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Introduction 

Today we will review some of the information I gave in the Introduction to Mindfulness 
course on bringing mindfulness to our thoughts and I will introduce the concept of core 
beliefs and how we can use our meditation practice to help us uncover our core beliefs  
about ourselves, and free ourselves from their grip, so we can live a life with more choice 
and flexibility.  

Awareness of thoughts – Review 

Often new meditators are shocked to realise how wild their minds are, and how difficult 
they are to control. 

In meditation, we often use the image of the waterfall to describe this constant stream of 
thoughts that happens in our mind. The goal of meditation is not to stop the thoughts or get 
rid of them, but rather to develop a different relationship with them by becoming aware of 
them: the idea is to step behind the waterfall, and watch the thoughts from a distance, so 
we are no longer caught or lost in them. 

Our unnoticed thoughts are very powerful, like little dictators in our mind  “do this, do that, 
go here, go there”. We tend to spend a large amount of time in a kind of mental home video  
that involves all of our concerns about ourselves, what is happening to me, how others are 
treating me, what I need to get done etc…. Our thoughts are incessant and somewhat 
repetitive: apparently, we have 6000 thoughts a day and 95% of them we had the day 
before! The other key feature of our thoughts is that they often make us miserable due to 
our negativity bias. Evolution has conditioned us to be vigilant about threats, so we tend to 
have a lot of thoughts in the category of worry, anxiety about what is about to happen that 
perpetuate an atmosphere of fear and negativity.  
 
So the thoughts that move through us create a real physical and emotional experience, a 
real inner atmosphere. You might like to ask yourself what kind of thoughts are regularly 
populating my mind, do they generate a sense of care, contentment, joy, connection or do 
they bring up a sense of fear, discontent and separation? 
 
Modern neuroscience has now shown that neurons that fire together wire together, in 
other words, whatever a person most frequently thinks of, that will become the inclination 
of their mind. 
 
Also our thinking perpetuates our emotional states. While it takes only one and a half 
minute for an emotion to move through us, our incessant thinking continues to fuel the 
emotion and to lock it in for a long time. For example, if we are angry against someone, we 
keep rehashing in our mind all our grudges against that person, which fuels our anger. 
 
While we would not have been able to survive as a race without thinking, our thoughts don’t 
guide us well when they are in charge: they are a representation of the reality that can be 
more or less accurate, but is no closer a representation of reality than a photo of a tree 
would be of a real living tree.  
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So, for all those reasons, we benefit greatly from practicing mindfulness of thoughts, to free 
ourselves from their dictatorship. 
 
How to practice mindfulness of thoughts 
Mindfulness of thoughts is not about stopping our thoughts, since that would be impossible. 
The key is instead to recognise our thoughts, accept that we have thoughts without judging 
ourselves for it, and stop identifying with them or believing in them. The moment we are 
recognising and waking up out of a thought is a pivotal moment in this training, it is full of 
potential.  
 
So the first step is recognition, the first wing of mindfulness. For this, it can be very 
powerful to name our thoughts, as in the moment of naming, you are no longer caught 
inside them, your thoughts lose power over you. You can simply mentally whisper “thinking, 
thinking” or you may be more specific and name the type of thought like “planning”, 
“worrying”, “criticising”. 
The naming helps us to step behind the waterfall of our thoughts. 
 
The second step is to bring in the second wing of awareness, allowing. It begins with 
openness, opening to the thought. We bring an attitude of friendliness and loving presence 
to our thoughts, instead of judging ourselves for having that thought, as this would create 
more thinking and contraction.  
 
It is very helpful, in the moments after recognising the thought, to pause and to sense that 
we can actually reconnect with what’s here. That reconnection comes when there is no 
added judgment, just kindness, the heart is open. We notice the thought, we pause, and 
slowly we relax back to what’s here, the sensations of the body or the movement of the 
breath, the sounds in the room. Taking our time to reconnect and come back. Resting in the 
present moment. 
 
At this moment of coming back, it can be very powerful to deepen your practice by noticing 
the difference between being caught in a thought, and being open to the aliveness of the 
present moment. Sensing the difference between the virtual reality created by our 
thoughts, and the reality of the present living moment. This is where we will find real peace 
and freedom. 
 
There are a couple of images that can be helpful to understand that thoughts have no 
substance, no solidity:  
The first image is to see the thoughts as clouds or bubbles passing in the big sky of the mind. 
When we realise that we have been thinking, we can touch the thought lightly and let it 
dissolve back into the vast blue sky, like touching a bubble with a feather.  
The second image is seeing the thoughts as dreams. We can choose to wake up and re-enter 
the present moment, where things are alive and vivid.  
 
Core beliefs 
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The ongoing practice of waking up from our thoughts takes a real commitment as they keep 
coming back. So we keep asking ourselves the question “do I want to be lost in thoughts or 
do I want to be free?” 
 
One of the biggest challenges in working with thoughts is when they are emotionally 
charged. These thoughts are particularly sticky, we will notice them, we might be able to 
open out of them, and they will come back, again and again. They happen because we all 
have core beliefs, often subconscious, that we have formed during early childhood 
experiences.  

When we get so identified with our thought that we can no longer sense the witnessing 
presence, it is a sign that there is a core belief underneath, some way that we have made 
sense of reality and who we are. And that is feeding our thoughts. 

Quote by Gandhi: “Our beliefs create our thoughts. And our thoughts create our feelings. 
And the thoughts and feelings create our behaviour. And our behaviour creates our destiny.” 

The problem with our core beliefs is that we believe they are right.  

 It’s part of our evolution to construct beliefs and a representation of the world and then to 
filter our reality through that. We all do that. 
Our survival brain, the limbic system, is about protecting us, and the survival strategies of 
our ancestors are still imprinted in our nervous system, so we have developed a negativity 
bias and we encode experiences of endangerment. So our core beliefs about ourselves and 
the world come from our earliest hurts and fears and also from our cultural and familial 
background. We developed them to protect ourselves. Although it is from the past it feels 
totally current, we are totally identified with them and we are not conscious that we have 
these beliefs. And the behaviours that come out of these beliefs end up getting the 
responses that reaffirm them: it’s a positive feedback loop. 
 
For example, if a child is repetitively ignored by his mum who is too busy working and 
socialising, and the only time she pays attention to him is when he comes first in something 
at school or at sporting events, he might develop a belief that he has to be the best in order 
to matter. 

Inventory of common unhealthy core beliefs 

The more you are mindful of your beliefs, the less force they will exert on your psyche. A 
skilful way of strengthening this mindfulness is to create an inventory of your strongly held 
beliefs. Take some time to reflect on your limiting, fear-based beliefs and write them down. 
Perhaps some of the following examples will feel familiar:  

• I need to work hard for approval or love.  

• I am not worthy of being loved; I don’t deserve to be happy.  

• Anyone I get close to will hurt me.  

• I will hurt anyone I love. 
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• I need to be different (more attractive, intelligent, confident, successful) if I am to be loved 
or loving, happy, or at peace.  

• Other people don’t understand or appreciate me.  

• I am invisible to others.  

• I am special, smarter, better than others.  

• It is dangerous to appear weak or needy.  

• I can’t trust anyone not to take advantage of me.  

• If I don’t “get even” others will continue to hurt me.  

• I am fundamentally flawed.  

• I am a failure; I will fail at anything I do.  

• God (life, other people) has betrayed me.  

Identifying our core beliefs 

The entry to our core beliefs is wherever we get stuck. We might have a sense of 
dissatisfaction, restlessness, anxiety, sense of not being at home or at ease in our life… It 
could be vague or we might be in the middle of a major crisis or challenge. 

We start by bringing our attention to our thoughts and feelings about the situation where 
we feel stuck. We notice the thoughts and feelings and then we come back into the body, if 
we don’t come into our body, we cannot dissolve the identification that keeps us trapped. 
We have to sense how the beliefs live in the body to free ourselves. “Our issues are in our 
tissues”. 

The invitation is to come home into presence right here, and to trust that this moment, this 
part of your life right now contains all the information you need to unravel, to undo your 
core beliefs, exactly your life right now. For some of you there might be deep emotional 
pain, for others it might be more subtle, a sense of dissatisfaction or restlessness, “I’m not 
there yet”. To the degree that there is a sense of not being at home in your life, that’s the 
place to bring your attention to.  

 

Our practice today will be to become aware of your thoughts and to start identifying some 
of your core beliefs. 


