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Mindfulness Meditation
By Susan Brinkmann, Women of Grace Ministries 
Should Catholics practice Mindfulness Meditation? 

http://www.womenofgrace.com/blog/?p=57068   

February 9, 2017
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We have had numerous questions about the use of mindfulness meditation techniques by Catholics and I came across an excellent video on this subject by EWTN’s Dan Burke.
Burke, the Executive Director of the National Catholic Register and president of the Avila Foundation posted a video on SpiritualDirection.com in which he compares mindfulness to the Catholic mystical tradition and reveals the best way for Catholics to understand this practice. His presentation is clear, concise, understandable, and good advice to Catholics who are wondering whether or not to become involved in mindfulness meditation practices.
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https://youtu.be/MS-lqFRq6Sg 07: 34

Research: Prayer –Not Mindfulness– makes better athletes 
http://www.womenofgrace.com/blog/?p=59755           

July 10, 2017

Even though mindfulness is all the rage right now, an eminent neuroscientist says that when it comes to enhancing performance, prayer that comes from a deeply rooted belief can be much more effective than mindfulness.
Brandon Sneed, writing for OutsideOnline.com, is reporting on the work of Andrew Newberg, director of research at Thomas Jefferson University Hospital’s Marcus Institute of Integrative Health who has spent most of his career as a neuroscientist studying the effects of religious faith on the brain. Even though all forms of prayer change the brain, the impact of faith-filled prayer definitely has an edge over “mind management” techniques such as mindfulness.
“The mindfulness movement is really more of a secular approach,” said Newberg, who is a former professor of religious studies at the University of Pennsylvania and the author of How God Changes Your Brain. “We sort of cleaned it up and secularized it so that it’s more available to everyone, which is good. But in many ways it isn’t as good or as powerful as prayer.”

Newberg’s research found that prayer allowed his subjects to more quickly achieve what is known as “flow” – aka being in “the zone” – which occurs when neurochemicals such as dopamine, serotonin and norepinephrine flood the brain. These chemicals increase pleasure, reduce stress and activate the fight-or-flight response.

As Sneed reports, scientists know that brain waves change depending on what a person is doing or how they’re feeling. For the most part, the brain produces beta frequencies ranging from 13 to 30 hertz, which helps us with complex thinking and critical analysis. When an athlete is performing, especially when he or she is in a state of flow, the brain is calmer and dominated by alpha waves of eight to 12 hertz. We’re more relaxed and instinct driven. In this state, the brain is quieter, especially in the frontal lobe and cerebrum where our ideas about the future and our sense of self is concentrated.

And its prayer, perhaps even more so than mindfulness training, that turns out to be the best way to achieve this state.

Previous research has revealed to Newberg that the cerebral blood flow of believers – from Muslims to evangelical Christians – begins with activity in the frontal lobe. But after anywhere from 10 to 50 minutes, that area goes silent and the frontal lobe is flooded with alpha waves. This is the same result brought on by mindfulness and meditation, but when belief is added in, the believer’s sense of purpose goes far beyond being merely a means to an end.

“The more you buy into whatever you’re doing, the better the effect is going to be,” he says. “If you’re a religious person and your religion is important to you, then being able to engage in prayer can be extremely valuable.”

It doesn’t necessarily matter what – or who – you believe in, having total faith in something surpasses practices based on mere technique.

Can Catholics practice Mindfulness?  
http://www.womenofgrace.com/blog/?p=60946             

October 6, 2017
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We have had so many questions about whether or not a Catholic can become involved in the practice of mindfulness that we embarked on a months-long study of this trendy new practice that has resulted in a lot more than just another blog. It became a new book entitled, A Catholic Guide to Mindfulness.
Available only on Kindle until the hard copy is published at the end of the month, this short and easy-to-understand guide gives the reader a broad view of the subject from the lens of a seasoned reporter. I apply the same questions to this subject as I do to all the other New Age and occult movements that are researched here – what is it, where does it come from, what does the science reveal, and what does the Church say about it?

Be prepared to be as surprised as I was!

This book explains it all, from what mindfulness is to how it is practiced and exactly where it comes from – the Buddha himself (and in his own words).

Many of you wondered how it became so popular in the United States. In order to answer that question, I delved into the writings of the pioneer of modern-day mindfulness, Jon Kabat-Zinn, and the spiritual experiences he had that led him to devise a program known as the Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction program (MBSR). This program combines science and mindfulness for use with those suffering from stress-related disorders and spawned similar programs that are being used to treat everything from learning disorders to addictions.
Since the introduction of MBSR several decades ago, it has become the “go to” method of therapy for a variety of ills with scores of studies alleging its effectiveness. But just how sound were these studies, and how many have shown negative rather than positive effects?

Many Catholics are being introduced to mindfulness through their therapists and some are taking it up just to help them focus on daily life. Some are even integrating mindfulness meditation techniques into their prayer life. What does the Church have to say about this? And could it be possible that Catholicism has something even more effective to help the faithful stay focused on the present?

These are just some of the questions that are answered in this book. Reviewed by experts in theology and Buddhism, it includes a foreword by Dr. Anthony Clark, associate professor at Whitworth University who specializes in East Asian studies.

A Catholic Guide to Mindfulness provides some of the most substantial and up-to-date information on the subject available today.

And it’s all thanks to you and your astute questions that never fail to keep me busy – and learning right alongside you!

My thanks to all who have waited so patiently for our response.

Click here to read more.

Experts caution about meditation risks 
http://www.womenofgrace.com/blog/?p=60979             

October 19, 2017

Even though Eastern-style meditation techniques such as transcendental meditation and mindfulness are taking the country by storm, researchers at Brown University are sounding the alarm about the very real risks associated with these practices that are getting far too little publicity.

The Daily Mail is reporting on a study conducted at Brown University where Willoughby Britton, the director of the Clinical and Affective Neuroscience Laboratory decided to look into the prevailing belief that this type of meditation was risk-free. She found the exact opposite and is joining her voice to the growing chorus of researchers who are speaking up about the risks and cautioning both instructors and meditators to be aware of the very real dangers associated with this activity.

In Britton’s study, her team interviewed 100 people who were engaged in the three main types of meditation: Theravada, Zen and Tibetan. They determined how well or how poorly a person responded to meditation by analyzing how much or how little the practice affected their ability to complete the tasks associated with their daily lives.

‘We ask people what percentage of their normal functioning is impaired,” Britton said, explaining that some people had trouble with basic duties as a result of the stress meditation caused them.

“Sometimes experiences were ostensibly desirable, such as feelings of unity or oneness with others. But some meditators reported them going too far, lasting too long or feeling violated, exposed or disoriented,” said Britton. “Others who had meditation experiences that felt positive during retreats reported that the persistence of these experiences interfered with their ability to function or work when they left the retreat and returned to normal life.”

The study found that some meditators experience anxiety and panic during meditation sessions because it brings traumatic memories to the forefront of the mind.

Those who come from dysfunctional and/or abusive families were also at risk for responding negatively to meditation; however, even people without these risks factors also reported negative reactions from meditation.

She said that her study proves that “this is an issue that needs to be addressed” and said that many in the field are working to pinpoint how meditation instructors can make the experience safer for at-risk individuals.

This safety training also includes lessons on how to screen meditators. “You need to know if someone has a traumatic history,” Britton explained, adding that one of the main problems right now is that nobody asks meditators questions about their history.

“They haven’t been adequately monitored,” she said.

The Brown study is not the only research which found negative responses to meditation. As my new book, A Catholic Guide to Mindfulness, points out, a study by David Shapiro, a professor at the University of California, Ivine (sic), dating back to 1992 which found that 63 percent of the group he studied, who had varying degrees of experience in meditation, including mindfulness meditation, had suffered at least one negative effect from meditation retreats.

How sad that these warnings weren’t passed along to 25-year-old Megan Vogt, a healthy and bright young woman who suffered a psychotic break during a vipassana retreat that was so severe she committed suicide.

More and more researchers are speaking out about the dangers of the kind of meditation that requires either the total emptying of the mind or other methods of extreme focus. It’s definitely not for everyone.

MEDITATION CAN BE VERY HARMFUL TO YOU 

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/MEDITATION_CAN_BE_VERY_HARMFUL_TO_YOU.doc
Does we need Mindfulness to be mindful? 
http://www.womenofgrace.com/blog/?p=61219  

November 2, 2017

MS writes: “Is all mindfulness related to the Buddhist practice that is so popular today? I am a Catholic and I have been devoted to the practice of the presence of God and the sacrament of the present moment – which is also a kind of mindfulness. Are these Catholic versions related in any way to the Buddhist version?”
Great question!  And the short answer to all of your questions is “no!”

MS, I hope you pick up a copy of my new book, A Catholic Guide to Mindfulness, because I devote a whole chapter to explaining how these Catholic practices are excellent alternatives to the Buddhist mindfulness so popular today. Although some proponents of the Buddhist try to blend this with the Catholic version, this is impossible because the Catholic practice of mindfulness is focused on God while the Buddhist practice is focused on the self.

Let me explain.

The Buddhist version is the kind of mindfulness that “arises when you pay attention, on purpose, in the present moment, non-judgmentally, and as if your life depended on it.” It is described by mindfulness pioneer Jon Kabat-Zinn as a “state of active, open attention on the present” by which you observe your thoughts and feelings as if from a distance, without judging them to be good or bad. “Instead of letting your life pass you by, mindfulness means living in the moment and awakening to experience.” It is primarily practiced via a variety of meditation techniques such as Body Scan Meditation, Breathing Space Meditation, Movement Meditation, and others.

The purpose of this kind of mindfulness is to learn how to “inhabit another domain of mind . . . what you might call the being mode of mind,” Zinn explains, because we’ve become more a human doing than a human being, and thereby forget who is doing all the doing and why.

“Mindfulness reminds us that it is possible to shift from a doing mode to a being mode through the application of attention and awareness. Then our doing can come out of our being and be much more integrated and effective,” Zinn explains.

As you can see, the Buddhist practice is entirely centered on the self in order to become “more integrated and effective.”

On the other hand, the Practice of the Presence of God was put forth by a humble Carmelite brother named Brother Lawrence, to help us develop a “simple attentiveness and a general loving awareness of God” that is more like a quiet and secret conversation of the soul with God. We train ourselves to be continually aware of His presence within us, and we strive to live constantly in that awareness, even though it is usually something that lingers only at the back of our mind, like background music playing in the lobby of our lives. Regardless of what we’re doing – working, resting, eating, sleeping – we feel “accompanied” by a powerful and yet loving Presence which in turn fosters a deep and abiding sense of security.
The sacrament of the present moment, which is put forth in the book, The Sacrament of the Present Moment by Father Jacques Pierre de Caussade, complements the practice of the presence of God by instructing us on how Christ comes to us in a new and living way every day, and in every moment of every day. For this reason, our attention must remain focused on all of the events that occur, minute-by-minute, from the trivial to the sublime, because this is how God speaks to us.

Now that you understand what each version teaches, it’s easy to see how impossible it is to merge them.

For example, in the sacrament of the present moment, we dwell in the present not to enter into a state of awareness which is the aim of the Buddhist version, but to enter into a state of abandonment to the will of God. One is focused on what we’re doing in the present moment and the other is focused on what He’s doing in the present moment. Instead of being about moment-to-moment awareness, it’s about moment-to-moment surrender. These are two entirely different aims!

In my book, I use drinking a cup of tea as an example of the vast difference between these kinds of mindfulness.

“In the Buddhist practice of mindfulness, if you’re drinking a cup of tea, you take note of how it tastes, the feel of the cup against your lips, the scent of the tea, the warmth of the liquid as it enters your mouth and courses down your throat, the thoughts that cross your mind as you swallow, etc. If you begin to think that perhaps the tea should be a bit sweeter or the noise of a truck on the road outside is a bit too loud, you simply return your thoughts to what is – a sip of tea that is a tad too bitter and a noisy truck passing by.”

Here’s what happens with the same cup of tea when we practice the Catholic version, which means you’re not drinking this cup of tea alone.

“You are sharing it with Someone who loves you beyond measure with a sure, unwavering and ever-faithful love. An awareness of being in the hands of such an omnipotent and yet loving God inspires a profound security and contentment within you, as warm and gratifying as the tea that courses down your throat and splashes into your stomach. What is there to worry about when you are in the hands of Someone so powerful, Someone who is here in this moment as surely as He will be here in the next? What the day might bring doesn’t matter. Right now, it’s all about the tea, the quiet, the warmth, even the sudden disruptive sound of a noisy truck rattling down the road outside. It has all been willed for this moment, just for your benefit. And for this reason, it’s all good, the pleasant and the annoying. 

Every time your mind tries to wander ahead into the day, your heart gently tugs you back to this moment as you sit at the kitchen table and drink a cup of tea with the One who holds your very life in His tender hands. You are content to sit with Him, for as long as this moment lasts, until the next one comes bearing another gift from Him, another revelation, another chance to love and be loved.”

There’s really no contest between the two. The Buddhist version, which is focused entirely on what you are feeling, seems almost empty compared to the Christian version. One is noticeably sterile while the other throbs with life.

The moral of this story is that if a person wants to be mindful, they don’t need to adopt a Buddhist practice – or a Catholic one for that matter. You can take a moment to “regroup” during the day and refocus yourself. This isn’t Buddhist or Catholic. It’s just normal behavior that all of us have employed at one time or another.

But if you really want to get into making mindfulness a way of life, the Christian version is the way to go.
This is because, as I write in my book, “Where mindfulness offers a momentary escape from anxiety, the Christian alternative offers a solution to anxiety. Instead of being aimed at a momentary improvement, the Christian version offers permanent transformation. One is a quick fix, the other is a long-term opportunity for exponential personal growth toward the ultimate goal of our existence here on earth – union with God.”

The bottom line is that you don’t need the Buddhist practice of mindfulness to be mindful any more than you need yoga to get a good isometric workout.

These are just some of the ingenious ways that Satan employs to deceive us into venturing away from the Truth.

Follow me and my new book on Facebook!

Apologist Warns Catholics about Dangers of ‘Mindfulness’

Interview with Susan Brinkmann about Her New Catholic Guide
http://www.ncregister.com/daily-news/apologist-warns-catholics-about-dangers-of-mindfulness
By Patti Armstrong, January 5, 2018
	


Susan Brinkmann, once a New Age feminist, is now a Catholic apologist, award-winning author, Third Order Carmelite, and a staff writer and radio and TV host with Living His Life Abundantly and Women of Grace.

She knows what it’s like to seek happiness in all the wrong places and has dedicated her life to sharing the good news of the Catholic faith.  Her latest book, A Catholic Guide to Mindfulness, warns of the dangers of the latest Eastern meditation fad and offers Catholics a deeper, holier path rooted in the wisdom of the saints and doctors of the Church.

 

First things first: What is this growing practice of “mindfulness”?
“Mindfulness” is rooted in Buddhism and seeks to bring about a state of active, open attention on the present by which one observes his or her thoughts and feelings as if from a distance, without judging them to be good or bad. Although it is promoted as a non-spiritual practice used as a means of vanquishing stress and anxiety, it is practiced through one of several forms of Buddhist meditation, such as “Breathing Space Meditation,” “Body Scan Meditation” and “Expanding Awareness Meditation.” Connecting with God is not the goal of any of these types of meditation.

 

Why did you write this book?
My main concern is the attempt by many Catholics to integrate mindfulness meditation practices into their prayer or spiritual lives. They are being led into this by believing that it’s not a “Buddhist practice,” [but a way] to just focus on the “here and now.” 

But when we do that via one of several mindfulness meditation techniques — such as “Breathing Space Meditation,” “Body Scan Meditation” and others that are commonly taught — then we are venturing into the realm of Buddhist practices.

Many Catholics may start out trying to keep these practices separate, but there is a common confusion in the West regarding Eastern meditation and how it differs from Western meditation (one is a mental exercise; the other is a method of dialoguing with God), which is why many are inadvertently combining the two — and this can often result in spiritual disaster, even to the point of requiring exorcism in some cases.

 

Why would combining practices be a problem?
As the book explains, I have personal experience with this. Our “New Age Q&A” blog at Women of Grace recently received an email from a woman whose husband stopped praying the Rosary with his family because he found this kind of meditation to be more relaxing. Although none of us should come to prayer just for relaxation, but to converse with God, this shows how easily people, in varying stages of their spiritual lives, can be confused — without even realizing it — and thus be led away from God rather than towards him.

 

Are there studies on the effect of mindfulness?
There is mounting scientific concern regarding the mainstream media only touting studies that found benefits of mindfulness and not reporting on studies that found negative results from the practice.  Some studies have shown that practicing mindfulness can actually backfire on people as they focus intently on the moment and leave their thoughts behind, including the positive ones. It can also lead people to disconnect rather than focus and engage in critical thinking on problems that require more thinking and not less.

In addition, a meta-analysis of 18,000 mindfulness studies conducted by researchers at Johns Hopkins University in 2014 found only 47 that were considered methodologically sound — that’s only .0026%. And of those 47 found to be acceptable, the research found only “moderate evidence” of decreased anxiety, depression and pain and “low evidence” of improved mental health-related quality of life. This research led to more alarming findings about the negative effects of mindfulness, which then led me to put this information into a book in order to provide a more complete picture of this practice than what people are getting from proponents.

Why is mindfulness appealing to people?
There are several reasons why people are being drawn to it. First, the increasing secularization of our society has relegated Judeo-Christian values to the “nobody cares anymore” dustbin.
As a result, many people are abandoning mainstream religion and are feeding the resulting spiritual hunger with other practices, which range anywhere from a variety of non-Christian and/or New Age philosophies to the occult.

Second, I see the need to escape from the pressures of modern life as another reason why people are so drawn to Eastern meditation practices. These practices induce altered states of consciousness through the use of techniques designed to empty or manage the mind. This gives people a false reprieve from their worries.

In an era when we are suffering record levels of depression and anxiety, who wouldn’t want to escape their problems for at least a little while? Of course this is appealing!

In Christian prayer, they may have to confront their problems, but they are doing so with Someone who can actually solve those problems. In Eastern meditation, the only option is momentary escape. Afterward, you’re still stuck with the same problems. 

Third, with respect to psychologists and others promoting the practice, there is much money to be made through psychospiritual fads like mindfulness.

We have seen the same pattern in the past with Reiki and “Centering Prayer.” Once these fads become common interest, many seek to exploit them for financial gain.

 

Why are the Catholic alternatives superior?
If one is living in the present moment in the presence of God, there is no need for a Buddhist practice like mindfulness. These Christian practices far surpass these merely human-based methods and actually draw us into the presence of God, where we can find authentic peace and healing.

Instead of a momentary escape from anxiety, the Christian alternative offers a real solution to anxiety and a permanent transformation. One practice is a quick fix; the other is a long-term opportunity for exponential personal growth toward the ultimate goal of our existence here on Earth — union with God.

By the time we reach this summit of union with him here on Earth, we will have been completely transformed into a totally new creation — not just an improvement of the old. When we are united with our Creator, we will finally become who we were meant to be from the beginning of time. This is a grace that surpasses all understanding.

 

Can a person be a good Catholic and still practice mindfulness?
It depends on what you mean by “good.” Good people are deceived all the time. Well-intended people pursue means that make them feel good all the time, but these means can be deeply spiritually damaging.

If you are just refocusing yourself for a few minutes on the task at hand, that is not a problem.

But if you’re engaging in the typical methods of practicing mindfulness, all of which involve some kind of meditation, then you risk inducing an altered state, which renders one vulnerable to psychological damage or to the influence of spiritual entities.

Catholics should not be involved in this, even when it is recommended by a doctor, because too many studies have shown it to be harmful, which is why more and more researchers are speaking out about it.

If a Catholic wants to practice being mindful of the present moment, my book recommends that they begin to employ The Practice of the Presence of God, which was introduced in the 16th century by a humble Carmelite brother named Brother Lawrence. It not only teaches a person to stay grounded in the present, but to do so in order to live in continual awareness of the presence of God within.

We’re taught to live in the present moment at all times in order to respond to the will of God as it plays out in each and every moment of our lives.

There is a vast difference between a state of sterile “awareness” and the much deeper realms of bliss to be found while basking in the presence of the Creator of the universe.
Catholicism and Mindfulness: Compatible practices or contrary spiritualities?

http://www.catholicworldreport.com/2018/01/07/catholicism-and-mindfulness-compatible-practices-or-contrary-spiritualities/
Carl E. Olson, January 7, 2018  

“The Church’s mystical tradition is rarely, if ever, addressed from the pulpit,” says Susan Brinkmann, author of a new book on the practice of mindfulness, “which leaves many vulnerable to being drawn into eastern forms of prayer that are not compatible with Christian prayer.”

The practice (or “process”) of “mindfulness” has been getting much attention in recent years, crossing over into mainstream, as evidenced by books with titles such as 10-Minute Mindfulness, Mindfulness for Beginners, Mindfulness: An Eight-Week Plan for Finding Peace in a Frantic World, and The Miracle of Mindfulness: An Introduction to the Practice of Meditation (the latter by popular Buddhist monk and author Thich Nhat Hanh). But mindfulness has now, says author and journalist Susan Brinkmann, OCDS, author and award-winning journalist, who is a member of the Third Order of Discalced Carmelites (secular) and staff journalist for Women of Grace, “one of the hottest new spiritual practices of our day. … Corporate executives, Hollywood stars, medical doctors, teachers, secretaries, and even clergy are avidly embracing it.” But what, exactly, is mindfulness? What are its roots and its goals? And is it compatible with Catholicism and the Catholic spiritual tradition?
Brinkmann, who wrote the recently published book A Catholic Guide to Mindfulness, corresponded with CWR editor Carl E. Olson to discuss mindfulness and to offer a Catholic perspective.

CWR: For those who aren’t familiar with it, what is the mindfulness movement? What are its roots and aims?

Susan Brinkmann: The mindfulness movement is a psycho-spiritual movement that is mainly driven by psychologists who have adapted an ancient Buddhist meditation practice as a means for helping people who are suffering from a variety of mental health issues.

Mindfulness is derived from the Buddhist tradition and is the seventh step in the Noble Eightfold Path, which Buddhists believe is a process that leads to awakening to one’s true nature. Known as Right-Mindfulness, it means controlling thoughts by maintaining awareness and focus on the present moment which is usually accomplished through some form of meditation.

The man responsible for introducing mindfulness into medicine in the West is a biomedical scientist named Jon Kabat-Zinn. A practicing Buddhist and board member of the Mind and Life Institute, an organization dedicated to “exploring the relationship of science and Buddhism as ways to better understand the nature of reality,” Kabat-Zinn always believed his karmic assignment was to find a way to bring his dharma practice together with his scientific pursuits to create one unified whole.

While on a vipassana retreat, he had a vision in which he “saw” a way to do this, through a program he would later call the Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program. This program was designed to be a patient-centered approach which could be used in hospital settings to treat persons with PTSD and other stress/anxiety disorders. However, with the core of the program being intensive training in mindfulness meditation, he knew these Buddhist roots would make many people nervous and so he “bent over backward” to find ways to employ the program without revealing its Buddhist roots.

To this day, many psychologists who use the program insist that it’s not spiritual and that it can be detached from its Buddhist roots. But, as my book details, this defies the facts as well as the research which has found that mindfulness and spirituality interact and that both are important mechanism through mindfulness-based interventions exert benefits.

CWR: What are some examples of its popularity? Why has it proven to be so successful? What is the attraction?

Susan Brinkmann: According to the latest Pew report, eight in ten Americans are afflicted by stress, so it’s no surprise that a program offering relief from anxiety, without drugs, would be appealing. But what turned mindfulness into a phenomenon is a constant drumbeat of positive media reports about the alleged health benefits of the practice. As a result, what appeared to be early successes in the use of MBSR led to the creation of the Center for Mindfulness in Medicine, Health Care and Society at the University of Massachusetts Medical School through which Kabat-Zinn’s program entered the mainstream. This, in turn, spawned numerous scientific investigations. At first, these studies were reporting positive effects of the practice of mindfulness such as improving brain and immune system function, lowering blood pressure, improving sleep, treating binge eating and even reducing the pace of cellular age. Particular emphasis was put on its use in the treatment of stress, anxiety, and depression because of how the practice taught people to “stand back” from their thoughts and simply observe them without trying to control their emotions. From there, it became popular for other treatments such as relationship and educational issues.

For years, mindfulness enjoyed almost a constant flow of positive research until recently, when scientists began to look at these studies more closely. In 2014, researchers at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore reviewed nearly 19,000 meditation studies and came up with just 47 that met their criteria for a well-designed study. Some of the problems included lack of adequate control for placebo, self-selection bias, small cohorts, etc. Of the 47 studies that made the cut, the science found only a small to moderate effect of mindfulness in reducing emotional symptoms and no evidence that mindfulness programs were better than other treatments.

Many scientists realized that the reason there were no negative reports about mindfulness is that too few studies bothered to look for adverse effects. More attention began to be paid to this area of research which uncovered a long list of psychological and physical side effects of mindfulness meditation including depersonalization, psychosis, hallucinations, disorganized speech, feelings of anxiety, loss of appetite and insomnia. And these are not isolated findings. One study found that 63 percent of the group studied had suffered at least one negative effect from the meditation. 
CWR: Who are the major proponents of mindfulness discussed in your book, and how have they become influential in current Catholic practices? 
Susan Brinkmann: The practice of mindfulness has been taken up by many Christian psychologists who have been relying on these faulty studies as a reason to introduce the practice to their clientele. Even though many of these psychologists insist that one can separate the practice of being mindful from mindfulness, the main way to achieve this mindfulness is through the practice of some form of meditation such as Breathing Space Meditation, Body Scan Meditation, Movement Meditation – all of which are Buddhist practices. This contradiction has spawned a great deal of ambiguity among the faithful which has led many to raise important questions about its use by Christians. If it’s just a particular method of paying attention, then why are Buddhist meditation techniques required?

Even more concerning are the number of Christians who incorporate aspects of mindfulness meditation into their prayer life, not realizing that eastern meditation is not compatible with Christian prayer. Meditation in the east is a mental exercise designed to bring about an altered state for the purpose of achieving enlightenment. In the West, meditation means prayer which is intended to draw one closer to God.
For example, in my book I tell the story of a woman whose husband had taken up the twice-daily practice of Body Scan Meditation to help him cope with stress. The family had been in the practice of praying together every night and he decided that he would no longer join them and would practice his mindfulness meditation instead. When she confronted him about it, saying that prayer is more restful, he disagreed and asked her to leave him alone.

Whether one intends to drift away from Christianity or not, taking up the practice of mindfulness meditation can indeed lead one away from the faith.
CWR: Mindfulness, as you noted, draws on Buddhist ideas. What are the key problems with this approach? In what ways are Catholicism and Buddhism incompatible?

Susan Brinkmann: As Dr. Anthony E. Clark says in the foreword of the book, the direction one drives a car determines the place one arrives at, and our spiritual practice is no different. “When one understands well the intentions of Christian prayer and mindfulness, it is clear that, at their root, they point in contrasting directions,” he writes.

Many Catholics believe Buddhism is not really a religion because it doesn’t involve the worship of a god. It’s more of a philosophy or system of ethics, they say, and is harmless. However, upon closer inspection, we quickly realize that this is just one of many diverging philosophies that make Catholicism and Buddhism completely incompatible.

For example, on the most basic level, Buddhists do not believe in the existence of the soul. They believe people who think they have a soul are rooted in ignorance and in a desire to please one’s “self” and that we become truly enlightened only after we come to the realization that there is no such thing as a soul. Christians not only believe in the existence of the soul, but that the soul can achieve eternal life through Jesus Christ.

Christians believe suffering brings us closer to God and unites us with our Suffering Lord. Buddhists believe suffering is something to be escaped from.

Christ teaches that He is the “Way, the truth and the life,” (John 14:6), but the Buddha teaches that every person must find their own path to enlightenment.

Both faiths teach love but the Christian agape love is personal, individual and free-willed. The Buddhist teaches karuna, an impersonal feeling of compassion. The best way to understand what a stark difference this makes between the two faiths is found in the Buddhist story of the saint who gave his cloak to a beggar. The Christian gives his cloak to the beggar because of Christ’s love for the beggar. The Buddhist gives his cloak to the beggar because it’s the enlightened thing to do. In other words, the Buddhist’s concern is not for the welfare of the beggar, as is the Christian, but for the liberation of the giver from the burden of self.

Another problem I have seen stems from erroneous interpretations of Nostra Aetate, the Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions. This document says that we are permitted to adopt what is good from other religions because it believes that other religions “often reflect a ray of that Truth which enlightens all men.” What is often overlooked, however, is that a reflection of a ray is not truth that is directly from the source, but only a reflection of the source that is found in the Catholic faith.

This is why prominent theologians such as Cardinal Jean-Louis Tauran, president of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, warned that the poorly-catechized Christian should not engage in any kind of interreligious dialogue because this is only for doctrinally equipped Christians.

And in regard to incorporating eastern meditation techniques into Christian prayer, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger teaches in A Letter to the Bishops on Some Aspects of Christian Meditation that we can adopt what is good from other religions “so long as the Christian conception of prayer, its logic and requirements are never obscured.” Herein lies the problem. Buddhist meditation techniques such as mindfulness, by their very nature, are diametrically opposed to the Christian conception of prayer, which is “the raising of one’s heart and mind to God.” Buddhist meditation focuses on the self, while Christian meditation focuses on God.

In lieu of all of the above, St. John Paul II issues a well-founded warning in Crossing the Threshold of Faith that because the Buddhist and the Catholic have an essentially different way of perceiving the world, the Christian who wants to embrace ideas originating in Eastern religions needs to “know one’s own spiritual heritage well” before deciding whether or not to set the Faith aside.
CWR: You have a chapter on Catholic alternatives to Mindfulness. What are some examples? Why are some Catholics so eager to use something like Mindfulness rather than seek spiritual riches in the Catholic Tradition? And how can this book serve to clarify common confusions about mindfulness as a supplement to Catholic prayer?

Susan Brinkmann: In my experience teaching Carmelite spirituality, I have learned that the reason so many Catholics are adopting or attempting to blend eastern meditation techniques into their prayer life is because they sincerely don’t understand what Christian prayer is all about. The Church’s mystical tradition is rarely, if ever, addressed from the pulpit, which leaves many vulnerable to being drawn into eastern forms of prayer that are not compatible with Christian prayer.

For example, most are completely unaware that we have our own form of “mindfulness.” We are taught to “put on the mind of Christ” (1 Cor 2:16) and in order to do that we must “take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ” (2 Cor 10:5). We do this by adopting practices such as the Sacrament of the Present Moment and the Practice of the Presence of God, both of which teach us how to be mindful of the everyday moments of our life and what God wills for us in each of those moments. Contrary to mindfulness, the Catholic focus on the present moment is not to enter a state of self-awareness, but into a state of abandonment to the will of God. We remain in the present not for the sake of the present, but for the sake of discovering the voice of God as He speaks to us in each moment of our day.
This book devotes three chapters to explaining, in concise and easy-to-understand language, the differences between the Buddhist and Catholic mystical traditions. It will be of great help to the faithful as well as the clergy, religious, catechists and spiritual directors who seek to guide them.
CWR: What do you say when high profile, orthodox Catholics, endorse mindfulness?

Susan Brinkmann: It’s not at all surprising that even the most learned Catholics would endorse mindfulness. Just like any other spiritual fad, of which the New Age is full, it takes a lot of time and effort to cut through the hype and get to the facts. By their own admission, not everyone has the time to do this. After 14 years of experience researching the New Age, which includes eastern meditation practices under its wide umbrella, I can say that most people – even those who should know better – are woefully uneducated about New Age practices. I have had priests, bishops, doctors, lawyers, seminary professors, and even the practitioners themselves admit that they don’t know what they believe they should know about a particular practice.

This is further complicated by the fact that there are very few Catholic researchers into the area of the New Age who make their work available to the public. Father Mitch Pacwa, Johnnette Benkovic, myself, and maybe a few others. However, the demand for this information is widespread. The New Age Q&A blog that we maintain at Women of Grace has more than 1,000 entries in its index and has been answering a never-ending stream of questions from around the world on a daily basis for almost 10 years now.

Considering the above, this is why I warn the faithful that even though such-and-such “big name” Catholic endorses mindfulness, a “big name” endorsement is not the same as an imprimatur.  Especially in the case of book endorsements, if the title of the work has the word “Catholic” in it, the author has a moral obligation to have the work reviewed by the appropriate Church authorities to make sure that the content is in keeping with the Magisterium. As an author myself, I always consider the slight delay required to get an imprimatur a small price to pay to avoid becoming the “millstone” around the neck of someone that I led astray.

The bottom line is that, as my book details, there is enough credible evidence to prove that no one needs mindfulness for anything, either as a therapy or as an adjunct to their spiritual life.

My doctor says Mindfulness isn’t Buddhist

http://www.womenofgrace.com/blog/?p=61811  

December 19, 2017
BD writes: Help! My psychologist insists that I use mindfulness to treat my PTSD and he claims it isn’t Buddhist. He says it’s just teaching us to be mindful of our surroundings; however, the exercises he gives me are all mindfulness meditation techniques! What am I supposed to believe?

What should you believe? That your psychologist is confused.

And for good reason. Many of these professionals jumped on the mindfulness bandwagon while it was still being touted as the greatest thing to treat anxiety since Xanax but are now confronting updated science which is not quite so glowing and Christian clients who aren’t comfortable with its Buddhist roots.

Like most fads, the mindfulness bandwagon hit a few ruts in the road known as “the facts,” such as where mindfulness really comes from and why most of the science conducted to date has been found lacking. These facts are why it’s safe to say that any psychologist who tells you that the mindfulness he/she is recommending is not Buddhist, but then instructs you to use mindfulness meditation techniques such as Body Scan Meditation or Breathing Space Meditation, is using the Buddhist practice of mindfulness. This is NOT the same as “just being mindful of your surroundings” – not by a long shot.

For example, just being mindful of where you are, the chair you’re sitting on, the position of your body, how you’re feeling, what you’re thinking, is not a Buddhist meditation technique. It’s just making yourself aware of where you are and what you’re doing and thinking at the moment. This is more like a “take a deep breath” or a “step back” moment.

However, this exercise becomes a mindfulness meditation technique based in Buddhism when it instructs you to let go of the contents of the mind and bring your attention to a single point of focus on the breath. This is known as Breathing Space meditation, which is designed to “expand awareness,” and is one of several types of meditation employed in today’s mindfulness fad.

As you can see, these are two very different exercises.

But don’t be too hard on your doctor. As I explain in my new book, A Catholic Guide to Mindfulness, the roots of the modern mindfulness movement have been shrouded in a very deliberate fog since the very beginning. The inventor of modern-day mindfulness, Jon Kabat-Zinn, a biomedical scientist and practicing Buddhist, spent years trying to cover up the Buddhist roots of the practice he invented which is known as Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) for fear of being branded as “New Age.”

“To my mind, this was a constant and serious risk that would have undermined our attempts to present it [MBSR] as commonsensical, evidence-based, and ordinary . . . . This was something of an ongoing challenge, given that the entire curriculum is based on relatively (for novices) intensive training and practice of meditation and yoga, and meditation and yoga pretty much defined one element of the New Age,” he wrote.

Your doctor is probably not aware of the fact that the concept of MBSR came to Kabat-Zinn in a vision during a vipassana retreat. After the retreat, he said that he had “a better sense of what my karmic assignment might be . . .” which led to the development of the modern-day version of mindfulness.

He admitted to deliberately using the umbrella term of “mindfulness” as a kind of “place-holder for the entire dharma . . . as a potentially skillful means for bringing the streams of alive, embodied dharma understanding and of clinical medicine together.”
From what I have read about Kabat-Zinn, his goal has always been to blend science and Buddhism. It was not to deceive or to make money. Although he has done both of these things, this does not appear to have ever been his motive.

Even though he gradually began to reveal the Buddhist roots of his mindfulness program in the 90’s, he still insists that MBSR instructors be personally grounded in the Buddhadharma but that they bring “only the essence” of these roots into the classroom. So it’s still being covered up to a certain extent.

Between this deliberate obfuscation surrounding the modern origins of the MBSR practice that many are employing, and the overly-optimistic science that has flooded the airwaves, it’s not hard to understand why some practitioners would be confused.

Some are even still insisting that the practice of mindfulness is not spiritual, but that’s not based on fact either. As I cite in my book, research suggests that even though mindfulness is often practiced in a secular manner, individuals report spiritual benefits from their practice. “On the whole, research suggests that mindfulness and spirituality are overlapping but distinct constructs, that they likely interact and contribute to one another’s development, and that both are important mechanisms through which MBIs [mindfulness-based interventions] exert benefits.”

There is a lot of confusion surrounding the mindfulness movement which is why both practitioners and their patients need to stay abreast of the latest findings and adjust their therapy accordingly.
Is Mindfulness spiritual?

http://www.womenofgrace.com/blog/?p=61858 

December 27, 2017
A lot of psychologists and other proponents of mindfulness insist that this practice is not spiritual, that it can be divorced from its Buddhist roots, but is this really possible?

In this YouTube interview, the pioneer of western mindfulness, Jon Kabat-Zinn, was asked this question directly and had a surprisingly difficult time answering it.

The interviewer began with the question: “Is mindfulness in the western sense an offshoot of Buddhism?”

Kabat-Zinn responded by saying that the Buddha was not a Buddhist. What he didn’t bother to explain is that this is a play on words which refers to a popular saying among Buddhists, “Don’t be a Buddhist – be a Buddha.”

He then describes the Buddha as being akin to a scientist whose development of mindfulness became like “lab tools” that can now be used by scientists. And yes, by the way, a religion grew up around it, Kabat-Zinn says, as if Buddhism was a kind of afterthought.

“Although spoken of as being the heart of Buddhist meditation, [mindfulness] is about paying attention, about awareness. How Buddhist is that?” Kabat-Zinn argues.

Unfortunately, he neglects to address the fact that the method people are taught to “pay attention” and “be aware” in the way specific to mindfulness is achieved by employing Buddhist meditation techniques. This raises the question – if mindfulness isn’t Buddhist, why do we need Buddhist meditation techniques to accomplish it?

He goes on to argue that mindfulness is “about loving kindness. How Buddhist is that?”

Again, he doesn’t explain the vast difference between the Christian and Buddhist idea of “love”. For example, Christian agape love is personal, individual and free-willed. The Buddhist teaches karuna, an impersonal feeling of compassion.

A good example of how different are these two kinds of love is found in the Buddhist story of the saint who gave his cloak to a beggar. The Christian gives his cloak to the beggar because of Christ’s love for the beggar. The Buddhist gives his cloak to the beggar because it’s the enlightened thing to do. In other words, the Buddhist’s concern is not for the welfare of the beggar, as is the Christian, but for the liberation of the giver from the burden of self.

At this point, the interviewer asks the question in a more pointed way. “Is mindfulness a spiritual practice?”

Again, Kabat-Zinn struggles to answer. “That depends on what you mean by the word spiritual. I tend to stay away from the word spiritual as if it had some kind of toxic outpouring . . .” he says and everyone on the panel laughs knowingly.

“My working definition of spiritual is what it means for us to be truly human. Is giving birth spiritual? Is chopping vegetables spiritual? From that point of view, what isn’t spiritual?”

In other words, it’s not spiritual if you’re using Kabat-Zinn’s personal definition of spiritual. However, if you’re using the standard definition of the word, which most people would use, it means “relating to or affecting the human spirit or soul as opposed to material or physical things.”

According to the definition of spiritual, giving birth and chopping vegetables are not spiritual activities. They may have a spiritual component, but these activities relate to, or affect, the body or material things. Mindfulness, on the other hand, affects the human spirit or soul and is a purely spiritual activity. Although there could be a physical component to it, it is essentially a spiritual activity.
The second definition of spiritual is: “of or relating to religion or religious belief.” In his writings, Kabat-Zinn admits that he used the umbrella term of mindfulness as a kind of “place-holder for the entire dharma . . .” For those who aren’t familiar with the word, the dharma is “the teaching or religion of the Buddha.” This means that if mindfulness is a word used to refer to the religion of the Buddha, then mindfulness fits the definition of spiritual.

However, it’s not surprising to find Kabat-Zinn playing fast and loose with language in order to sell mindfulness to the American public. As my book, A Catholic Guide to Mindfulness details, by his own admission, he “bent over backward” to keep the Buddhist roots of mindfulness hidden for fear of being pegged as “New Age”

Although he overcame much of his hesitancy years ago, he is apparently still experiencing some reservations about exposing mindfulness for what it is – a Buddhist spiritual practice.

Chilling testimony on dangers of New Age and Mindfulness 

http://www.womenofgrace.com/blog/?p=61927 

January 9, 2018

In response to a radio interview that I did about my new book, A Catholic Guide to Mindfulness, with Dan Burke and Melissa Elson of Divine Intimacy Radio, we received this testimony from a woman who believes her experience with the New Age and mindfulness caused her years of suffering.

She writes:

Thanks to a novena I did last March to Our Lady of Sorrows, I realized suddenly that my decision to read Oprah recommended Marianne Williamson’s books in 1995, led to serious problems for 20 yrs. It led to me being in a psychiatric ward for 3 weeks on two separate occasions where I was misdiagnosed with schizophrenia and placed on psychotropic drugs. This led to a plethora of problems including massive weight gain and daily suicidal thoughts and the decision of my psychiatrist to put me in weekly support meetings with the local hospital where we started each session with 20-minute mindfulness exercises.
As a result of getting in touch with you, I did prayers of renunciation, as I encountered demonic oppression for 20 years. Ironically, these were the years when I was being the best Catholic I could be with fasting, Adoration, daily rosary, frequent confession, etc., but included Marianne Williamson’s prayer theory into my life, too. Never knew it was based in the occult.
I bet a lot of other single women who bought her bestsellers, “A Return to Love: Reflections on the Principals of A Course in Miracles,” and “Illuminata: A Return to Prayer” may have experienced blowback, too, never realizing the source.
I slowly came off of my meds and my life came back– as well as a priest praying for me and a woman with cancer offering her sufferings in part for me! (They put you on those horrible meds, telling you that it is like diabetes where you will be on it for the rest of your life even though you can’t function or get off the couch!!)
I applaud YOU for all you do to help us heal after decades of spiritual rubbish which was taught to us. Please continue to get the word out on the problems of Eastern spirituality. And I hope priests can become better versed in this as well.
The prayer that we provided her is a simple prayer of personal renunciation that should be made by anyone who was involved in the New Age and the occult and wishes to repent of those practices. For example, “Jesus, I repent of all the involvement I have ever had in the New Age or the occult. I renounce these practices and ask for your forgiveness.” If you are Catholic, you must also go to the Sacrament of Reconciliation and confess this involvement to a priest.

For more information about the dangers of A Course in Miracles, click here.

A COURSE IN MIRACLES-SUSAN BRINKMANN 

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/A_COURSE_IN_MIRACLES-SUSAN_BRINKMANN.doc
Catholic therapist quits Mindfulness 

http://www.womenofgrace.com/blog/?p=61976  

January 11, 2018 
After years of positive studies about the alleged benefits of mindfulness, the latest science is revealing a darker side. Some Catholic therapists, however, such as the one we interviewed last week, discovered on their own that this therapy is not nearly as successful as people think – and it’s definitely not Catholic.

Anne (not her real name), a 37 year-old mother of three and convert to the Faith, was working as a therapist in a practice which included mindfulness as part of dialectical behavior therapy (DBT). DBT is a therapy used to treat people suffering from borderline personality disorders and mindfulness is part of its protocol.

As I explain in my book, A Catholic Guide to Mindfulness, the practice of mindfulness is derived from Buddhism and is specific to the seventh step in the Buddha’s Eight-Fold Path to enlightenment. Called Samma Sati, or Right Mindfulness, it means controlling thoughts by maintaining awareness and focus on the present moment. The way one is trained in mindfulness is through a variety of Buddhist meditation techniques such as Breathing Space Meditation, Movement Meditation, Body Scan Meditation, and Expanding Awareness Meditation, all of which involve intense focus on the self in the present moment.
“I would use it for people who had depression,” Anne said. “The premise that I liked was focusing on one thing so that your mind doesn’t wander off into troubles and problems. You could focus on one inanimate thing, such as your jeans. I would focus just on what they look like, what they feel like and keep directing my mind back to them when I would start to think of something else. 
I would continually try to find something new about them. It would settle the mind down and stop racing thoughts. That’s what I liked about it.”

But, as a Catholic therapist, Anne began to see how this intense focus on “self” could be problematic, especially for the Christian patient. Where was Christ in all of this?

She found herself becoming increasingly conflicted over the practice in spite of all the so-called positive results from study after study. In the back of her mind, she couldn’t forget the warning a professor once gave her in college.

“ . . . When in my Empirical methods course, the professor told us that any data can be cooked, shifted. Any statistic can be manipulated to prove the point you want to prove. Because of this, you must be careful and critical of each study to which you may refer.”

This is why she knew to look for who paid for the mindfulness studies. Was it a proponent of mindfulness? If so, she knew better than to believe it.

Her instincts were spot on. In the book, The Buddha Pill: Can Meditation Change You, Dr. Miquel Farias and Catherine Wikholm report on the same phenomenon, only they referred to it as “sexing up the data.”

In one example, they were looking at statistical results that didn’t quite fit their initial hypothesis and were told that they could “sex it up” by selecting the best results and reporting only these. Or, if there were secondary results that were less appealing, to “frame them in a more appealing way and publish them separately from the sexiest results.”

But isn’t this “Hollywood science?” the authors asked.

“Don’t be stupid,” they were told. “Everyone does it.”

This could account for the very “unsexy” results of the 2009 study that found a long list of psychological and physical side effects of mindfulness meditation such as depersonalization, psychosis, feelings of anxiety, disorganized speech and insomnia, to name a few.

The results of research done on inmates in seven prisons in the British Midlands were even less sexy. They found that while prisoners’ moods improved and their stress and psychological distress reduced, they were just as aggressive before the mindfulness treatment.

A report by the British Psychological Society also didn’t fit the popular talking points about mindfulness because it found that the practice does not foster empathy and can even make narcissists worse.

This explains why 15 prominent psychologists and cognitive scientists recently called for caution about mindfulness due to the pervasive methodological problems with scientific research to date.

But these facts are still being ignored, except by therapists such as Anne who have come face-to-face with the mental and spiritual dark side of mindfulness.

“I did see people who bought into it hard because they got the quick fix. After about a year they were back in their despair because it doesn’t really fix their problems,” Anne said.

“I found people who really tried mindfulness for depression who would get a ‘placebo effect’ boost in their mood, but it would drop again after time. They never got that peace that I saw in people who used prayer and focused on Christ for their healing. This is because with mindfulness, they always maintain that control and never really give it up to God. You, being the center, are always the one who is the focus. God is going to let you do it if you insist on doing it, but you will continue to struggle until you let go of ‘the reigns’ and let God help you with your healing path.”

Many Christian therapists argue that the way they use mindfulness in clinical practice isn’t spiritual, even though the pioneer of modern mindfulness in medicine, Jon Kabat-Zinn, was unable to say the same. His only answer to the question of whether or not mindfulness was spiritual was, “it all depends on what one means by spiritual.”

Anne completely dismissed this response. “I remember a politician denying he had sex with ‘that woman’ and later saying ‘well it depends on what you mean by sex’. He engaged in a sexual act. It was indeed, exactly what he was denying. If you do a little bit of research on what spirituality is, there is no way you can deny that mindfulness is a spiritual act because it is a direct engagement of one’s inner being. Consequently, it is spiritual.”

She’s not the only mental health professional to scoff at the assertion that mindfulness is not related to Buddhist spirituality.

As Farias and Wikholm explain in their book, “ . . . [W]ith mindfulness-based interventions, the aim is not to change your thoughts, but your global beliefs about thoughts – essentially, you’re expected to stop believing that your thoughts are necessarily true or important. This is where the Buddhist philosophy really kicks in: your thoughts are mere ‘mental events’ – just thoughts, nothing more – and they don’t necessarily warrant any action. All you’re aiming to do is be aware.”

The Christian, on the other hand, is taught not to dismiss their thoughts as mere “mental events” but to “take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ” (2 Cor 10:5). In this way they “put on the mind of Christ” (1 Cor 2:16) and make their thoughts holy and Christ-like.

Anne began to grow disenchanted with mindfulness at about the same time that she started listening to Women of Grace Live on EWTN radio. She would often hear me and Johnnette Benkovic talking about New Age and occult movements, such as yoga, and warning Catholics to stay away.

“At first I ignored the warnings, but eventually, I realized I needed to listen to this,” Anne said.  “I considered what they were saying and prayed about it. That’s when I started to get this strong message that I should not be teaching mindfulness, that I was leading people down a road where I could potentially be leading them away from God. My intent was not to do that!”

It was very hard because she was making good money, but she knew she had to stop this method of treatment.

“If I was to continue, I would be selling out why I became a therapist, selling out God, and selling out my own soul, because I knew what I was teaching was not biblical spirituality. I had to choose my soul over my career path.”
Her advice to other Christian therapists is to look at other coping mechanisms for patients.

“This is easy to do. You need to have continuing education anyway. Every state has requirements for continuing education and that’s why we have it – so we can learn new ways of treating people. There are plenty of other very effective types of treatment out there.”

She is particularly excited about a new method using prayerful thanksgiving instead of mindfulness.

“There’s new independent research coming about gratitude and its positive effects on the body. God tells us to be thankful and the word ‘Eucharist’ itself comes from Greek which means ‘thanksgiving’. So, we have direct orders to ‘give thanks’ in all we do, what we have and how we think.”

She added: “How easy it would be to help your clients work on giving thanks to God and move away from aimless mindfulness!”
What’s missing from “The Mindful Catholic”? 
http://www.womenofgrace.com/blog/?p=63319 

April 18, 2018
One of the best things about the Women of Grace® New Age Q&A Blog, which has been answering questions for nearly a decade from people all around the world, is that it keeps our “finger” on the pulse of what’s happening in the realm of spiritual movements. And one of those “happenings” is a course called Catholic Mindfulness by Dr. Gregory Bottaro which has now been made into a book. What is this all about? Is it really Catholic? And why are so many people concerned about it?

Until recently, our research on mindfulness has been about the practice in general – what it is, how it got started, who are the main players in the modern mindfulness movement, etc. However, Dr. Bottaro recently inserted himself into our work, accusing us of being “anti-Catholic mindfulness” in our writings and television shows, even though we have yet to address his work in any publication or broadcast.
On April 2, Dr. Bottaro took this a step further and published a blog entitled, “The Catholic Guide to Mindfulness, or Coffee – Satan’s Drink.”  In this publication, he misrepresents our position on the subject of mindfulness, then insinuates that this invented position makes us akin to the bumbling advisors of Pope Clement VIII who wanted him to ban coffee as an invention of Satan because it tasted too good. Even though the insinuation was based on a fabrication, it did make for an interesting lead!

For the first time, we will address his published work as well as the inaccuracies in his April 2 blog.

Having taken his course and read the book, entitled The Mindful Catholic, I must admit that on the surface, the program sounds wonderful. The way Dr. Bottaro presents it is that it’s a method aimed at helping people to learn how to focus so that they can better focus on God. Like the subtitle says, “Finding God One Moment at a Time.” For this reason, those who are not well-versed in today’s popular practice of mindfulness would have little reason to suspect anything wrong with it.

But those who do understand mindfulness see a lot wrong with Dr. Bottaro’s material. To the trained eye, the problem is not about what is in the book, it’s what is not in the book.

Here are the five main criticisms that we share along with the many people who have written to us about this program.

1. Dismissal of the Buddhist Roots of Mindfulness
For the most part, this criticism lies in Dr. Bottaro’s insistence that what he’s teaching isn’t based in Buddhism. In the appendix of his book, he states his belief that the Buddhist practice of mindfulness “is simply the ability to stay focused on the present moment.”

He expounds upon this idea in the April 2 blog where he asserts that Buddhist practices and the ideas upon which they are founded are two separate things and can be separated. EWTN and Women of Grace® were accused of believing that “because it is a Buddhist practice, it must constitute Buddhist ideas.” Yes, we do believe this because religious practices do indeed originate in religious beliefs/ideas, much like the practice of making the sign-of-the-cross originates from our belief in the Trinity and the saving work of Jesus Christ. He goes on to claim that we can separate the practice from the belief that it was founded upon. In other words, it can be secularized.

Some of his own peers have disagreed with him on this point. In the book, The Buddha Pill, Dr. Miguel Farias and Catherine Wikholm sum it up this way: “In principle, it’s perfectly possible to meditate and be uninterested in meditation’s spiritual background. However, research shows that meditation leads us to become more spiritual and that this increase in spirituality is partly responsible for the practice’s positive effects. So, even if we set out to ignore the meditation’s spiritual roots, those roots may nonetheless envelope us, to a greater or lesser degree. Overall, it is unclear whether secular models of mindfulness are fully secular” (pg. 218)

In his book, Bottaro also asserts that we can use these “secularized” methods because they are derived from Buddhist knowledge of the psychological process of paying attention to the present moment that we Christians never developed. However, to say that Buddhists had a better handle on the psychological process of paying attention than Christians such as St. Paul who advised the faithful to “put on the mind of Christ” (1 Cor 2:16) and “take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ” (2 Cor 10:5) is a matter of opinion, not fact. 
Buddhism may have been in existence before Christianity, but that doesn’t mean the teachings of Christ are any less effective in helping us to control our thoughts. Nor is it a reason to lightly set aside Christian methods, which is something St. John Paul II specifically warned about in his book, Crossing the Threshold of Hope (pages 88-90).

Regardless of how artfully proponents present “secularized” mindfulness, the bottom line is that the practice of mindfulness that is so popular today, particularly in the mental health field, is not about a secular idea of “just learning how to focus.” It’s about learning how to focus according to the Buddhist practice of mindfulness.

This is because the practice that made its way into the mainstream did so via a program known as the Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program, which was designed by a devout Buddhist and biomedical scientist named Jon Kabat-Zinn.

As Dr. Bottaro clearly states on page 11 of his book, his Catholic mindfulness program is based on the MBSR, which is not about “just learning how to focus.” It’s about learning how to focus the way Kabat-Zinn and the MBSR prescribe, which is the Buddhist way.

2. Failure to Disclose the Use of Buddhist Meditation Techniques
This dismissal of the Buddhist roots of mindfulness could explain why Dr. Bottaro freely introduces his students to Buddhist meditation practices without telling them this fact. For example, on page 58 of The Mindful Catholic, he suggests an exercise which he describes simply as “Body Scan.” What he doesn’t explain is that the Body Scan meditation used in the MBSR program is a form of the Buddhist practice of vipassana meditation that is intended to help expand mind/body awareness as well as ease tension and quiet the mind.  When confronted by this fact, Bottaro dismisses it by claiming there’s nothing exclusively Buddhist about focusing on your body parts. No, but his Christian clients aren’t just learning how to focus on their body parts – they’re learning how to focus on their body parts via a method that originates in a non-Christian religion. They deserve to be told this so that they can decide for themselves how relevant this may be for them.

Otherwise, Dr. Bottaro risks what the late clinical psychologist Margaret Thaler Singer warned about when clients “are led to adopt religious or spiritual concepts in which they previously had no interest and which may run counter to their personal belief system. Although the clients thought they were seeking psychotherapy, they were in effect put through a religious conversion . . . Unexpectedly taking on this belief during the course of therapy can cause certain clients to experience upsetting internal conflict, and they may not recognize the source of their difficulty.” (pg. 19 of Crazy Therapies: What Are They? Do They Work?)

Granted, not everyone will be put off by Catholic programs that incorporate Eastern practices, but there are many who will and are afraid of being inadvertently led into a non-Christian spirituality. This is a perfectly valid concern and one that has been around since Biblical times. In fact, St. Paul wrote about it in Romans 14, telling us to “never put a stumbling block or hindrance in the way of a brother.” Even if we don’t agree that it’s a stumbling block, we are called to respect these concerns, not dismiss them as the rantings of “fanatics.”

3. Failure to Disclose the Relevance of the MBSR Program
To his credit, Dr. Bottaro does admit his association with the MBSR; but that’s all he does – mention it. Only people who know the history of the MBSR would know that Kabat-Zinn’s life goal was to integrate the Buddhadharma into his professional work – and the MBSR was how he accomplished this.

Bottaro offers none of this information to his readers or students, saying only that Kabat-Zinn “studied” Zen meditation and Buddhist practice and wanted to bring the peace he found in these practices into the secular clinical population.

This is an understatement akin to describing Mother Teresa as an Albanian nun who loved Jesus. There’s a whole lot more to her story – and his.

Kabat-Zinn wasn’t just enjoying Zen and the adventures of the Eightfold Path when he came up with the MBSR. He was on a serious quest to find his “karmic assignment” at the time and was particularly interested in finding a way to integrate the Buddhadharma into his scientific work. One day, while on a vipassana retreat, he had a vision in which he “saw” what would become the MBSR program which incorporated his love for yoga and Buddhist meditation with individual and group dialogue.

But Kabat-Zinn is an intelligent man and, at the time, knew that any mention of Buddhism would find him branded as some kind of New Age kook. And so, in his own words, he “bent over backward” to hide this aspect of the program. He deliberately developed an “American vocabulary” that hid any mention of the dharma (Buddhist doctrine) lest it cause “unnecessary impediments.”

Those who don’t know the full story incorrectly assume that Kabat-Zinn’s program is divorced from its Buddhist roots but this is simply not true. Kabat-Zinn would never do this. How could he? The whole purpose of the program, and his life goal, is to help people find the peace he found in the dharma he loved so much. In fact, to this day he tells MBSR instructors that it would be “hugely helpful” for them to have a strong personal grounding in the Buddhadharma before teaching the program, an instruction that would hardly be necessary if the Buddhism was excised from the program.

While it’s safe to say that not everyone will be concerned about this, a practicing psychologist – especially a Catholic one – has a moral and ethical responsibility to inform his Christian patients about all of these facts – not just the ones he thinks they ought to know.

4. Adding Christian Prayer to Eastern Meditation
Dr. Bottaro not only fails to do so, he takes it a step further. 
While introducing Buddhist meditation techniques (which he doesn’t identify as such) as part of their weekly exercises, he specifically warns patients that these techniques are not prayer. This would be fine, except that he begins the exercise with a prayer. Students are asked to put themselves into the presence of God and see themselves as awesome creatures of God before beginning the meditation.

Perhaps Dr. Bottaro is not aware of this, but anyone who has taught Christian mysticism to the general Catholic audience would know that many Catholics don’t understand the parameters of Christian prayer and are already prone to blending eastern meditation techniques with western prayer even though these two types of prayer are not compatible. This is a serious pastoral problem in the Church today and there are several reasons for it.

First, most Catholics don’t understand the vast difference between non-Christian Eastern and Western Meditation. Christian meditation is about prayer that consists of dialogue with God. Eastern meditation is a mental exercise designed to induce an altered state of consciousness in order to facilitate personal enlightenment.

Second, erroneous interpretations of Nostra Aetate (Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions) have led many to believe they can indiscriminately adopt bits and pieces from other religious because they all contain a “ray” of the Truth. However, the document says nothing of the kind. It merely states that the Church “rejects nothing that is true and holy in these religions” (No. 2); it says nothing about adopting their practices.

Third, they aren’t aware of the warning in Cardinal Ratzinger’s document, Letter to the Bishops on Some Aspects of Christian Meditation, about the dangers of adopting techniques from non-Christian forms of meditation that obscure the Christian purpose of prayer which is to dialogue with God.

Dr. Bottaro’s failure to fully disclose the Buddhist roots of the Body Scan meditation (and the Breathing Space and Movement Meditation he also uses in his program), coupled with his addition of Catholic prayer to the exercise, only compounds the confusion that is already so prevalent among the Catholic population.

As a result, a student is liable to see nothing wrong with employing some Eastern mindfulness techniques in their prayer life, which is why introducing these methods to the general public has resulted in some Catholics losing interest in Christian prayer and, consequently, the Catholic faith.

If you live in the land of Facebook, you might call this fear-mongering. But in the real world, it’s a fact, and one that we cannot escape here at Women of Grace®.

For example, we have received mail from people who describe family members who gave up praying the Rosary or going to Mass or reading Scripture after partaking in mindfulness meditation such as Body Scan as part of MBSR therapy for a stress-related problem. For that matter, we recently interviewed a Catholic therapist who quit her practice because she was so tired of seeing people abandon prayer for the meditation techniques they were learning in mindfulness therapy.

Dr. Bottaro’s program of introducing the general Catholic public to Eastern spiritual practices (which he doesn’t identify as such) is problematic for several reasons.

First, he’s not doing so solely within the practice of psychology. He is also introducing it to the Catholic population as a way to better practice their own faith. This is troublesome, especially because Buddhist doctrine is not being presented accurately.

For example, in his April 2 blog, he furthers a popular misconception that various steps in the Eightfold Path – right action, right speech, right intention, right mindfulness, etc. – are “pretty healthy directives to follow” and suggests that they may be practiced by Christians.

In reality, the “right” actions he’s referring to are deeply imbedded in the teachings of the Buddha which are known as the Four Noble Truths. The fourth of these Noble Truths, known as the Eightfold Path, is the path that leads to awakening. All of the “right” action, speech, intention, mindfulness, concentration, etc. in this path are aimed at achieving enlightenment. They each “sit in mutual relationship to one other and are each essential elements in an integrated approach to the Dharma.” It is only by accepting the Four Noble Truths that a person can have the “Right View” or “Right Speech” or “Right Action.” In other words, these “rights” can never fit into a Christian worldview. And should we attempt to detach them from their Buddhist worldview, it would render them useless because Christianity already has its own dictates about what constitutes right action, right speech, etc. Unfortunately, the average Catholic of today is not able to make these distinctions which is why erroneous interpretations of Buddhism such as this can be so damaging to the faithful Catholic.

Second, Dr. Bottaro’s efforts to introduce his teachings en masse means he is doing so without knowing where people are in their spiritual life. This is a serious concern. In addition to causing confusion about prayer, it also preys upon those Catholics who have not yet advanced beyond the stage where they come to prayer because it “feels good.” Eastern meditation techniques such as yoga, mindfulness, and transcendental meditation, are designed to induce altered states, bliss states, etc., all of which can feel very good. This makes the inexperienced Catholic even more likely to adopt these techniques.

Cardinal Ratzinger specifically warned about this in his Letter to the Bishops. “Some physical exercises automatically produce a feeling of quiet and relaxation, pleasing sensations, perhaps even phenomena of light and of warmth, which resemble spiritual well-being,” the document states. “To take such feelings for the authentic consolations of the Holy Spirit would be a totally erroneous way of conceiving the spiritual life.”

And yet when I took Dr. Bottaro’s course, there was no screening of applicants, no questions asked. Just enter a credit card number and get started.

5. Dismissal of Warnings about the Lack of Sound Science behind Mindfulness
Dr. Bottaro recently used his Facebook page to critique a live show on mindfulness which was being broadcast by EWTN’s Women of Grace. 
After introducing the show to his viewers under the erroneous title of “an anti-Catholic mindfulness show” (the show was not about Catholic mindfulness) he scoffed at the mention of rising concerns in the scientific community about the shoddy science behind today’s practice of mindfulness.

For example, our show cited a 2014 meta-analysis of nearly 19,000 mindfulness and mantra-based meditation studies conducted by researchers at Johns Hopkins University which found only 47 to be methodologically sound.

Dr. Bottaro dismissed this finding because the study was based on both mindfulness and mantra-based meditation. However, as the analysis shows, mindfulness and mantra-based meditation were studied separately, and of the 47 acceptable studies, those involving mindfulness found nothing more than “moderate evidence” that mindfulness improves anxiety, depression, pain, etc. And none of the studies proved that mindfulness was any more effective than other treatments for stress and anxiety.

The fact that these results are significant is borne out by the paper published in October of 2017 in Perspectives in Psychological Science by 15 experts from some of the world’s leading universities. These experts specifically cite the 2014 meta-analysis by Johns Hopkins among the evidence that mindfulness studies do not support the widespread use of this practice. They assert that “misinformation and poor methodology associated with past studies of mindfulness may lead public consumers to be harmed, misled and disappointed.”

Psychologists with far more experience than Dr. Bottaro believe this is a young field and one that is seriously lacking in quality research. This is why they feel that much better scientific studies are needed in order to determine if mindfulness is helpful for all or just for particular people in specific circumstances.

They also cite the worrisome lack of research into the negative effects of mindfulness meditation – such as depersonalization, psychosis, hallucinations, disorganized speech, feelings of anxiety, increased risk of seizures, insomnia, and loss of appetite. Lest we think these are rare, a 2017 study found that UEs (unwanted effects) of mindfulness are prevalent.

Conclusion
Although The Mindful Catholic may seem like a successful venture on Facebook, once you step back into the real world, you quickly discover that it’s a lot more controversial than it appears on social media. Particularly among those Christians who are educated on the roots of today’s mindfulness movement, many are finding the Catholic Mindfulness program to be more risky than they find comfortable.

Which begs the question, if Catholic Mindfulness is just about using a method of thought control to help us focus, why bother with the mindfulness part at all? Why not use the methods our Church has been using for centuries? We’re taught to think about “whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable — if anything is excellent or praiseworthy — think about such things and the God of peace will be with you” (Phil 4:8).

Dr. Bottaro mocks us for suggesting that these Catholic teachings are enough and makes the erroneous claim that people should embrace mindfulness as an adjunct to their spiritual lives because “mindfulness itself is not spiritual.” Again, his own peers have been known to disagree with him, including Jon Kabat-Zinn himself. In a recent interview, when asked if he believed mindfulness was spiritual, Kabat-Zinn artfully dodged the question: “That depends on what you mean by spiritual,” he said.

But let’s be honest about all this. The reason Christian methods of thought control aren’t popular today is because mindfulness is all the rage and Christianity isn’t. This won’t be the first time that Americans have eagerly embraced the habit of culturally appropriating Eastern religions while telling themselves that they’re “respecting the beliefs of others.”  Are we really respecting other religions by picking and choosing whatever we need from them in order to turn our latest spiritual craze into a billion-dollar industry? Outside of the land of Facebook, there are plenty of very upset Hindus and Buddhists who aren’t impressed by how we’re demeaning their belief systems in order to sell more yoga mats and make our therapy sessions more avant garde.

Finally, for those folks who have written to express their disappointment that Dr. Bottaro’s new book has a foreword from Dr. Peter Kreeft, I can assure them that there are plenty of equally prominent Catholic scholars who disagree with the marketing of mindfulness, such as the renowned East Asian scholar, Dr. Anthony E. Clark.

To those who complained that a bishop endorsed the book, you may want to consider this – after more than 14 years in the business of investigating the New Age, I have spoken with numerous priests, nuns and bishops who were the first to admit that they don’t know nearly what they should about the New Age and the many spiritual movements of our day. If they only read what Dr. Bottaro wrote in the book, and never bothered to look further into the subject matter, they will see absolutely nothing wrong with this program.

The Mindful Catholic book and the Catholic Mindfulness course are missing important information about the origins of the course and the relevance of those origins upon the material being presented.

For the sake of Catholic souls, we can and must do better.
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