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1   wHaT iS  NaTuRaL AwArEnEsS?

Awareness is a capacity of the human mind. Awareness 
is the ability to directly know and to perceive, sense, 
feel, or be cognizant of experience. We might think 
of awareness simply as the state of being conscious of 
something.

Every living being is aware. We usually don’t 
think much about awareness, but in order to func-
tion, humans have to be aware. Not only do humans 
have the capacity to be aware, but they also have the 
ability to be aware of awareness, or aware that they 
are aware. Let’s try this simple experiment:

Right now, put down the 
book and don’t be aware. In 
the next minute, please stop 
being aware. I mean it. Ready, 
go . . .

Are you back? Could you not be aware? No, you 
couldn’t. This capacity to be aware is a function of 
the human mind. And in this exercise, you noticed 
that you were aware and that it’s impossible to stop 
being aware. 

However, being aware is not natural awareness. 
Natural awareness is very hard to explain (and that’s 
why it takes me the next 208 pages!), but here’s the 
synopsis: Natural awareness is a way of knowing and 
a state of being wherein our focus is on the awareness 
itself rather than on the things we are aware of. It is 
generally relaxed, effortless, and spacious. 

Natural awareness can subjectively feel very pow-
erful. It can feel like a deep sense of peace, joy, love, 
contentment, serenity, connection, and much more. 
It can be evoked through specific practices, and it is 
a type of meditation in and of itself. It can become 
a familiar state, accessible in daily life and regularly 
experienced as you meditate with it over time.

Because natural awareness is hard to define, it is 
primarily recognized experientially. Let me give you 
some markers of it. Natural awareness can feel like:

• Your mind is completely aware and 
undistracted without you doing anything in 
particular to make yourself aware.

• Your mind is like wide open space, and 
everything in it is just passing by.

• You are aware but not identified with the 
part of you that is aware.

• Your mind feels at rest.

• You are noticing that you are noticing, and 
you are abiding in that awareness. 

• Everything just seems to be happening on its 
own.

• You feel a sense of contentment not 
connected to external conditions.

• You are simply being — without agenda — and 
this beingness creates a feeling of timelessness 
and ease.

You can experience natural awareness in one of these 
ways or some combination of them. Everyone experi-
ences it in different ways, and how you experience it 
can vary from day to day. 

Maybe one or more of the markers above makes 
sense to you. If you think you have had a taste of 
natural awareness or entered the territory of natural 
awareness, please trust that. Any experiential sense of 
natural awareness will become a touchstone that you 
can always return to during your meditation practice 
or in life. 
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2  wHaT MaKeS NaTuRaL 
AwArEnEsS NaTuRaL?

I call this type of awareness natural awareness because 
this name seems to be the best one to get at its 
qualities:

It’s natural or inherent to all humans. All humans 
have had experiences during which their mind seems 
to rest in a place of ease or well-being. In the introduc-
tion, I shared my own story of accessing this place as 
a teenager. Countless students have told me of times 
that they encountered this territory when they were in 
nature, playing sports, or viewing art. One student told 
me that the second she heard a description of natural 
awareness, she remembered sitting under a tree in the 
woods on a fall day as a small child, her mind entirely 
at rest. Another shared that throughout his life, he had 
encountered a profound sense of ease and immersion 
while shooting hoops. Another student was reminded 
of early days in her marriage when she and her partner 
would sit on the porch listening to old records (yes, 
this was a while ago). They had no agenda; they just 
listened and sat and “be’d” together. (Recollecting this 
memory actually led quite naturally to her opening to 
natural awareness in that moment.) 

Many of us can recall a sense of “just being.” Just 
being isn’t natural awareness, but it is evocative of it 
and in the same territory.

It’s natural in that it’s always available, if we 
can find it. The term natural awareness invites us to 
notice or rediscover the awareness that already exists 
and is available at any moment. I like the following 
analogy, which I learned from Loch Kelly, a teacher 
of “effortless mindfulness”: Natural awareness is 
like a radio station that is always blasting and is 
always available to us. However, much of the time 
we are tuned to a different radio station. We tend 
to tune to station anxiety, station catastrophizing, 
KPFJudgment, or WNCAnger. So even though 

natural awareness is part of being human, we need 
to practice tuning in to it in order for it to become 
the radio station we listen to most often.

The word natural helps evoke it. I also like the 
term natural awareness because the words them-
selves seem to evoke a quality of resting, letting 
go, letting things be — all of which are qualities of 
the awareness I’m pointing to. It arises when our 
minds let go. Much of the time we’re caught in our 
drama and what we might call ordinary mind. We 
are holding tight to our opinions, beliefs, desires, 
and so on. We basically believe our own stories 99 
percent of the time. However, we can learn to let go 
of these stories, and when we do, we find a freedom 
of mind — a mind that’s not clinging to anything. 
What is here in the wake of clinging, when we really 
investigate? You’d be right if you guessed a natural 
awareness. 
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G l i MPsE 
PR a Ct i cE

rEcOlLeCtioN

One of the simplest ways to access natural aware-
ness is through memory. Let yourself remember 
a time when you felt awake, connected, peaceful, 
expansive — in a state of “beingness.” Recall this 
time. Don’t try too hard; let it come to you in a 
simple way. 

Perhaps you were in nature, in the midst of 
athletic activity, in the creative flow, lying at rest 
in bed, with a lover, or laughing uproariously with 
your best friend. Can you remember where you 
were? What did you see? Hear? Now remember 
how you felt at the time. What did your body feel 
like? How about your heart? See if you can invite 
in a full-bodied experience of the memory. Recall 
details: sight, scents, sounds, any other sensory 
experience. 

Now notice what is happening in the present 
moment. See if a sense of beingness is present for 
you, just by your imagining a past experience. What 
does that beingness feel like? Connectedness, ease, 
presence, relaxation? Let yourself rest here.
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3  WHY iS  NaTuRaL AwArEnEsS 
sO HArD tO f inD? 

If natural awareness is part of what it means to be a 
human being and is always available, why isn’t every-
one walking around resting their minds in it? Why 
do we have just occasional whispers of it, if that? 
Why does it feel so far away?

There are so many answers to these questions. 
Some of the ancient teachings tell us that natural 
awareness is too obvious, too close — as close as our 
face, some say. It’s also so subtle that it is almost 
impossible to recognize unless it has been pointed 
out to you. Or else it’s too easy to recognize! It’s right 
here, and yet we miss it all the time. Clearly, it’s not 
intuitively easy to first recognize and then sustain or 
deepen our experience of it, nor is it easy find our 
way back to it regularly and at will. 

Resting our minds in natural awareness also 
seems to be the opposite of how most people typi-
cally live. Most of us are lost in ordinary mind. We 
are caught in our dramas, lost in habitual reactiv-
ity, anxiety, irritation, or sadness. Or we are checked 
out, operating on automatic pilot, just kind of going 
through the motions as we sail through life. Either 
way, we’re missing much of our lives. Ordinary 
mind feels familiar. 

Connecting to natural awareness can feel coun-
terintuitive, or it can simply feel unfamiliar to most 
people. We are used to our habitual states of mind, 
and so we stay in them most of the time. Those 
moments when we taste something different, such as 
in the creative or athletic flow, are like little bleeps 
that wake us up and point to something wonderful 
beyond our small self, but that is not our usual mode 
of being.

Plus we live in a world that seems to be about 
evoking the opposite of natural awareness. Most 
people, at least in the globally northern world, 
tend to be living a life of speed and distraction. 
Distraction from what? Well, from ourselves. The 

worlds we inhabit are practically invented to keep us 
from looking inward. There are television and tech-
nology and smartphones and tablets and 24/7 news 
cycles and invasive media. Our devices in and of 
themselves aren’t necessarily inherently harmful, but 
most of us use them to check out of ourselves, rather 
than check in with ourselves. 

Then there’s the ever-present to-do list that we can 
never get to the bottom of. Personally, I have a univer-
sity mindfulness center to run, with the endless tasks 
that entails; I have to get my daughter’s permission 
slip for the beach cleanup filled out by tomorrow; 
and I have about four hundred emails cluttering up 
my inbox. If I listen to and take seriously a voice that 
says, “You have too much to do,” I will never medi-
tate. I am way too busy a person to foster awareness! 
And when we finally check off everything on our 
to-do list, there’s always the “should” list: I should 
clean out my files, repair my bicycle, and get my 
daughter into another one of those classes she doesn’t 
really need.

Put all of this together, add a sprinkling of 
despair at the state of the world, economic uncer-
tainty, environmental catastrophe, or just making 
ends meet, and sure enough, you will begin to see 
that accessing natural awareness is not so easy — at 
least on your own.
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4  wHaT’S  iN iT  FoR ME?

Natural awareness is one of many ways of being 
aware, and awareness is good no matter how you slice 
it. But there are many other reasons why you might 
be drawn to a natural awareness practice:

You’ve already experienced natural awareness. 
While you are meditating, you might find that, 
although you are trying to keep your attention on a 
focus point, like your breath, your mind keeps set-
tling into a more spacious, open awareness. It seems 
like natural awareness is where your meditation prac-
tice wants to take you at the moment.

You’ve gotten some of the goodies already. 
Perhaps you are already accessing natural awareness 
and are experiencing its fruits. For example, maybe 
you feel more peaceful and calm or have experienced 
profound feelings of well-being and ease, and those 
feelings seem to bleed over into your daily life. 

You’ve been working too hard. I have met many 
students of classical mindfulness meditation over 
the years (and, I confess, I was one of them) who 
exert massive amounts of energy to keep their atten-
tion focused, who try to be aware of every moment, 
and who often feel a disturbing tightness and ten-
sion in their meditation practice. When they begin 
to relax into a more natural awareness, the struggle 
ceases, and they find they can continue to practice 
with much greater ease and spaciousness. They don’t 
have to try so hard to be aware.

You need something to counteract self-judgment. 
Practitioners often judge their meditation practice and 
themselves ruthlessly. I remember in my early years 
of practice I told a friend I was a terrible mindfulness 
practitioner because I could be mindful only about ten 
times during the day. He gently replied, “Why don’t you 
reframe it? ‘How wonderful — I am mindful ten times in 
a day!’” I carried a lot of self-judgment, and the narra-
tive in my head was rife with criticisms like You’re not 
doing this well enough! When I began to practice tuning 

in to natural awareness, I realized there was nothing 
really to get and that inherently my mind was already 
aware. The judging inner critic soon went on sabbatical 
(and now visits only from time to time). 

You’re looking for freedom from mind chatter. 
Natural awareness practices are not about working 
hard to calm our wild mind but about shifting into an 
already existing place of rest and freedom beneath the 
chatter. An analogy that’s often used is moving from 
the turbulence of the waves above into the deep still-
ness of the ocean below. As my dear friend Wim, who 
passed away many years ago, used to say, “Would you 
rather have a mind lost in thought or resting in aware-
ness? You decide.”

You want to be free of your dramas.  Our mind is 
usually busy defending, worrying, explaining, fight-
ing, and comparing. Natural awareness offers another 
way for our mind to be — a way that is not lost in 
these dramas but that has a feel of freedom to it. In 
experiencing natural awareness, we let go. And when 
we let go, what is there in the wake of letting go? The 
goodness of our own mind — the space of a mind free 
of drama. This is a sacred place. We usually just zip 
past it — “Phew! I’m no longer caught in my story. 
I’m not in pain anymore” — and then we move on. 
But we can learn to rest in this freedom. 

You want freedom from ego drama and polariza-
tion. It’s extraordinary when we can step aside from 
our usual focus on me, me, me — on our separate-
ness — and open to a sense of something greater than 
our own small ego dramas. Spending time in natural 
awareness is an amazing antidote to the self-centered-
ness and polarization that our world is rife with. The 
practice of accessing natural awareness could poten-
tially change our ego-driven behavior.

It’s lovely. Sometimes when accessing natural 
awareness we feel a lovely sense of compassion, kind-
ness, interconnection, joy, and radiance. Think how 
your embodiment of these qualities can impact all 
whom you meet.
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5  uM,  wHaT iS  MEditAtioN?

I consider meditation to be any practice that culti-
vates inward investigation. It is as simple as that. The 
word meditation is a giant umbrella term for these 
practices, and there are many types of practices that 
fall under it. 

You can think of it in the way we think of sports. 
Sports is the general word, and there are dozens of 
categories of sports: land activities, water activities, 
ball related, animal oriented, and so on. Within each 
category there are often countless variations of sports: 
beach volleyball, land volleyball, pool volleyball, and 
so on. 

There are dozens of categories of meditation, 
including concentration practices, positive emotions 
practices, physical meditations, prayer, and healing 
practices. Within each of these categories are prac-
tices that are endlessly creative and generative, and I 
couldn’t even begin to count them, just as new sports 
are continually being invented. (Have you heard of 
chess boxing, cheese rolling, or extreme ironing?)

Awareness practices are a particular category of 
meditation. Awareness practices can teach us how 
to cultivate awareness and how to recognize, pro-
long, stabilize, and live from awareness. This book 
focuses only on awareness practices and not on any 
other type of meditation. We won’t be exploring 
visualization or walking a labyrinth, prayer, or other 
contemplative practices, all of which are valuable 
but outside the scope of this book.

Within the category of awareness practices is clas-
sical mindfulness meditation. Because it has gained 
quite a bit of currency in the West in the past decade, 
we might think of classical mindfulness meditation 
as the baseball of meditation — well-known, fre-
quently practiced, and well loved. (Although it’s 
hardly a spectator sport. In fact, I can’t think of 
anything more boring than watching someone do 
classical mindfulness meditation. But then again, 
lots of people say that about baseball, too.)

For more about classical mindfulness meditation, 
please see chapter 6 and chapters 15 through 19.

A Word about the Word Practice
I have already used the word practice many times, 
so let me take a moment to clarify the meaning. 
Practice means to actively and deliberately work, 
generally through repetition, to develop or cultivate 
something, usually a skill. To become proficient 
at playing a musical instrument, for example, we 
practice daily, often for hours. Meditation is no 
exception; it requires ongoing, regular, daily prac-
tice in order for one to develop facility. 

Meditators tend to refer to meditating simply 
as practicing; we might say, “I practiced this morn-
ing for thirty minutes” or “I didn’t practice at all 
yesterday. I’m a slacker!” An outside observer might 
be confused. Practice what? For whatever reason, 
practice has become shorthand for “meditating.” To 
confuse things even further, we also call meditations 
themselves practices. “How is your practice going?” 
is a common question that means, “How is your 
meditation practice coming along?” 

Also confusing is how we can use the word practice 
not just to mean meditation but also to mean a shift 
of mind you can deliberately make at any moment. 
An example of this is what I call the glimpse practices 
throughout the book. They are not full-on, extended 
meditation sessions, but short moments of practicing 
natural awareness that can be employed in the midst 
of your daily meditation practice or any time during 
the day.
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G l i MPsE 
PR a Ct i cE

AsK YOuRsElF .  .  . 

Try this practice at any moment. In medita-
tion you might want to focus your mind before 
you employ it. In daily life, try it when you feel 
drawn to.

Turn your attention to whatever is happening 
in the moment, which we might call “just this.” 

“Just this” could be anything — thoughts, emo-
tions, sensations, sounds, your breath, the visual 
field, or some combination of these things. Then 
drop the following question into your mind and 
see what happens, as if you were dropping a stone 
into a pond to notice the ripples: 

“Is it okay to be aware of just this?”
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6  BuT wHaT AbOuT ReGuLaR 
OlD MiNdFuLnEsS PRaCticE?

Perhaps you have been practicing mindfulness medi-
tation for some time, and now you’ve picked up this 
book. You may be quite confused. Have you been 
wasting your time? Have you been practicing an infe-
rior form of meditation and only now are finding the 
secret, advanced teachings? 

No!
Practicing mindfulness meditation may well have 

been life changing for you. You may have found that 
your mindfulness meditation practice has given you 
a way to reduce stress, build attention, regulate emo-
tions, and cultivate states of well-being. These are no 
small things. But mindfulness is not the full picture 
of how one can cultivate awareness.

For the sake of this book, I’ll call the practice you 
have been doing classical mindfulness meditation. I 
need to distinguish this familiar way of practicing 
meditation from natural awareness practices. Classical 
mindfulness meditation is an imperfect term because 
natural awareness practice is also classical (that is, 
rooted in its own tradition) and there are forms of 
classical mindfulness meditation that enter the ter-
ritory of natural awareness. But hang in here with 
me, and you’ll see why the distinction is useful in our 
contemporary meditation context. You will also see 
that many of the general instructions throughout the 
book apply to both kinds of practices.

Mindfulness 101: The Basics
I define mindfulness as paying attention to our present-
moment experiences with openness, curiosity, and 
a willingness to be with what is. It is a deliberate 
application of attention. Mindfulness itself is expe-
rienced and cultivated through practicing classical 
mindfulness meditation. Classical mindfulness medi-
tation typically involves placing your attention on 
a main object of awareness, such as your breathing, 

and when your wily attention wanders away, you 
gently but firmly bring it back to your main focus. 
Over time, as your mind gains stability, you learn to 
expand your attention to other objects of awareness 
(such as sounds, sensations, emotions, or thoughts). 

Additionally, mindfulness is a quality of attention 
that you can bring to any moment and practice daily 
in an informal way. So once you understand how to be 
mindful, you can be mindful in the midst of your day 
just by remembering to be mindful in that moment. 
Noticing sensations in your body or the feel of your 
breath in the present moment is one great way to be 
informally mindful. You can then bring mindfulness 
into a daily activity like showering or eating. You 
can be mindful while walking or exercising. People 
often practice being mindful in a moment of stress or 
during strong, difficult emotions. 

If you are new to the practice of classical mind-
fulness meditation, chapters 15 through 19 will 
give you much more detail about it. Many students 
find it is helpful to begin with classical mindful-
ness meditation before moving to natural awareness 
meditation, which is why you’ll find that classical 
mindfulness meditation instructions appear first in 
this book. Some people do jump right into natural 
awareness meditation.
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7  THE sPeCtRuM oF 
AwArEnEsS PrAcTiCeS

Go to a window with a busy, active street scene out-
side of it — one with lots of cars. Or you can imagine 
this scenario in your mind’s eye. 

Look out the window. First, make an effort to 
focus on one car. Follow it as it enters your view out 
the window and then exits the other side. Choose a 
few more cars and observe them in this way. 

Next, rather than following one car from one side 
of the window to the other, notice other cars in the 
scene, one by one. Focus with some effort, but not 
as intensely as before. Then let your attention go to 
whatever grabs it, in no particular order. You might 
notice a blue sedan, then a plumbing truck, then a 
minivan. Where is your attention drawn? Watch with 
curiosity as the vehicles grab your attention.

Finally, look out the window again and take in the 
whole view in front of you. Instead of focusing on any 
one vehicle or multiple vehicles one by one, can you 
notice, really, pretty much everything? Can you even 
notice aspects of your view that might not be in the 
foreground — like the road or the sky? You may not 
notice the scene with a lot of specificity, as you did in 
the earlier views, but can you observe the whole scene 
in a spacious, relaxed, seemingly effortless way — and 
still notice the complexity of the many things hap-
pening in front of you? Stay here for a while. 

As a bonus, see if you can even notice the part of 
you that is aware of the scene in front of you, look-
ing through the window at the whole view. Can you 
become aware that you are aware of looking? This 
part is tricky. Some students report a dissolving of 
the viewer or sense that they are both perceiving the 
scene and part of the scene.

This exercise helps you see the different ways you 
can be aware: focused, flexible, and natural, in that 
order. Different types of awareness practices cultivate 
each of the three types of awareness. When you put 
them on a continuum, you can see how they relate to 

one another. In this book I will concentrate primarily 
on natural awareness practice, but will also include 
the other types of awareness practices, since, as this 
continuum shows, they are related to one another. 
They’re just employing different ways of being aware. 
I call this continuum the spectrum of awareness 
practices. 

The Spectrum of Awareness Practices
A spectrum with three types of awareness practices 
looks like this: 

Focused Awareness
Practice

natural Awareness
Practice

flexible Awareness
Practice

This is the technical part, so hang in here with 
me. At one end of the spectrum is what we might 
call focused awareness practice. When we are practic-
ing focused awareness, we’re making an effort and 
focusing narrowly on an object — often our breath. 
When our attention wanders, we notice it has wan-
dered and then return our attention to our breath 
(or other object of focus). Focused awareness practice 
is the classical mindfulness meditation practice most 
people begin with, and it is useful for training unruly 
minds. It helps us develop stabilization, concentra-
tion, and clarity of mind. As you can imagine, it 
often takes a lot of effort. Focused awareness practice 
is like tracking a single car as we look out a window.

Next along the spectrum is what we might call 
flexible awareness practice, which is also taught within 
classical mindfulness meditation. When we are prac-
ticing flexible awareness, our awareness has a wider 
field, rather than being narrowed to only one central 
focus (like our breath). Sometimes we flexibly move 
our attention to investigate other objects of aware-
ness that pull us away from our main focus (such as 
a sound, a sensation, or an emotion) and then return 
to our main focus after a while. Sometimes our atten-
tion may appear to jump around from object to 
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object, and we rarely return to a main focus. Effort is 
variable, attention is both broad and narrow, and we 
still focus on objects. Flexible awareness practice, in 
our window analogy, is attending to whatever vehicle 
grabs our attention as we look out the window.

On the far end of the spectrum is natural aware-
ness practice, which is not commonly included in 
classical mindfulness meditation. Natural awareness 
practice is usually effortless and objectless, emphasiz-
ing awareness of awareness. With natural awareness 
practice, we don’t have to try so hard. Our mind 
tends to rest in a place of ease, and awareness seems 
to happen on its own. Typically, attention is broad, 
and it doesn’t focus on objects. In our analogy, natu-
ral awareness is sitting back and taking in the whole 
scene simultaneously and without focusing on spe-
cific vehicles, even turning our attention to awareness 
itself. Despite not trying to focus, we can effortlessly 
be aware of the scene.

These three types of awareness practices are not 
fixed points on the spectrum; there are degrees of 
each practice, and they blend into one another. There 
may be other variations along the way, but these three 
are the main ones. They are different ways that our 
meditation practice can manifest itself at different 
times. Sometimes they occur in combination, as if 
you’re doing several things at once. 

The most important thing to know is that aware-
ness practices fall on a horizontal spectrum, not in 
a vertical hierarchy or in levels, and are thoroughly 
related to one another. And they differently empha-
size degrees of effort, focus, and objects, as we will 
talk more about throughout the book.

I often use a single three-step guided meditation 
practice to teach students about these three individ-
ual awareness practices. I teach them in this way, not 
because one awareness practice is better than another, 
but because I think it is helpful to have a single set 
of steps to move our attention from focused aware-
ness (with which meditators are most familiar) to 
natural awareness (with which meditators are usually 

least familiar). Flexible awareness practice is a great 
intermediary step, as it combines elements from each 
of the other awareness practices at the opposite ends 
of the spectrum. I’ve included my three-step guided 
meditation practice in the appendix, so you can try 
it yourself.

Sailing, Diving, and More
Here is my favorite analogy to describe the spectrum 
of awareness practices. It came from a student who 
has been meditating for some time. 

Focused awareness practice is like being a sailor 
who is trying to keep a sailboat on course. The sailor 
adjusts the tiller left or right to navigate where the boat 
is heading. If it goes off course, they move the tiller 
accordingly. The sailor has a destination and is working 
to reach it. They may feel mastery, purpose, and clarity.

Flexible awareness practice is like being a scuba 
diver. The scuba diver is underwater, eyes wide open, 
observing the array of fish, coral, and plant life that 
swim by or float in front of them. They can adjust 
their depth and amount of oxygen to investigate a 
particular fish, perhaps; they can also relax in one 
place and notice what drifts through the sparkling 
water in their field of vision. Scuba divers often 
describe a deep sense of peace and awe at the exqui-
site variety of undersea life.

Natural awareness practice — well, it’s sort of like 
being the water itself.
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