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MIND

Where we tell ourselves we are, and where we actually are is often quite 
different, and this difference is what I call “the gap”. In timescale it can 
range from our anticipation about the next few moments to our whole life’s 
trajectory. It’s good to know where we are starting from; it’s good to have 
a plan and to express ambition; it’s good to strive hard to achieve our goals 
and imagine the future we would like to inhabit. But what happens when 
we start to live in the plan and not in the present? 

When we invest heavily in an image of the future, how our life, career or 
family is going to play out it’s like a thin red line disappearing into the future, 
describing how things are going to be. As our life unfolds we inevitably 
notice a divergence from this line requiring increasing effort to make our 
reality match our expectation/story. Often our personal story becomes 
more and more elaborate to explain and to convince ourselves that the gap 
is not real. The greater the divergence the more exhausting the effort to stick 
with the way things are. How many people do we know who frequently 
complain about relationships or careers along with the complex reasons 
why they can do nothing about it? Perhaps this resonates personally? 

MIND THE GAP
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Mindfulness invites us to do something different. It invites us to 
reconnect with the truth of the present moment. This may not initially 
be a pleasant experience. One of the reasons there is a divergence 
between our thin red line and the truth may be because we do not 
like the truth and we are trying to construct a different one.  This 
misses the point: whilst we are disconnected from the truth any 
choices we make are based on something that is not real and so 
these are not real choices. Whilst we may not like this experience, 
there is nothing wrong with it - there can’t be because it is the truth 
and the truth has to be ok. It might not be just, kind or fair but it is 
the truth and when we reconnect with it we reconnect with our real 
choices and options. 

The process of connecting to the truth is simple but not always easy. 
It requires us to cultivate the capacity to softly listen to ourselves, not 
in a demanding / strident way but with a curiosity and openness that 
is willing to listen to whatever is present. This is a non-verbal listening 
because body sensations are what interest us here. Tuning into our 
physical body takes us out of the story we have invested in so heavily 
and brings us in touch with how the truth of the moment feels. 

This can be an unpleasant sensation, often one we have habitually 
sought to avoid and the strength of this aversion gives us the energy to 
maintain the gap. Our instinct is to create as much distance between 
us and this feeling. The energy of aversion propels us away from this 
feeling frequently through distracting and sometimes destructive 
habits. Whilst we can sustain this reaction we feel a sense of control 
but sooner or later the effort becomes too much and we falter. 

The mindfulness approach takes a different perspective. It sees these 
difficult feelings as a signpost, pointing towards the route for healing 
rather than our habitual response to go in the opposite direction. It is 
in our turning towards the difficult that mindfulness gives us back the 
key to the cage we freely entered and locked with our own aversion.
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Turning toward the difficult
When we finally allow ourselves to turn towards the physical 
sensations we hold in our body, we witness our aversion 
directly. This is our fight or flight reaction in full flow demanding 
we trigger our habitual reaction. It’s tempting to brace to fight 
this, but in fact all we need to do is to simply smile (see the 
smiling exercise) and stay with this reaction softly. Our rational 
mind screams at us to do more but our rational mind is of little 
help here. As we smile into this sensation we notice the feeling 
of aversion in our mind, a real tension of not liking and not 
wanting this experience. Now we need to smile softly again, 
releasing the tension in our face and then inside our head 
around our brain. This is the ‘I don’t like it, I don’t want it’ mind 
in full charge. This strong aversion is felt as tension, and as we 
gradually allow ourselves to release this tension, that aversion 
to the sensation becomes acceptance.

The Smiling Exercise
Smiling here does not mean feeling 

happy; it simply means releasing the tension 
in your face. Do this by softening the corners of 

your mouth and the corner of your eyes; this will 
reveal the tension felt inside your head around the 

brain. Now soften this too by expanding your smile into 
your mind. If nothing happens with this breath never mind 

because there will be a chance with the next breath. What’s 
important here is the effort and focus you are making. Now 

gently hold the difficult body sensation in your awareness, just 
as softly as you would a giant snowflake not wanting to damage it. 

As you smile, attempt to soften any tension around the edges of this 
sensation. Again, whether you are successful or not does not matter. 
Do not expect or anticipate the sensation itself changing, though it 
may do so. 

As we become more familiar with our response to such difficult 
sensations we move to acceptance more readily. Acceptance is a state 
of active choice, it means that this sensation may stay or go and we 
don’t care. With this comes a greater spaciousness around the trigger 
for this sensation, perhaps some aspect of our relationship, career or 
other part of life and with this spaciousness comes a greater clarity of 
the real choices we have. 

Now that we are back in contact with our own truth and have aligned 
where we told ourselves we were with the reality of where we actually 
are we have closed “the gap”. We are now more able to acknowledge 
and take account of our plan whilst living in the present.
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