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Mindfulness 101: A Road Map to the Landscape of the Mind
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In navigating life’s inevitable ups and downs, it can be helpful to have a road map. In this month’s column, I’ll be sharing with you a
mindfulness road map called the “Landscape of the Mind” that many find useful when riding the roller coaster of emotion that can be
an all-too-familiar experience in the practice of law. I’ll also share with you a simple practice for using it and a little of the
neuroscience that helps explain why turning to it at challenging times can lessen the intensity of agitated feelings such as anger,
doubt, frustration, and fear.

The Landscape of the Mind

The Landscape of the Mind offers a bird’s-eye view of the mental and emotional field we inhabit as we experience life. Running
through the center of the image is the Freeway of Flow, where we are purposeful, productive, creative, clear of mind, connected, and
courageous. Feel free to add other desirable attributes. This is the state of being present and grounded that we all know and
experience from time to time. We don’t need to practice mindfulness to be on the Freeway of Flow. But in today’s 

 world, it is easy to lose track of where we are. Take a few moments and study the image below. What places
do you recognize from your own experience?

volatile, uncertain,
complex, and ambiguous
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Landscape of the Mind and the Attractive Nuisance

Courtesy of Scott L. Rogers

One way of viewing the image is as a depiction of the consequences of mind wandering, which research suggests happens as much
as 47 percent of the time. That’s a lot of time spent off task. To make matters worse, as the title of the article reporting on these
findings indicates, “ ” (Matthew A. Killingsworth and Daniel T. Gilbert, Science, November 12,
2010, vol. 330, no. 6006). Unhappy and unkind thoughts can predominate when lost in thought. Importantly, mind wandering itself is
not problematic. Creativity, ah-ha moments, and daydreaming are the product of a mind at play. When our attention wanders, there
is no telling the imagined stories the mind will weave and the perilous adventures that await.

The Benefit of Mindfulness

The great value of  is that we become more skilled at noticing when the mind wanders.
When lost in thought, you are lost in thought. And when you realize it, you no longer are. There is not much of an in-between.
Remember re-reading several pages of a book because you absent-mindedly kept turning pages. You simply can’t know the lights are
off until they are on again. At such times we are simply lost in our experience, lost in the landscape of the mind.

The journey looks a bit like this. You start out on the Freeway of Flow. You are attentive to where you are and may even have a game
plan for where you’re headed. Perhaps this is how your morning starts off. And then, before you know it, your attention begins to
wander, and off you go. Maybe you have a memory of something that did not go well the day before, or you see a text asking about
something you forgot to do. You’ve barely gotten over the bridge when  leads you down Rumination Road.
Unaware of this diversion, you end up swept away by the River of Regret.

Or perhaps you make it over the bridge and past Rumination Road and fail to heed the warning sign that leads to the Valley of Fear.
You begin worrying about an undesirable outcome that may or may not ever come to pass. Recall Mark Twain’s comment that he
had a great many problems in his life, most of which never happened. As with the River of Regret, the Valley of Fear is the product of

A Wandering Mind Is an Unhappy Mind

practicing mindfulness on a regular basis
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a mind adept at mental time travel. This high-level mental capacity serves us well at times—learning, planning—yet can be the source
of great suffering when we are unaware of where we are or of the path we took to get there.

In the bottom right of the image, we see one of the most common and consequential of places—the Dungeon of Doubt. It is here we
find ourselves hesitating, wondering whether we are good enough, and second-guessing our actions and decisions. Imposter
syndrome. Up to the left in the Cave of Our Dark Side we experience doubt’s close cousin, shame.

And then, of course, there is the Roller Coaster of E-motion. You may have been on it earlier today, and you are likely to find yourself
on it again soon enough. Importantly, life offers all of us periods of celebration and joy and of loss and despair. This is the true ride of
our life, one . The ride that we end up taking, however, often greatly exaggerates its highs and lows. We crave
the pleasant, perceiving it to be so much more than it is (this job, this relationship will save me!), and we can so deeply resist the
unpleasant that we view it as far worse or enduring than it will be (I’ll never get through this, this is the worst thing ever). In her book
Real Happiness: The Power of Meditation (Workman Publishing, 2010), author and educator Sharon Salzberg offers us the important
reminder that mindfulness is being able to tell the difference between what’s happening and the story we are telling about what’s
happening. Realizing this insight helps to steady the ride.

The Short Practice

A simple and short practice you may find helpful when feeling overwhelmed or otherwise agitated is to look at the image and locate
yourself in it. Ask yourself, “Where am I?” Are you afraid of being blamed for something in the Valley of Fear or wishing you had a
new iPhone in the Well of Wants? Have you been swept away by the River of Regret, or might you be lost in Lust Lagoon? In all
likelihood you will be able to find where you are. If not, write it in as you likely will find yourself there again soon enough. I created
this image about 15 years ago based on the places I know only too well. Thirty years into this mindfulness practice, and I still know
them all. Perhaps, though, just perhaps, I wander off a little less often, and when I do, I realize it sooner.

The Science

There is a world of difference between being lost in thought and waking up out of mental forgetfulness. Perhaps you know the
powerful shift from being angry to being aware you are feeling anger. Or the pivot from ruminating over a regretted past experience
to being aware the mind has been lost in rumination. This enhanced awareness of the landscape of the mind is cultivated through
mindfulness practice. In addition, there are a variety of mindfulness practices that cut to the chase and involve noting or labeling
one’s experience. At its simplest level, when focusing attention on an object and then realizing that a thought has arisen, one notes
silently “thought.” So, too, with a feeling or body sensation—“feeling” or “sensation.” A slightly more nuanced practice involves labeling
the content of the thought (“past,” “dinner”), the feeling (“anger,” “fear”), or the body sensation (“hunger,” “itch”).  has found
that by labeling or naming one’s emotional state, the activity of regions of the brain associated with that state may subside, thereby
changing the intensity of the experience. This can be summed up with “to name it is to tame it.”

Learning from the Attractive Nuisance

You’ll notice that the image is subtitled “The Attractive Nuisance” as a reminder of the tort law doctrine that arose out cases such as
when those boys went for a swim on a hot day in what turned out to be a toxic body of water. Notwithstanding the risk, they were
drawn to it because of some inviting quality. We can ask ourselves why we visit anger and fear, jealousy and doubt again and again. It
tends not to be pleasant, yet we return. In this respect, much of the landscape is an attractive nuisance. It may well be that there is
something we can learn about ourselves and each other by visiting these places, and perhaps that is why we are drawn to them. But
to learn requires us to remain steady and grounded when there. When we find ourselves wandering off, it can be helpful to return
attention to the task at hand—or to the breath, as a steadying agent. Otherwise, it may prove very painful. With practice, we are able
to approach these places with a more stable attention, better equipped to learn lessons that can awaken the heart and ease the mind.
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