knees, back or shoulders. Or numb feet, 

itching or tingling. It might be that that discomfort always attracts our attention, without us 

wanting it. We want to get rid of the discomfort. Instead of resisting the discomfort by, for 

example, moving or scratching, we might also turn our attention to the discomfort. How exactly 

does it feel? Where is it located? Is it always in one spot, and does it always have the same 

intensity, or does it move around, or change? How do I respond: do I want to push it away, do I 

get irritated, or can I let it be there, exactly as it is? 

 

 

Staying aware of your posture: 
1. It helps if you sit upright, with your head, neck and back in one line.  

2. Practice on a chair or on the floor. If you're using a chair, choose one with a straight 

backrest and put your feet flat on the ground. Try, if you can, not to lean against the 

backrest, keeping your back straight (using both your abdominal and back muscles). 

This can take effort at first, you will notice after some time that the muscles become 

stronger and it goes easier.  

3. If you prefer to sit on a cushion, take a firm, thick one so that you are 7 to 14 centimeters 

off the floor.   

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4PkrhH-bkpk
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Three Step Breathing Space 
 

Mindfulness is also about bringing attention into everyday life. The 3-step 

breathing space has been developed to bring more moments of attention during 

the day. In fact, it is a 'mini meditation' that can be easily fitted into everyday life.   

  

The exercise comes down to pausing for a moment, and taking a step back to 

see what's going on. This way, the breathing space ensures that our autopilot is 

switched off and that we reconnect with the present moment. Therefore the goal 

is not (as with the other exercises) that we achieve something and we feel better 

after the breathing space. That may or may not happen. However, the goal is: 

acknowledging what's going on, and focusing on it, whether it’s an unpleasant, a 

pleasant or a neutral experience.   

  

The exercise can be done both sitting and standing as well as lying down. The first step may be 

becoming aware of your posture. Then the next three steps follow.   

  

Step 1  Becoming aware: stepping out of autopilot and noticing and acknowledging what is 

happening and going on at that moment ('Where am I?' What's going on? What is my experience 

at this moment? What thoughts are going through my mind right now? How am I feeling right 

now? Does it feel pleasant, unpleasant or neutral? Are there any specific feelings, emotions or 

moods that I can notice at this moment in time? How does my body feel right now? What 

physical sensations are present right now? 

 

We don't have to do anything about, or change the experiences we notice. We only observe 

them and recognize that they are there, even if they are unpleasant or undesirable. 

 

Step 2 Focusing: then we redirect our attention to focus on the physical sensations of breathing. 

Perhaps at this stage our attention will be drawn again to (elements of) the experience we 

became aware of in the first step of this exercise. If we notice this, we can use the physical 

sensations of breathing again as an anchor to bring our attention back. Not pushing any other 

experiences away, but deliberately adding the breath to our span of attention also, and focusing 

as much attention possible to that part of the experience. 

 

  

Step 3 Expanding: then we expand our attention to the entire body, becoming aware of the 

body as a whole, and the reality of that moment as a whole. 

Within mindfulness, we often use the 3 step breathing space as a kind of barometer to 

consciously experience how we are doing in that particular moment. It helps us to connect with, 

and give space to, what we are aware of is happening in the present moment, but also 

sometimes with what we are unaware of is happening. It is an exercise in which we pause, give 

space to our moment-to-moment experience, and then let go of it again, we let it be. We do this 

by focusing our attention as much as possible on breathing, and then moving on to reconnect 

with our daily activities, this time from a renewed and expanded perspective: approaching life 

experience in Being Mode. This exercise can also help prevent an unconscious build-up of 

emotional and physical reactions. 
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Yoga  
Yoga means unity, connection. While doing yoga we work with both our body and our mind. By 

doing physical exercises in a concentrated way and with attention, we care for the well-being of 

our body and the calming down of our head.   

 

 
 

During yoga we perform some slow movements. By doing the exercises slowly, it is easier to be 

aware of our breathing, and what we feel in our body. This way we can carefully explore our 

boundaries and limitations: by on the one hand not avoiding any inconvenience or discomfort, 

and on the other hand, not exerting too much pressure and pushing ourself over our limits. 

Maybe we recognize these kinds of reactions in ourself.   

 

How do I recognize the resistance in my body?  

While doing the yoga exercises, we may also encounter resistance. For example getting angry, 

having a hard time or not feeling like it anymore. Stretching the muscles, for example, can 

certainly be a little unpleasant at first. Reducing the breathing space or holding the breath may 

indicate tension or resistance. By consciously remaining calm and inhaling and exhaling freely, 

we disconnect the automatic reaction of resistance from what we are doing. This allows more 

oxygen to enter our body and muscles become softer.   

  

Cramping also often expresses itself in frowning, tense jaws, or hardened eyeballs. It is clear that 

using and contracting these muscles is not a necessity for lifting our arms, for example. So 

check your forehead, eyes, lips and jaws regularly. Are you frowning or are you looking 

extremely focused? Do you press your jaws or lips together? Then relax, softening the inside of 

your eyes, your cheeks and face again. 

 

During yoga we can practice recognizing any mental or physical resistance as a 'soft edge', or a 

'hard edge': 

 

● The soft edge is the point at which we experience mild, mental or physical, aversion 

to what we are doing. We may not be enjoying our experience, or want it to be 

different, but we will benefit from remaining with it and exploring the experience in 

approach mode, Being Mode. A mind with openness and curiosity. 

 

● The hard edge is the point at which we encounter serious resistance. The mental or 

physical pain encountered may be harmful or damaging. When we encounter the 

'hard edge' it's important to recognize reaching this point, and to be kind to ourselves 

and stop doing the exercise. 
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We can often tell from our breathing that we reached an edge. In any yoga position we can ask 

ourself the question: how do I breathe now, is my breath high, spacious, in the abdomen or do I 

hold it? For example, if we hold our breath, we might have crossed an edge. It is then enough to 

observe, look closely, how our body signals us that an edge is reached. Possibly to recognize in 

ourself how we are inclined to cross it, examining the effect of taking the movement back slightly 

from the edge, exploring what it's like there, how it feels to stay there, and then make a 

conscious choice in what is best, for us and our body, to do in this particular moment.   

 

 

The importance of kindness in our everyday life. 

 

Kindness is a key to a mindful attitude. Kindness switches on the approach mode (Being Mode) 

and closes down aversion pathways (Doing Mode) in the brain. This enhances openness to 

change, creativity and happiness. Kindness also frees us from our inner critic and enables us to 

be kinder to ourselves and to others. 

 

 
 

 

Bringing attention to unpleasant events   
When things aren't working, the tendency is often to try a little harder (strive), relentlessly 

pushing in one direction (like a stubborn donkey) instead of simply waiting and spotting an 

opportunity as it arises. Pushing stubbornly at a problem, however, merely only reinforces the 

gap between the desired situation and the actual situation, it: 

 

o closes down our mind by narrowing the focus and perspective 

 

o prevents us from thinking creatively (creativity thrives in an open and playful mind) 

 

o drives us into ever-decreasing thought circles and exhaustion, activating the minds 

aversion system which leads to overly critical and negative thinking and worry. 

 

As with pleasant events, with unpleasant events we can also ask ourself, 'What do I feel now, 

what do I think, what do I say to myself, what does my body say?' This week we ask you to pay 

attention to unpleasant events and the feelings, thoughts and physical sensations you 

experience. You can register an unpleasant event daily in the Unpleasant Experiences Calendar 

that you will find a few pages further. See again if you can experience the moment as it is. By 

paying attention to every situation, even unpleasant, we can learn to deal with it differently. This 

requires courage and patience, but you'll find that paying more attention to all your experiences 

can eventually lead to unexpected changes.   

 



Mindfulness Training 

36 

MINDFULNESS OP MAAT 

&  

ACLO 

 

 

It is what it is  

  

  

It's nonsense says the 

mind  

It is what it is says  

love  

  

It's bad luck says 

calculation  

It's only grief says  

fear  

  

It's hopeless says 

insight  

It is what it is says  

love  

  

It's ridiculous says  

pride  

It's levity says  

caution  

  

It's impossible says 

experience  

It is what it is says  

love  

  

  

Translated from Remco Campert, translation of the poem 'Es ist was es ist' van Erich Fried 
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Home practice suggestions after meeting 3  

 

1. Practice alternately: 

o one day a Mindful Movement exercise, using audio, the descriptions in 

the reader or the Stretch without Striving PDF. 

o the other day Mindfulness of Breath And Body  

Each time you do the exercise, briefly write your experiences during the exercise on the 

exercise form. If you have problems with your back or other health problems, decide for 

yourself whether you are doing the yoga exercises and, if so, which one.  

 

2. Apply the three step breathing space  (using audio or instructions on the next page) three 

times a day at predetermined times. Write down your experiences in the exercise form.  

 

3. Fill in the Unpleasant Events Calendar  (one topic a day). Write down your experiences as 

soon as possible after the unpleasant event.   

  

4. Read the information belonging to meeting 3. 

 

5. Keep a daily record of your homework. Fill it in as accurately and honestly as possible on the 

exercise form. Bring the form to the next meeting. 

 

Remember: to rewire your brain: better practice often and short, than sometimes and long.  
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Instructions Three Step Breathing Space   

 

Step 1: Becoming aware 

Sit or stand in a comfortable, upright position, or lie down, as relaxed as possible. Close your 

eyes if you like.  

The first step is to become aware of what is going on right now. What kind of thoughts are 

present? See your thoughts as events in your head. Also notice feelings or your mood. Just 

recognize and acknowledge that they are there. Then do the same with sensations in your body. 

Do you notice tension or fatigue? Direct your attention towards it. This is what's going on now.   

If you want, you can briefly put your experiences into words, for example 'there is fatigue', 'there 

is restlessness’, 'there are many thoughts'.   

  

Step 2: Focus on breathing 

The second step is to focus as much as possible your full attention on the physical sensations of 

breathing.   

Focus on the movements of breathing in your body while inhaling and exhaling.   

This way you can use your breath as an anchor to be in the present moment.   

  

Step 3: Expanding 

The third step is to expand your attention, so that in addition to your breathing you are also 

aware of your body as a whole and the reality of that moment as a whole. 

If you feel discomfort or tension, you can breathe into it if you want and direct your attention 

towards it. Then you exhale, letting the attention for the discomfort or tension go again. Maybe 

you'll find that more softness can enter this way. Follow the breathing as if the whole body is 

breathing.   

  

And then open your eyes again to continue with the rest of your day. 
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Lying yoga practice 
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Unpleasant Events Calendar 

Be aware of an unpleasant event while it is happening. Use the following questions to first focus your awareness on the details of the experience. 

Write it down afterwards. 

Day What was the experience? How did your body feel during 

this experience. What were, 

in detail, your physical 

sensations during this event? 

What moods and 

feelings 

accompanied the 

experience? 

What thoughts accompanied the 

experience? 

What thoughts 

are in your mind 

now, as you write 

this down? 

Example Waiting for the cable 

company to come out and fix 

our line. Realize that I am 

missing an important class.  

Temples throbbing, tightness 

in my neck and shoulders, 

pacing back and forth.  

Angry, helpless. 'Is this what they mean by service?” 

”They don’t have to be responsible, 

they have a monopoly.” “This is one 

class I didn’t want to miss.”  

“I hope I don't 

have to go 

through that again 

soon.”  

Monday 

 

 

     

Tuesday 

 

 

     

Wednesday 
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Day What was the experience? How did your body 

feel during this 

experience. What 

were, in detail, your 

physical sensations 

during this event? 

What moods and feelings 

accompanied the experience? 

What thoughts accompanied the 

experience? 

What thoughts are 

in your mind now, 

as you write this 

down? 

Thursday 

 

 

     

Friday 

 

 

     

Saturday 

 

 

     

Sunday 
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Additional notes: 

 



Mindfulness Training 

43 

MINDFULNESS OP MAAT 

&  

ACLO 

EXERCISE FORM WEEK 3 

 

Keep a daily record of your homework every day. Fill it in as accurately and honestly as possible. 

 

DAY PRACTICED YES/NO NOTES 

 

DAY 1 

 

Date: 

 

Yoga: 
 

Sitting meditation: 
 

3 Step Breathing Space 3x: 
 

Unpleasant events: 
 

 

 

DAY 2 

 

Date: 

 

Yoga: 
 

Sitting meditation: 
 

3 Step Breathing Space 3x: 
 

Unpleasant events: 
 

 

 

DAY 3 

 

Date: 

 

Yoga: 
 

Sitting meditation: 
 

3 Step Breathing Space 3x: 
 

Unpleasant events: 
 

 

 

DAY 4 

 

Date: 

 

Yoga: 
 

Sitting meditation: 
 

3 Step Breathing Space 3x: 
 

Unpleasant events: 
 

 

 

DAY 5 

 

Date: 

 

Yoga: 
 

Sitting meditation: 
 

3 Step Breathing Space 3x: 
 

Unpleasant events: 
 

 

 

DAY 6 

 

Date: 

 

Yoga: 
 

Sitting meditation: 
 

3 Step Breathing Space 3x: 
 

Unpleasant events: 
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Additional Notes: 

 


