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The Mindful Mission 

 

Mindfulness practice is an ideal platform from which to work with others and to 

live in community while on aid missions. Mindfulness coupled with compassion 

can show us what is most needed and beneficial in our volunteer work with others. 

It gives us a chance to notice our motivations, opinions, choices and responses in 

any given situation and helps us to skillfully select the wisest and most 

compassionate course of action. Mindfulness also can point the way through the 

challenging or confusing situations that are inevitable in aid work. It helps us to see 

these challenges as fuel for our practice. With a clear and balanced mind we are 

more likely to avoid harming ourselves or others while being the most helpful. 

In order to be prepared to navigate any difficulties and to conduct oneself wisely, it 

is best to cultivate mindfulness skills in advance and to practice regularly while on 

mission. Mindfulness meditation practice changes unhealthy coping strategies into 

healthy ones and develops mental and physical balance, calm and clarity that can 

be useful even in the most extreme situations. Mindfulness helps us to understand 

what is happening in our own bodies and minds as well as what is going on with 

others and in the environment around us so that we may make wise choices 

While it is obvious that mindfulness can inform and assist our living in the world 

and our interactions with others, the reverse is true as well. That is, in order to 

develop fully, mindfulness practice is best informed by one’s actions in and 

engagement with the world. Rather than being a solitary practice of going inward 

for one’s own betterment, engaged meditative practice seeks to combine the 

benefits of cultivating quiet and an inward focus with wise and compassionate 

involvement in the world. Accordingly, life can be seen as a dance of spiritual 

development internally and externally. The mindfulness practitioner is encouraged 

to develop a balanced, calm and penetrative investigation of all areas of life not 

only as they occur within oneself but also in the lives of others and in the 

relationships between oneself and others. It is by the investigation of our 

interconnectivity and interdependence that wisdom and compassion arise and 

mature for positive change in ourselves and in the world. 
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The three trainings of mindfulness development involve: 1) integrity in one’s 

ethical behavior; 2) mental cultivation; and 3) discerning wisely. Each of these 

areas is crucial to balance out our spiritual progress and they are also synergistic. It 

is not possible to make much progress with mindfulness without the support of 

living with wholesome conduct and insight into the true nature of things. Likewise, 

our actions in the world cannot be skillful without wisdom and mental calm and 

clarity. Wise discernment naturally blossoms from living harmlessly while being 

mindfully focused. 

The foundation of meditation practice is harmlessness. Mindfulness is developed 

for the purpose of being helpful and skillful in the world while refraining from 

being harmful, unskillful or indifferent. As a guideline to the skill of living wisely, 

there are five training precepts that safeguard us in areas of life that are prone to 

confusion, mishap and suffering. The five precepts are discussed further in the IWA 

Volunteer Code of Ethics and are helpful aids for skillfully working with others 

while on mission. 

From the fertile ground of a mind and body that are nurtured by integrity in ethical 

conduct, mindfulness, compassion and wisdom will grow. Mindfulness training 

requires the wise and repeated application of one’s mental energies to be present 

with what is happening in each moment. One definition of mindfulness is 

awareness that is a non-biased, clear experiential knowing. Mindfulness perceives 

and accepts each aspect of our experience (e.g. every thought, emotion, body 

sensation, or other sensory experience) on a continual basis. The mind’s habit of 

always favoring what is pleasant over what is unpleasant is softened and we 

develop the power to choose what pay attention to and how we will respond in 

each situation. When fully developed, mindfulness sees through the veils of desire, 

aversion and confusion that normally preoccupy us. With clear seeing we can relax 

the tyranny of the self that is always trying to have things its own way. Working 

for the benefit of others is an age-old practice that allows one to let go of one's 

personal agenda while promoting the well-being of others. Making mindfulness the 

default setting of the mind takes patience and effort. Mission work that is informed 

by mindfulness and compassion has the greatest chance of being beneficial for all. 
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A specific practice that we will develop while on mission is compassion. This 

practice uses our awareness of the present moment conditions to cultivate an open 

heart that is accepting of and present for suffering. Rather than turning away from 

or shutting out the difficulty of pain and sorrow on the one hand or being 

consumed by or attached to it on the other, the compassionate heart is connected to 

suffering and aims to lessen it. This practice is cultivated by connecting our 

awareness of suffering with our intentions for suffering to cease. Compassion 

phrases such as "May you be free of suffering" are often used to keep the mind and 

heart connected to the experience of suffering. Like other mindfulness practices 

compassion practice works best when it is cultivated both during formal meditation 

periods and in daily life experience. For instructions in compassion practice please 

see the document: Basic Mindfulness Instructions on the IWA website.  

Our team consists of diverse members with different life experiences and 

meditation and psychological backgrounds. While on mission there will be 

meditation periods with instructions provided. As a group we will have time to 

discuss meditation and to share our volunteer and travel experiences. For those 

who have an established mindfulness practice, we encourage you to do your 

regular practice daily before and while on mission. If you have little or no prior 

meditation experience, we invite you to start your mindfulness journey before our 

plane departs. We encourage you to review and practice with the instructions given 

in the document Basic Mindfulness Instructions found on the IWA website. The 

IWA guiding teacher and president, Gil Fronsdal of the Insight Meditation Center 

(IMC), has published clear and comprehensive written and audio resources on 

meditation instructions that are available on the IMC website: 

http://www.insightmeditationcenter.org/books-articles/meditation-instruction/.  

Cambodia is a place that has a history that is both glorious and tragic. The 

Cambodians have experienced immense suffering in the past and many continue to 

suffer in the present. While there we will undoubtedly be confronted by this stark 

reality. The stories told by the survivors of the killing fields alone are 

heartbreaking. We will encounter many ailing and unfortunate individuals in our 

time in the clinic and orphanage. We will also see humans and animals living in 

horrific conditions and treated inhumanely as we travel around the country. At 

http://www.insightmeditationcenter.org/books-articles/meditation-instruction/
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times we will be pushed beyond our comfort zones as we face distress, anxiety and 

sorrow. We may experience difficult physical conditions or illnesses such as jet 

lag, fatigue, food poisoning or heat exhaustion. There may be home sickness, 

loneliness, sadness, fear over our own safety or anger over the mistreatment of 

others. Despite these potential hardships, we will most likely experience a deeply 

meaningful and heart opening time. Individually and as a group we may share 

experiences of joy, wonder, delight and probably have a sense of accomplishment. 

Regardless of our experience in any given moment, our practice is to attempt to 

notice and work with all of the physical and mental conditions as they arise. By 

using mindfulness and compassion, we will aim to be good will ambassadors, 

ministering to the sick and suffering as well as caring for ourselves and the others 

on the trip. We will try to cultivate and maintain a balanced, open and caring mind 

and heart. And we will try to be forgiving of ourselves and others when we fall 

short of our expectations and intentions. As we embark on our adventure together 

may we be mindful and compassionate for one and all. 
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