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brooding rumination (cf., Hanley et al., 
2016). Thankfully, there is evidence that 
“low dose” or brief mindfulness training 
programs can produce effect sizes com-
parable to the longer MBSR and MBCT 
programs (Carmody & Baer, 2009). 

The benefits of combining mindful-
ness with surfing and other forms of 
recreation have been described by Jaimal 
Yogis. He writes about the wisdom that 
can arise through surfing and being in 
skillful relationship with fear and the 
ocean of experiences that are part of 
this human life in Saltwater Buddha, The 
Fear Project, and most recently, All Our 
Waves Are Water. In Blue Mind, Wallace 
J. Nichols cites a broad range of research 
about possible mechanisms to explain 
the healing properties of water. George 
Mumford’s The Mindful Athlete is another 
example of how adapting mindfulness 
instruction to meet the needs of the stu-
dent makes its benefits more accessible 
to a broader range of people. Mumford 
was inspired to innovate how and where 
mindfulness is taught by the challenge 
of coping with great physical and mental 
pain and to support himself and others 
in overcoming addiction. His teach-
ing of mindfulness is grounded in both 
Buddhist philosophy and psychological 
science about Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s 
“flow” construct.

Susan Kaiser Greenland, author of 
The Mindful Child and Mindful Games, 
also describes innovations in mindful-
ness training to increase its accessibility. 

I was terrified the 
first time I paddled 
out “against” tall 
ocean waves on a 
surfboard. Thanks 
to the skill and 
guidance of a surf-
ing coach, I shifted 
from avoidance to 
approach mode. I 

was surprised to discover paddling out 
was great fun as I was lifted up over the 
wave crests and glided back down into 
the calm troughs. Many conditions came 
together to support me in learning to surf 
both water and fear: I was not surfing 
big waves. I was paddling out over gentle 
waves breaking off of a barrier island. 
The terror was mostly from the mind and 
how it spiraled into a very tense body that 
made it more likely that more thoughts 
of danger would arise. With my coach’s 
guidance, I shifted from an avoid threat 
to an approach challenge mode that was 
associated with a more skillful focus of 
attention. This shift supported me in see-
ing things as they actually were rather 
than as I feared they may be. Such a 
shift is also useful in overcoming anxiety 
disorders and other extremes of mental 
and physical experience. As long as we 
perceive emotions as threatening, we will 
experience stress physiology and its sub-
sequent narrowing of attention onto dan-
ger. As we learn to relate with emotion 
and the self with compassion, we can shift 
into challenge physiology with its hall-
mark coactivation of sympathetic with 
parasympathetic autonomic nervous sys-
tem (ANS) divisions (Bernston, Norman, 
Hawkley, & Cacioppo, 2008; Blascovich, 
2008). As well, the positive emotion one 
can experience while at play learning 
mindfulness can support a broadened 
field of attention and awareness that 
know many possibilities (Fredrickson & 
Branigan, 2005). 

When mindfully surfing waves of 
all kinds, people can develop skills for 
weathering stress with what Buddhist 
monk Suzuki (1970) calls, “Beginner’s 
Mind.” Beginner’s Mind opens us up to 
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perceiving what is here now in this sen-
sational moment rather than through 
the lens of the cognitive filters of emo-
tions that can distort reality. As one’s 
relationship with the waves of the ocean 
change so too can one’s relationship with 
anxiety, uncertainty, and other extreme 
states of mind and body. What first 
appear to be menacing waves, internally 
and externally, can shift into sources 
of opportunity for growth and can cue 
new responses. This is possible when 
one assertively and courageously moves 
toward the waves. Each wave can lift and 
support us with its crest and offer a fun 
glide down into the calm trough on the 
other side of the peak. 

This unexpected good outcome hap-
pens both when paddling out over waves 
and also when catching waves and riding 
them. This is the experiential manifes-
tation of the “peak and pass” rationale 
for exposure therapy that I often use 
with those with anxiety disorders: “Fear 
peaks and passes like a wave. If you don’t 
avoid and conditions are supportive 
of learning, you can discover that fear 
does not destroy you and the outcome 
is okay. Avoidance is not the reason fear 
and other unpleasant experiences pass. 
Avoidance robs us of the chance to learn 
that discomfort does not last forever 
and that we can manage outcomes bet-
ter than predicted.” The metaphors and 
wisdom of mindful surfing and paddling 
are abundant. This is what first led me to 
combine it with mindfulness training. 

Learning mindfulness on the water 
can be especially engaging to people who 
experience extreme states of mind and 
body such as anxiety and stress-related 
disorders. Teaching mindfulness in less 
traditional settings can make it acces-
sible to people who are willing to dip 
their toes in the water but not necessarily 
commit to a 2-month long mindfulness-
based stress reduction (MBSR) or 
mindfulness-based cognitive therapy 
(MBCT) program. About 20 to 25% of 
people drop out of longer mindfulness 
training programs due to time demands 
and extreme states of emotion such as 
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Once people discover they 
can be a friendly presence in 
relationship with others, they 
realize they can practice such 
presence in relationship with 
the self.

She combines mindfulness and play to 
support people of all ages to embody 
compassion and mindfulness in life. 
One useful exercise any therapist can 
offer on dry land was inspired by Kaiser 
Greenland and is part of the brief MBSR 
(bMBSR) program I developed for mak-
ing mindfulness accessible to people with 
anxiety of all ages (Molnar, 2014; Molnar, 
Marks, Brewer, Gardner, & Klatt, 2012). 
In bMBSR, the Hoberman Sphere and 
Switch Pitch balls (see hoberman.com/
fold/Sphere/sphere.htm) are used to sup-
port attentional broadening when anxi-
ety is severe. The sphere transforms from 
narrow to broad and contracted to spa-
cious, just like attention must if people 
are to overcome anxiety and other emo-
tional disorders. 

I hold the contracted sphere in front 
of my face and say, “Anxiety is like this—it 
prevents us from seeing what is right in 
front of us sometimes.” 

People nod in agreement. 
I then gradually open and close it in 

synchrony with my breath as I say, “With 
mindfulness of simple sensations like the 
waves of the breath coming and going 
we can deconstruct anxiety into what 
it is made of: thoughts, sensations, and 
urges for behaviors.” As I open the sphere 
wider and wider with each in-breath, I 
hold it over my head (all ages love this) 
and introduce three Switch Pitch balls 
to represent the elements that compose 
all emotions. I continue: “Just like these 
Switch Pitch balls change colors, we can 
use the presence of anxiety thoughts, 
sensations, and behaviors to cue new 
responses.” 

I toss the orange Switch Pitch ball 
into the air and as it flips into green, I 
say, “When we deconstruct anxiety into 
its components any one can become a 
mindfulness ball and cue a new response. 
I call it the “Take two, Recue (T2R).” For 
a classic panic spiral, I may say, “When 
you notice thoughts like, ‘I can’t breathe!’ 
and when you feel the sensations of 
tightness in the torso, you can either let 
the thoughts or the sensations cue you 
to sense the feet on the ground or the 
breath as it expands the rib cage on each 
side of the torso and as it is released.” 
There are so many skillful T2Rs: Critical 
self-dialogue cues compassion; nar-
row attention cues broad; avoidance 
cues moving toward what is feared with 
Beginner’s Mind. 

The experiential, as opposed to the 
narrative, mode of Beginner’s Mind is 
associated with a shift from thinking to 
sensing and activates parasympathetic 
activity (Jain et al., 2007), which further 
quells stress physiology and broadens the 
field of attention. Other research reveals 
that when both compassion and the 
state of coactivation of ANS divisions are 
present for stressful states, parents show 
reduced reactivity and more skillful inter-
personal relating with their children dur-
ing stressful tasks (Miller, Kahle, Lopez, & 
Hastings, 2015).  

One final innovation in teaching 
mindfulness in relationship deserves 
mention. It is a practice of mindfulness 
that supports the embodiment of ethical 
and compassionate action called Insight 
Dialogue (ID) (Kramer, 2007). 

Whereas it can be difficult for anx-
ious people to practice in silence, many, 
including those with social anxiety, 
discover how to relate with the self with 
friendliness and acceptance through the 
ID practice. This involves practicing being 
a friendly and accepting presence to 
others and listening mindfully as others 
speak about a contemplation topic that 
anchors attention. In bMBSR (Molnar, 
2014), contemplation topics such as: 
“What Beginner’s Mind sensations are 
noticed in the soles of the feet?” and 
“What internal and external conditions 
support friendly presence here now in 
practice with another?” are used. Once 
people discover they can be a friendly 
presence in relationship with others, they 
realize they can practice such presence in 
relationship with the self. The ID guide-
lines guide formal mindfulness practice, 
which is a laboratory for strengthening 
such presence in life.

Traditionally longer mindfulness train-
ing programs and practices can be inac-
cessible for reasons ranging from limited 

resources such as time and attention to 
the presence of extremely distressing and 
distracting emotional states (see Molnar 
et al., 2012, for a review). There is noth-
ing like an approaching wave to inspire a 
skillful focus of attention. To surf power-
ful waves of water and stress to a life free 
from harm, and even fun, requires that 
one land attention in the sensational 
moment and respond compassionately 
and based on what is actually true right 
now. Ultimately that must happen off of 
a meditation cushion if mindfulness is to 
enhance wellness. 
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