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Basic Meditation Instructions 

 
These instructions are meant to provide a basic framework for developing a formal 

mindfulness and compassion meditation practice prior to our mission trip. Begin 

your meditation period by finding a quiet location where you can be free of 

distractions and interruptions from other people, pets, bothersome noises, and 

electronic devices. It is helpful to have a silent timer with an alarm to set for the 

duration of your meditation period. Try starting with 15 minutes. Sit comfortably 

in a chair or on a cushion on the floor. If sitting in a chair, the feet should be in 

stable contact with the floor. In any seated position, the back should be straight 

with the head firmly balanced on the shoulders and the hands resting calmly on the 

legs or in the lap. The posture should be alert but relaxed. There should be no 

straining or struggle to stay upright and balanced. It is best to shut the eyes gently, 

or if that is not comfortable, to have a soft gaze looking down at a 45° angle.  It is 

helpful at the beginning of the meditation period to set the intention to put aside the 

usual worries, plans, concerns, and memories that occupy the mind. Try to dedicate 

your full attention to the experience of the present moment.   

 

Start with a check-in of the conditions of the body and mind. Notice the sensations 

of the body sitting here right now. If it is difficult to feel any sensations, you can 

focus on the contact of the feet with the floor or the buttocks with the seat of the 

chair or cushion. Also, notice and acknowledge any thoughts or emotions. After a 

few moments, take a few slow, intentionally deeper breaths. Notice the sensations 

of the breath as it courses through the body on the inhale and relax and let go on 

the exhale. After several of these deeper breaths, allow the breathing to return to its 

natural rhythm. Continue to follow the sensations of the breath coming into the 

body on the inhale and exiting the body on the exhale. Connect with the breath 

sensations as deeply and directly as you can, feeling the sensations of your body 

moving and air coursing into and through your body. 

 

Frequently the mind will naturally drift off of the breath and wander to some 

sound, thought, memory, image, body sensation, or other object. This is a crucial 

moment of the meditation. Set the intention to wake up to the fact that you are no 

longer with the sensations of the breath and have drifted off. It is important not to 

get into a struggle with your attention or be angry with yourself for not staying 
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with the breath. You can even develop some gratitude for noticing that you are no 

longer aware of the breath. Let go of whatever it is that caught your attention and, 

without analysis or dialogue, gently return the awareness to sensations of 

breathing. Keep doing this process over and over as the mind stays with the breath 

for a while and then drifts off again. Bring the attention back to the breath each 

time. This is how to build the skills of mindfulness and concentration. 

 

As the mind becomes more concentrated by stronger, more continual awareness of 

the breath sensations, move the awareness to the sensations of breathing where 

they are most strongly felt.  For some people this will be the sensation of the breath 

as it enters the body through the nostrils.  For others it will be the sensations of the 

rising and falling of the abdomen or chest during breathing. Choose one of these 

locations and move the awareness to the sensations of inhalation and exhalation at 

that spot. You should stay with that location for the remainder of the meditation 

period. If possible try to relax any tension that is noticed in the process of 

breathing. It is okay to make small changes in the breath (i.e., slower, shorter, 

deeper, etc.) in order to make the breath more comfortable and pleasant. This has 

the tendency to increase one’s ability to keep the attention on the breath.  

 

When the timer alarm sounds, end your meditation period by returning the 

awareness to the sensations of the whole body sitting. For a few moments check in 

with the conditions of the body and mind as you did at the beginning of the 

meditation. You may want to congratulate yourself for making the time to develop 

an inner awareness that brings health and healing. See if you can set the intention 

to bring mindfulness into the next activities of your day. When you are ready, open 

the eyes. Over time, we build upon the mindfulness of breathing practice to include 

awareness of body sensations, thoughts and emotions. For many meditators the 

practice naturally unfolds to include mindfulness of one’s entire changing 

experience.  

 

Compassion practice 

 

A specific application of mindfulness practice involves developing compassion. 

Here mindfulness is used to connect our mind and body with the experience of 

suffering. Similar to lovingkindness (metta) meditation, compassion practice 
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directs our good intentions towards ourselves and others. We deliberately cultivate 

a heart that naturally expresses care and concern. This can be done in the same 

meditation session with breath mindfulness or practiced separately. Begin as above 

in a comfortable and upright posture and bring the awareness to the heart area. 

Sense into any physical feelings there. If you experience any discomfort doing this, 

try to breath into the areas of pain or tension relaxing and releasing. When you are 

at ease, bring the image of the person who is suffering to mind, whether that is 

yourself or another. Get a sense of them (or yourself) in your heart and wish for 

them (or yourself) good will and well-being. Silently repeating compassion phrases 

in your mind can help you stay connected to the one who is suffering. You may use 

your own phrases or standard phrases such as: "I see and care for your (my) 

suffering" or "May you (I) be free from suffering" or "May you (I) be safe and 

happy." When you find your mind wandering or you start to notice aversion or 

discomfort arising, gently and with kindness, return to the phrases and feelings of 

well wishing. Try to notice if your attitude towards the one suffering turns into 

pity, feeling superior (or inferior), fearful, apathetic or disconnected. If this 

happens try to reconnect with genuine feelings of compassion. If the compassion 

practice becomes too difficult or you find that you cannot continue, you can return 

to mindfulness of breathing or shift the awareness to body sensations. Sometimes it 

is helpful to practice compassion in small, manageable increments rather than 

becoming overwhelmed or numb to the experience of suffering. When you end 

your compassion practice session, acknowledge that there is suffering and that you 

are showing compassion towards yourself in skillful engagement with it. If there is 

any sense of failure, regret or lack, see if you can have compassion and forgiveness 

towards yourself. Set the intention to let mindfulness and compassion reverberate 

and inform all areas of your life as you leave your formal meditation period. 
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