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There are many possible definitions of mindfulness, but I think its stated best by Kabat-

Zinn as ‘‘paying attention in a particular way, on purpose, in the present moment, and 

nonjudgmentally’’ (Kabat-Zinn, 1994, p. 4). Mindfulness cannot be attributed to a single 

origin, but what seems to be clear is that it has been part of many of the world religions for 

centuries. This paper will examine the roots, notable key practices and two current thought 

leaders in the study of mindfulness. 

In Hinduism, which has traceable roots to around 1500 BCE, mindfulness can be 

traced through the philosophy of Yoga. Yoga is one of the six philosophical systems of 

Hinduism. It studies the mind and how to transcend it. The Yoga Sutra of Patanjali is 

considered to be the authoritative work of Yoga dating from second century BCE (Mehta, 

2005, p. 12). Hinduism includes and accepts several different schools of Yoga, five of which 

are listed below. All are applications of inner discipline leading to liberation of the soul. 

The schools are named after the yogi’s objective of self-transformation and how they will 

implement it. 

1. Jnana Yoga – knowing, developing the reasoning powers of the mind 

2. Bhakti yoga – devotion, achieving liberation through love and devotion 

3. Karma yoga – detached action, the discipline of selfless action 

4. Raja yoga – royal path, meditative system to channel thoughts into spiritual 

energy 

5. Hatha yoga – sun and moon, perfect physical form as a way of attaining spiritual 

perfection. 

(1990, Life Positive) 
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An alternative practice can be found in Buddhism. Here mindfulness has its roots in 

the teachings of Buddha, who lived in Northeast India around 535 BCE. Buddha’s training 

caught on and spread throughout Asia. Variations of Buddhist meditation practices were 

born, many of which continue to be practiced in present day. 

The Buddha’s teachings, called Dhamma, are a set of principles and practices to 

guide human beings in their pursuit of happiness and spiritual freedom. The teachings at 

their core lead to insight and overcoming suffering. This notion of awakening as taught in 

Buddhism is achieved through meditation and occurs at an individual pace in stages over the 

journey of time. One of the central themes of the classical system of Buddhist meditation is 

mindfulness. Below are two of the most common: 

1. Vipassana – meaning insight or discernment, is the oldest of Buddhist 

meditations. It is a way of self-transformation through awareness, and focuses on the 

interconnectedness of mind and body. (Gunaratana, 2011, p. 25) 

2. Zen – meaning meditation, was brought to China by the Indian Monk 

Bodhidharma in the 6th Century CE. It teaches to be guided by intuition and to look inside 

ourselves for enlightenment and the answers we seek. (Various, 2002) 

Daoism or Taoism of Chinese origin, dated to 6th Century BCE, must also be 

acknowledged for its contribution to mindfulness. Its religious philosophical tradition 

emphasizes living in harmony. A Daoist attitude to life personifies mindfulness, joyful and 

carefree.  

Mindfulness is also associated with the teachings of Christianity, Judaism and Islam. 

In Christianity, mindfulness is traced to the reform of the Carmelite Order. Saint John of the 

Cross was asked by Saint Teresa of Avila to help with the reform movement to bring back a 
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life of prayer to the order. By the 1600s CE, the religion of Christianity had expanded to 

include Quakerism founded in England. Their philosophy and traditions embody 

mindfulness through the practice of integrity, simplicity and pacifism (Horowitz, 2005).  

In Islam, Sufism is its mystic tradition and philosophy. In its earliest years, Sufis 

spent many hours in prayer, detached themselves from worldly possessions and renounced 

their connections to the world (Elias, 2005). 

Kabbalah, which means tradition, is the mystical division and is embedded in the 

heart of Judaism. It is believed to begin formally 12th-13th Century CE, and teaches that the 

highest spiritual attainment is in the joining of body and spirit, the material world and the 

spiritual world together (Lancaster, 2006). 

My understanding of mindfulness has always been through a lose interpretation of 

Buddhist meditation, a messy mix of Zen and Vipassana. According to Bhante Gunaratana 

in Mindfulness in Plain English, Buddhism’s objective is awareness and views 

concentration as an instrument to achieve it. He says Zen meditation follows two paths, one 

of which is just sitting. The second is focusing on solving an impossible riddle, gripping 

one’s involvement in the present moment (Gunaratana, 2012, p. 24). Shunryu Suzuki, Jon 

Kabbat-Zinn and other Zen practitioners refer to this as Shoshin or “beginner’s mind”. In 

Mindfulness for Beginners, Kabbat-Zinn quotes a Japanese Zen master: “In the beginner’s 

mind, there are many possibilities, but in the expert’s there are few” (Kabat-Zinn, 2012, p. 

9). Gunaratana views Vipassana as a gentler method, gradually cultivating awareness over 

time with the goal to wake up to life, to see it as it is.  

From my readings and research, I noticed many overlapping similarities through its 

Buddhist roots. For starters, they both require mental training, are a course of self-
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discovery, and hold the promise of a deeper understanding of the truest nature of life. In Zen 

practice, it seems that you remove all preconceived notions and ideas, where as in 

Vipassana you adhere strictly to the three characteristics: impermanence, suffering, and no-

self.  

A third meditation system, Yoga, has a significant philosophical difference between 

Vipassana and Zen due to its religious base, Hinduism. The deities, the gods and goddesses 

of Hinduism, have been rejected by Buddhism for centuries. Similarly the omnipresence of 

Buddha and the view of the mind has been rejected by Hindu philosophy. However, their 

practices coexist in modern mindfulness agreeably, as both teachings hold true to the same 

principles of non-violence, truthfulness and non-attachment.  

Yoga tradition emphasizes the realization of the true self. Buddhism rejects the self, 

viewing it as an illusion of the mind. This illusion is discussed in great detail in Eckhart 

Tolle’s work. In his book, Power of Now, Tolle deliberates modern societies’ over-identification 

with the mind. I first heard about Tolle several years ago when my Book Club selected his book, 

A new earth: Awakening to your life's purpose, as our reading for that month. It was the first time 

I had thought of matters of the mind in such deep context. The teaching that has stuck with me is 

letting go of the hold our mind has with the past and future. Understanding this allows us to be 

present in this moment and opens the door to mindfulness.  

Another thought leader whose work I have recently begun to be interested in is Richard 

Davidson. His scientific approach to mindfulness and research on how to train our mind to 

improve cognitive thinking has made him a leader in the field of neuroscience. In the 1980s, 

Davidson travelled to India to study the meditation practices of Buddhist monks, leading him to 

his own meditation practice. Through his “Center for Investigating Healthy Minds” at University 
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of Wisconsin, Davidson has created leading programs for cultivating mindfulness in children. A 

big part of this program is to lay the foundation for kindness and compassion practices in young 

minds. 

Through the work and modern methodology of leaders such as Kabat-Zinn, Tolle and 

Davidson, mindfulness is beginning to be better understood in contemporary culture. The 

separation of its practice from traditional religious doctrine and inclusion into general spirituality 

is paving the way for a more aware and interconnected world.  As more time and energy is 

dedicated to mindfulness it will be interesting to see how it influences society and human 

behavior. 
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