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In contemplative practice, a variety of methods are used 
to develop more healthy mental and emotional habits. 
Because there are so many types of contemplative 
practices, it is difficult give a general description of 
them. 

Common contemplative practices 
Common practices include: 

· focusing on the breath; 
· reciting a mantra 
· practicing of certain emotional states (such as joy or 
compassion); or 
· developing the ability to watch whatever arises in our 
experience in a non-judgmental way. 
Practices such as these develop more healthy mental 
emotional patterns, and diminish unhealthy habits. 

Learning to be mindful 
Key to all contemplative practices is two abilities: the 
ability to concentrate, and the ability to be mindful. 
Concentration is simply the ability to hold a single 
object in attention for an extended period of time. 
Mindfulness, on the other hand, is a broader ability to 
be acutely aware of what is happening in the present 
moment. For example walking along a street and not 
remembering what was seen or being oblivious to 
things going on nearby is an example of not being 
mindful. Contemplative practices develop these 
abilities. 

While many contemplative practices have historically 
been situated in religious traditions, many of these 
practices are non-sectarian and can be practiced 
outside of any particular religious tradition. 

Your overall health will benefit 
In recent years there has been an explosion of research 
on the beneficial effects of meditation:  
· increased positive mood; 
· improved concentration and mindfulness; 
· improved immune function; 
· less anxiety and depression; and 
· slower aging. 

Some monks have gained amazing powers of 
concentration through contemplative practice. In one 
example, a monk’s concentration was tested through 
FMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging). He was 
asked to concentrate on a particular item. In spite of 
very loud noises, his brain activity showed no reaction 
to them and he stayed focussed. These monks also 
show an amazing capacity for pain tolerance, as well as 
extreme levels of positive emotion and compassion for 
others. 

Long-time contemplators tend to have an enlarged 
frontal cortex (part of the brain responsible for 
intelligence, personality, sensory information, motor 
functions and thought) and a smaller amygdala 
(responsible for experiencing emotions). Contemplative 
practice allows emotions such as fear, agitation or anger 
to diminish. 

Feel more relaxed and less anxious 
Contemplative practice helps us relax and develop 
better control of anxiety. We often get a “fight or flight” 
reaction. When waiting in a long line at a supermarket, 
for example, we can become agitated and want to 
either leave (flight) or have the urge to jump the line 
(fight). This is a trait that our ancestors found very 
useful, but in modern society, it usually isn’t 
appropriate so we need to control such emotions. 
Contemplative practice gives us tools to manage our 
inner experience. 
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It takes practice and perseverance 
Often contemplative practice is difficult in the beginning 
– it takes practice and perseverance.  The benefits may 
take weeks to manifest themselves. To improve any 
skill, or strengthen a part of our body, practice is 
needed. In sports, for example, one doesn’t become a 
marathoner by running just once. 

Posture is important 
Posture is very important in contemplative practice. It is 
best to sit upright, with a straight spine and a relaxed 
body. This helps to develop a state of mind that is both 
relaxed and alert. However, Contemplative practice can 
also be done lying down, which may be preferable for 
those who are dizzy or have poor balance. 

Let go of stray thoughts 
Contemplative practice is not about stopping all stray 
thoughts. We can have thoughts, but it is important to 
acknowledge them and let them pass. Fighting to erase 
all stray thoughts is self-defeating. To this end, 
concentrating on our breath is particularly helpful. 
There is nothing special about breath; it is just always 
there and provides a mentally relaxing focus for our 
mind.  

Keep to a regular schedule 
Contemplative practice is a process - each individual 
needs to find what works for him or her. Often people 
find contemplative practice works better in a group. No 
time of day is universally the best – it is up to the 
individual, but it is important to have a regular 
schedule. One might start with 10 minutes in the 
morning, then another 10 in the evening. 

How a teacher can help 
If contemplative practice stalls and we find we are no 
longer getting benefit, we might need guidance from a 
teacher. Contemplative practice is a process that can 
provide great benefit. But each person will encounter a 
unique set of obstacles. The guidance of a teacher can 
help to ensure that your practice will continue to 
develop.  
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