
The upcoming season is one, first of giving thanks for our abundant good 
fortune, and then of offering gifts to others with an open heart.   In our increas-
ingly fast-paced world with primary focus too often on material gain coupled 

with an actual experience of scarcity--of time, interpersonal connection, and personal 
fulfillment, it may take conscious preparation to truly welcome the holidays with grati-
tude and generosity.  If we are feeling depleted ourselves it is difficult to feel grateful 
and even harder to feel generous toward others.

Many of us can relate to Jon Kabat-Zinn’s words:  “The impulse frequently arises in 
me to squeeze another this or another that into this moment.  Just this phone call, just 
stopping off here on my way there...”  He notes that filling his mind and moments with 
busyness  leaves him numb and unfulfilled, and he suggests the following antidote:  “I 
like to practice voluntary simplicity to counter such impulses and make sure nourish-
ment comes at a deep level” (from Wherever You Go, There You Are, Hyperion, 1994). 

Maintaining a fast pace of life with a focus on getting more done and striving to do it 
better and/or to reach ever higher goals, can interfere with feeling complete as you are 
right now.   I love what Zen master, Thich Nhat Hanh wrote (in The Miracle of Mindful-
ness, 1975):  “Fatigue is an excellent mechanism of our bodies and the best advisor as 
to whether one should rest or continue.”  How different our lives might be were we to 
actually heed the wisdom of the body in this way!

Preparations for the holidays can easily lead to myriad tasks, including shopping, meal 
preparation, and travel, in addition to attending children’s holiday programming at 
school and in extra-curricular activities, work parties and family gatherings.  It is easy 
to become so busy that the seasonal peace and goodwill toward which these activities 
supposedly are leading are lost.

Mindfulness in the moment, taking the time for quiet and stillness, offers a contrast to 
this way of life, and provides a way to feel more consistently fulfilled.   Remembering 
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to stop to become aware of the breath and remain receptive to whatever that moment has to offer actually activates 
all the natural ways our mind-bodies possess for creating an easy pathway to feeling content.  Feeling fulfilled in the 
moment often leads to an uprising of gratitude.  Being inclined toward generously giving to others more naturally 
occurs when one is feeling deeply nourished.

Stringing mindful moment after mindful moment allows us to make conscious choices for action that arise from a 
calm, focused, and clear mind.  Tara Brach (Radical Acceptance, Bantam Books, 2003) encourages taking a “sacred 
pause,” when we “simply discontinue whatever we are doing—thinking, talking, walking, writing, planning, worry-
ing, eating—and become wholeheartedly present, attentive and, often, physically still.”  This is particularly useful 
when something happens that arouses strong feelings, such as anger, to bring about a calm, centered frame of mind 
that allows all the perspectives and information available in that moment to come into awareness, before taking ac-
tion. 

We can also bring it into play when we are feeling pressured by outside influences in planning for gatherings, and 
want to connect with what is truly important and relevant.  This can result in small decisions that can lead to a 
slower-paced and more satisfying celebration of what you value during this time, and remembering that, “The qual-
ity of our presence is the most positive element that we can contribute to the world,” (Thich Nhat Hanh, How to Sit, 
Parallax Press, 2014)…and our families, friends, and coworkers.

Taking time to sit and practice focusing on the breath for periods of time (even 5 to 10 minutes) increases concen-
tration ability and enhances the benefits of frequent return to mindfulness throughout the day.  Thich Nhat Hanh 
says that, “as soon as we pay attention to our breath, as we breathe in, these three things—body, breath, and mind—
come together…you come back to yourself…you become fully present in the here and the now.”

The steps for basic practice of sitting with mindful attention to the breath are:

•	Sit comfortably in an upright position, spine straight but not rigid, shoulders and face relaxed

•	Bring your attention to the breath, specifically at the stomach area, which rises with the in-breath and falls with 
the out-breath (placing the hand on the stomach can help insure you are engaging in this type of breathing, 
called “diaphragmatic breathing”)

•	Acknowledge thoughts as they arise —taking, as much as you are able, an attitude of acceptance toward yourself 
and your thoughts—and gently return awareness to the breath

Through this simple practice we learn to remain focused on the moment and can perhaps then come more easily to 
gratitude and generosity.
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