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SUMMARY  

This research has explored divergent experience and understanding of mindfulness in the 

religious and non-religious setting, and thereby uncovered meaning of their personal and social 

world. The study predominantly has focused on well-being and the related essences of 

mindfulness practices in both religious and non-religious contexts. Therefore, the outcomes of 

mindfulness practices of practitioners were explored. Based on mindfulness practice, the research 

uniquely investigated interaction between two overlapping binaries in Norway; the religious 

setting and non-religious setting. The study has been conducted through qualitative research 

methodologies. Phenomenological research design was used to conduct the research as it relies 

on exploring participants’ experience. The key phenomenology was mindfulness experience. 

This research approach was also flexible through the collection of data in Norway through in-

depth interviews. Experts in mindfulness from both religious and non-religious contexts were 

selected from Norway. Collected qualitative data was analysed and the results were presented 

through imaginary themes in order to answer to the unpacked questions through the research 

objectives. The research focused on both religious and non-religious settings covered by 

Buddhist religious experts and non-religious experts in mindfulness. Concepts such as 

mindfulness and well-being, believing and belonging, authenticity, secularity, and spirituality 

were adopted for the conceptual framework that later become related essences of the 

phenomenology of interest.  

The study underscored divergent definitions of mindfulness, its compatibility with practice, its 

religious and historical foundations, and the relationship between practitioners’ lived experience 

and the relevant literature. The research further explored the different techniques of mindfulness 

in religious and secular traditions. The research focused on contemporary Norwegian society by 

means of social interactions between religious and non-religious milieux in terms of mindfulness 

practice. In conclusion, the phenomenology mindfulness practice was explored through religious 

and non-religious mindfulness practitioners’ experiences, underpinning the essences which are 

relevant to their experiences.     
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Problem statement 

Abundant researches have proven that mindfulness effectively supports mental well-being. At 

present, mindfulness practice can be identified as one of the most popular spiritual aspects in 

many religious and non-religious settings all around the world. Norwegian society embraces 

mindfulness. It has been promoting mindfulness practices in many secular approaches, including 

mindfulness training programmes in schools. Despite a mindfulness cult being popularized both 

in religious and non-religious settings, it has not created social interaction within and among 

these milieux. In contrast, mindfulness has developed separately in such settings. How and to 

what extend has this binary been created? Thus, the point of departure of this research is: how do 

mindfulness practitioners in religious and non-religious settings experience and understand the 

practice of mindfulness and in what ways do they implement their experience and understanding 

into related essences? 

1.2 Introduction 

This research has explored divergent experience and understanding of mindfulness in the 

religious and non-religious setting, and thereby uncovered meaning of their personal and social 

world. The study predominantly has focused on well-being and the related essences of 

mindfulness practices in both religious and non-religious contexts. Therefore, the outcomes of 

mindfulness practices of practitioners were explored. Based on mindfulness practice, the research 

uniquely investigated interaction between two overlapping binaries in Norway; the religious 

setting and non-religious setting. The study has been conducted through qualitative research 

methodologies. Phenomenological research design was used to conduct the research as it relies 

on exploring participants’ experience. The key phenomenology was mindfulness experience. 

This research approach was also flexible through the collection of data in Norway through in-

depth interviews. Experts in mindfulness from both religious and non-religious contexts were 

selected from Norway. Collected qualitative data was analysed and the results were presented 

through imaginary themes in order to answer to the unpacked questions through the research 

objectives. The research mainly focused on both religious and non-religious settings covered by 
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Buddhist religious experts and non-religious experts in mindfulness. Concepts such as 

mindfulness and well-being, authenticity, believing and belonging, secularity, and spirituality 

were adopted for the conceptual framework that later become related essences of the 

phenomenology of interest.  

The study underscored divergent definitions of mindfulness, its compatibility with practice, its 

religious and historical foundations, and the relationship between practitioners’ lived experience 

and the relevant literature. The research further explored the different techniques of mindfulness 

in religious and secular traditions. The research focused on contemporary Norwegian society by 

means of social interactions between religious and non-religious milieux in terms of mindfulness 

practice. In conclusion, the phenomenology mindfulness practice was explored through religious 

and non-religious mindfulness practitioners’ experiences, underpinning the essences which are 

relevant to their experiences.      

Next, this introduction moves to define some key terms which are frequently used in this work: 

mindfulness, mindfulness practice in Norway, religious setting, non-religious setting, and well-

being. 

1.2.1 Mindfulness 

The word, “mindfulness” is defined in different ways (Thompson, 2017). Simply, it means 

observing one’s body, feelings, mind, and thoughts in the present moment. Mindfulness has had a 

prolonged history with an origin and expansion in Theravada Buddhism in 26th BCE. According 

to scholarly works, the concept of mindfulness originated in ancient Buddhist, Hindu and 

Chinese traditions. For some interpretations, mindfulness should not be associated solely with 

Buddhism and Hinduism since it also has roots in other religions including Judaism and 

Christianity (Higginbotham, 2017; Joaquín, 2017). However, since Hindu and Buddhist traditions 

have a significant inheritance from meditation, mindfulness has developed into a strongly 

cohesive unit in those two religions (Eliot, 1921). Yoga Sûtras in Hinduism, especially in haṭha 

yoga and prâṇanayâama, relate to mindfulness meditation (Eliot, 1921, p. 3). As some scholars 

show, the term mindfulness, which originates from the Pali word, Sati, is loosely translated as 

being aware, remembering, and paying attention. Buddhism claims the birth of term with the key 

element for knowing the present moment, without making judgment – positive or negative – of 
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the experience (Maharjan, 2017, p. 1). For Fronsdal (1998), Buddhism cannot be practiced 

without mindfulness. However, in order to cultivate mindfulness skills, one does not necessarily 

have to label oneself as Buddhist or embrace Buddhism. Persistent practice of mindfulness 

transforms an individual’s mind and body which is an accordance with the Dhamma or its nature. 

The purpose of mindfulness is to release a person from illusionary thinking and increase their 

realistic view of mental and physical experiences (“yathā bhūta ñāna dassna,” Satipatthana 

Sutta, MN, Bodhi, 2002). In the secular perspective, mindfulness can be practiced without 

Buddhism (Fronsdal, 1998). Aside from the religious context, the notion of mindfulness has 

proliferated in many different areas such as mindful living, mindful eating, mindful parenting, 

mindful sex, mindful leadership, a mindful colouring book, and so on (Thompson, 2017, p. 47).  

Numerous scientific researches on mindfulness have been performed in the last few decades and 

investigations have been extensive. The majority of researches have been conducted by 

psychologists and neuroscientists, and a lesser number of studies have been presented by 

religious experts. Erik Broun emphasizes a substantial number of remarks on mindfulness in the 

secular context. His work, Mindfulness but not religious emphatically shows the power of 

mindfulness in the work of Kabat-Zinn (Braun, 2017). There is evidence to support that 

mindfulness alleviates different kinds of mental illnesses such as stress, depression and anxiety 

(Shonin & Gordon, 2013). 

1.2.2 Mindfulness practice in Norway 

In Norway, mindfulness is practiced by Buddhists along with individuals and collective 

communities under the guidance of Buddhist meditation teachers. Meditation retreats and courses 

are offered by almost all Buddhist temples, centres and forest monasteries; mindfulness holds a 

substantive place within such practices. Likewise, Hindu communities accommodate mindfulness 

as a part of yoga practices. Non-religious individuals and communities in which medical 

professionals and psychologists are dominant have created a vital mindfulness culture. Anne 

Kalvig, who has examined health-oriented, spiritual practice in Norway, identifies mindfulness as 

a significant alternative medicine and alternative therapy in the new religious movement in 

Norway (Kalvig, 2017). This non-religious version of Buddhist practice of mindfulness has been 

attractive to the education, medical, church and business sectors. Mindfulness has been promoted 
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by psychological health sectors and educational institutes. For instance, the conference titled 

Mindfulness nærvær i liv og helse (Mindfulness presence in life and health), which was held in 

Trmsø in 2014, was hosted by Nordland and Tromsø university hospitals together with NFON – 

Norsk forening for oppmerksomt nærvær i helse, utdanning og forskning (UiT, 2014). In 2018, 

two days of conference on mindfulness were held by Mindfulness Norge and the Buddhist 

Federation of Norway accompanied by the Sathi Pasala Foundation in Sri Lanka 

(Mindfulness.Norge, 2018). In Bergen, a private academic institution based on Christian values, 

named Haraldsplass Deaconess, offers mindfulness courses for nurses as a further qualification 

(Kalvig, 2017, p. 125). All this evidence proves that mindfulness has a great attraction in the 

Norwegian society, and it has influenced the creation of the new age in Norway.  

1.2.3 Religious setting 

By religious setting, I mean mindfulness practices affiliated with religion. In Norway, 

mindfulness is practiced prominently by Buddhists. Additionally, some of those among Hindus, 

Protestant Christians, and Catholics have adopted mindfulness to a degree in their religious 

practices. However, religious setting or religiosity is predominantly used in terms of Buddhism as 

this study has selected Buddhist mindfulness practitioners for the religious setting. Both 

Theravada and Mahayana Buddhist schools have a number of denominations by countries and 

lineages such as Burmese, Chinese, Sri Lankan, Thai, Tibetan, Vietnamese, Norwegian, 

Theravada forest monastery tradition, Zen, and so on. Many of these denominations can be found 

in Norway. Those who have migrated from such countries have their own traditional Buddhist 

premises and these places are used for their meditation traditions. Norwegian Buddhists have 

their own centres for their meditation practices while many Norwegian Buddhists are members of 

the above mentioned-traditions or the Buddhist Federation of Norway (Buddhistforbundet) which 

has 14 Buddhist organizations with a total of 21,044 members (2019). If one counts all those 

residents in Norway who may have a Buddhist background, Buddhistforbundet's estimate is as 

high as approximately 40,000 (members included). The selected group maintain their practices 

with Buddhist-originated mindfulness.   
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1.2.4 Non-religious setting 

A non-religious setting refers to those who practice mindfulness without a religious belonging. 

Many non-religious individuals and groups practice mindfulness all around Norway. Those who 

practice mindfulness in a non-religious setting cannot always be identified as secular. As I 

noticed in the process of data collection, those who do not have any religious affiliation for their 

mindfulness practice introduce themselves differently.  

“I'm not a follower of any particular religion but I would consider myself as a 

spiritual person, but not following a religion.” 

“I don't feel very secular in that because, in my practice, I feel like I am a 

religious person, but I don't practice one religion as I mentioned to you. I am not 

very disciplined in one direction.”  

Thus, those mindfulness practitioners who are not religiously oriented were categorised as non-

religious.   

1.2.5 Well-being 

Well-being could refer to a broader context. The World Health Organization (WHO) connotes 

wellbeing as a state of wellness of an individual or a group of individuals. Further, it states, 

“health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence 

of disease or infirmity” (WHO, 2014). Monitoring of mental wellbeing has been developed by 

many researchers and institutions. For instance, the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-being 

Scale (WEMWBS) was developed by Warwick Medical School, University of Warwick for 

monitoring mental health (WEMWBS, 2015), and the Mental Health Literacy Scale (MHLS) are 

developed applications to improve individual’s mental health. Likewise, mindfulness has 

developed and been disseminated all around the world with different scales to measure 

mindfulness (e.g. Five-Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ; Baer et al., 2006), Mindfulness 

Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS cite), and State Mindfulness Scale (SMS)). Moreover, there 

is an increase in studies where mindfulness is paired with well-being. Mindfulness training 

programmes are developed both in religions (Fronsdal, 2006) and in secular contexts (MBSR, 

2017). In this study, well-being refers to psychological, biological, behavioural, sociological, and 

environmental aspects of an individual’s well-being.    
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1.3 Relevance, significance and objectives 

Objectives of the current research can be divided in to five areas. An attempt will be made 1) to 

understand the religious and historical evolution of mindfulness, 2) to explore mechanisms of 

mindfulness and well-being in contemporary religious and non-religious settings in Norway, 3) to 

understand underpinning essences of the phenomenology of mindfulness practices in various 

settings, 4) to understand how different mindfulness practices interact in terms of practitioners’ 

personal and social world, 5) to make a phenomenological research contribution to the expansion 

of mindfulness practice through research findings. 

Who will be the audience of this research? Since this is a phenomenological inquiry, the study 

will be of interest to the phenomenological research school. Researching mindfulness has 

increased substantially. This research will be unique because it demarcates mindfulness research 

trends which exists within well-being; the research explores the mindfulness practitioner’s 

experience with reference to religious and non-religious settings. Therefore, the research will be 

utilized by those who study the sociology of religion. The research site was in Norway. The 

qualitative sample was selected within Norway. Therefore, the research will be a source to 

disclose contemporary religious and cultural aspects of Norwegian society. Research findings 

will also aid nationally and internationally for further studies on how spiritual practices bestow 

new social layers on human existence. In addition, understanding potential connections between 

different mechanisms of mindfulness will further open opportunities to develop effective 

educational models. 

1.4  Research questions 

• What is the relationship between the outcome of different practices of mindfulness? 

• How can mindfulness practice become a religious or non-religious subject? 

• What is the nature of the dynamic relationship that binds mindfulness and 

phenomenological authenticity together?  

• How and to what extent can mindfulness practitioners become involved in creating new 

social layers in society?  
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1.5  Chapter organization 

This chapter introduces research problems, key concepts, research reasons, questions and 

purpose, and briefly sets the context of the thesis. There are several divisions of the chapter 

which make a connection among mindfulness practice, well-being, and religious and non-

religious settings. It also contextualizes mindfulness practices in Norway.  

Chapter Two explores the broader debates in the field, focused research. Since the research 

problem requires one to illustrate several disciplines such as Buddhism, areas of psychology, and 

philosophy, the chapter is organized according to the five themes of literature.  Out of them, 

origin and development of the mindfulness concept in the East and West, its development in 

terms of mental health and well-being, and philosophical literature show how this research is 

connected theoretically and aims to fill a research gap. 

Chapter Three draws on the methodology of this research. It outlines the philosophic 

underpinning of the selected research paradigm. The phenomenological research design along 

with its components that the researcher employed are disclosed in this chapter. The 

phenomenological data collection method and Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) is 

also introduced and why they were adopted for this study.    

Chapter Four presents the conceptual framework. Five concepts which are related to the 

phenomenology of this study are examined in this chapter which will be used for the discussion. 

They are: mindfulness and well-being, believing and belonging, authenticity, secularity, and 

spirituality.  

Chapter Five includes the illustration of results of the study. It presents religious and non-

religious mindfulness experiences of the informants who participated in in-depth interviews. The 

data is presented in association with imaginary themes.    

Chapter Six is dedicated to the discussion. It answers the research questions which arose from the 

research objectives and the main research problem. Five superordinate themes which were 

developed from subordinate themes originating in the IPA are constructed this chapter, answering 

the research questions.   
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Chapter Seven offers the researcher’s reflections and concluding remarks. First, it summarizes 

the project by identifying the logical sequences of chapter. Next, it presents a critical evaluation 

of the study in terms of justifying the study. The chapter also draws recommendations and 

suggestions for further researches. It ends by presenting the key message of the study. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Background 

The concept of mindfulness originated in ancient Buddhist, Hindu and Chinese traditions. 

Because of these roots and its identical aspect of meditative elements, scholars use the term in 

general as the ‘Eastern approach to mindfulness’. The Eastern approach embodies a religious 

essence, especially Buddhism.  In the second half of the last century, mindfulness emerged in the 

West with psychological foundations. This new layer of mindfulness is known as the Western 

approach to mindfulness. Theories, models and techniques on mindfulness were manifest in the 

West through integrating psychological and meditative elements. This movement is identified as 

the Eastern-derived approach to mindfulness. Distinction of these three approaches to 

mindfulness is disclosed by the number of chapters in The Wiley Blackwell Handbook of 

Mindfulness (2014). Out of these three approaches, the last two can also be identified as the 

Western secularized intervention approach to mindfulness. According to Davidson and Goleman, 

from the 1970s to 2016 the number of published researches on meditation in English was at least 

6,838. Since 2010, the annual amount of publications has increased tremendously. In 2014, it was 

925, while 1098 articles were published in 2015. The annual amount in 2016 was 1113 (Goleman 

& Davidson, 2017, p. 14). By the present day, scientific literature on mindfulness may consist 

more than 10,000 scientific articles. With this backdrop, this literature review on mindfulness 

must narrow down the research according to the research topic. Thus, this literature review will 

be constructed correlating to recent works on the above-three mentioned approaches. 

2.2 Eastern approach  

In all Buddhist traditions, mindfulness occupies a significant place in terms of a mental quality. 

Buddhism teaches about the qualities which are conducive to enlightenment or awakening (Pāli: 

bodhipakkhiyādhammā). According to the Pāli canonical literature, bodhipakkhiyādhammā 

consists of 37 qualities that are categorized into seven sets (Ledi Sayādaw, 2007; Thanissaro 

Bhikkhu, 2013). Mindfulness as a psychological quality which leads to awakening appears in five 

sets; 1) four establishments of mindfulness (cattāro satipaṭṭhānā) – these four headings give 

overviews to the practice of mindfulness, 2) five spiritual faculties (pañca indriya) – mindfulness 
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is described as one of controlling cardinal virtues, 3) five strengths (pañca bala) – the function of 

mindfulness as an unshakable power by its opposite, 4) seven factors of enlightenment (satta 

bojjhaṅgā) – the role of mindfulness as a factor that is conducive to enlightenment, and 5) the 

noble eightfold path (ariya aṭṭhaṅgika magga) – mindfulness as a limb of the middle path which 

leads to the end of suffering. Every set is overviewed, demonstrating mindfulness as a central 

cardinal virtue. Considering the 37 qualities in these seven sets, mindfulness appears only seven 

times while the first set  entirely represents mindfulness; this underscores the importance of 

mindfulness in the path of liberation. A closer look at the Pāli Nikayas can identify different 

qualitative aspects of mindfulness.  

The English term mindfulness is derived from sati (Pāli) or smṛti (Sanskrit). Rhys Davids (1843-

1922) translated for the first time in 1881 from the term sammā sati (Right mindfulness; the 

active watchfulness mind). Since then, many alternatives have been derived such as: awareness, 

attention, bare attention, mindful attention, recollecting mindfulness, recollection, self-

recollection, inspection, and retention. The term sati originally meant 'memory'. Bryan Levman 

argues that in much of its Buddhist and secular usage of sati without the memory component, the 

notion of mindfulness cannot be properly understood or applied (Levman 2017, p. 122). 

Satipatthana Sutta, known as the Buddhist meditation system, demonstrates four establishments 

of mindfulness: observing of the body, feeling, thoughts, and mental factors. The discourse has 

divided introspective techniques and is composed of guidance for practical application. In the 

practice of satipatthana, two terms repetitively appear: mindfulness (sati) and clear 

comprehension (sampajañña). An understanding of these terms goes beyond the philological 

angle since it is a pursuance of the actual practice of meditation (Bodhi, 2011). Buddhist scholars 

such as Nyanaponika Thera (Nyanaponika, 1968), Bhikkhu Analayo (Anālayo, 2006, 2014), 

Rupert Gethin (2011), Bhikkhu and Bodhi (2011) have correctly articulated the broad context of 

mindfulness and its meaning in a classical and other definitions.    

Bhikkhu Bodhi (2011) states that the Buddha ascribed a new meaning to the old term sati in 

accordance with his teaching. Questioning the common explanation of mindfulness as ‘bare 

attention,’ Bodhi holds ‘lucid awareness’ as the best characterization of the term sati in the 

Buddha’s teaching. Bodhi also agrees that mindfulness can be extracted from its traditional 
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context for secular purposes. Yet, he cautions against the reductionist view in such a non-

traditional application.  

Mindfulness of course has no a single definition (Anālayo, 2014); For Analayo (2006), 

mindfulness in Pāli Nikayas can be understood in relation to breadth of mind, to the process of 

perception, to the practice of satipaṭṭhana, to  receptivity, to wisdom, and to concentration. For 

the Buddhist approach to mindfulness, moral conduct and right view which teaches the reality of 

being and nature become the foundation, and thereby it is applied to realise ‘self’ and ‘the other’ 

(Bodhi, 2011, p. 32; Shantideva, n.d., pp. 355, 356. chap. 8: 90-92). Therefore, mindfulness 

practice is equipped with awareness of three characteristics of all conditioned things, namely 

impermanent (anicca) unsatisfactory (dukkha), and the empty nature of reality (anatta). This 

proper development has potentiality for the full awakening. The ultimate happiness with 

complete mental health becomes the condition of such full awareness. 

The early Buddhist thought of mindfulness has been blended by the West to obtain a reasonable 

control of the mind. Mindfulness is sometimes called vipassana, which has the meaning of 

insight meditation (Kornfield, 1993; Siegel & Siegel, 2014). Vipassana is insight into the true 

nature of reality, defined as impermanent, unsatisfactory, and non-self. Vipassana uses 

mindfulness to combine these aspects with the observation of bodily and mental phenomena. It is 

not clear why mindfulness has been identified as vipassana despite vipassana meditation having 

many aspects including mindfulness. 

2.3 Eastern-derived and Western approaches 

The conceptualization of mindfulness in the Western camp began around the 1970s with the 

work on mindfulness and choice by Ellen Langer (2014). Her social-psychological approach has 

identified several benefits of mindfulness practices and its prevalence in daily life - mindfulness 

and its potential benefits for mental and physical health, ageing, behavioural regulation, 

interpersonal relationships, creativity and so on. Langer’s articulation can be interpreted as a 

novel foundation for mindfulness in the Western setting.  

The Eastern and the Western conceptualisation of mindfulness integrated around the 1980s. This 

movement emerged with meditative and psychological interaction. It is therefore known as 
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Eastern-derived mindfulness (Djikic, 2014). In this regard, Jon Kabat-Zinn has made a 

pioneering contribution through his clinical psychological researches and academic works. His 

clinical approach to mindfulness draws a new platform to define mindfulness, focusing on both 

Eastern and Western approaches to mindfulness. He also combines the Buddhist-originated view 

of mindfulness and the natural conditions of mind innovated by the Western psychology. His 

work, Mindfulness-Based Interventions in Context: Past, Present, and Future discusses the exact 

meaning of mindfulness and where it came from.  

“It is a coherent phenomenological description of the nature of mind, emotion, 

and suffering and its potential release, based on highly refined practices aimed at 

systematically training and cultivating various aspects of mind and heart via the 

faculty of mindful attention (the words for mind and heart are the same in Asian 

languages; thus “mindfulness” includes an affectionate, compassionate quality 

within the attending, a sense of openhearted, friendly presence and interest). And 

mindfulness, it should also be noted, being about attention, is also of necessity 

universal. There is nothing particularly Buddhist about it. We are all mindful to 

one degree or another, moment by moment. It is an inherent human capacity. The 

contribution of the Buddhist traditions has been in part to emphasize simple and 

effective ways to cultivate and refine this capacity and bring it to all aspects of 

life” (Kabat-Zin, 2003, pp. 144,145) 

This identification can be noted as a middle perspective to mindfulness practice in the religious 

and secular sectors. Kabat-Zinn brought mindfulness into medicine, developing techniques that 

the individual could perceive, in depth, how the mind functions and thereby how individuals 

develop an awareness of thinking, feeling, and attending to stimuli. His approach also emphasises 

‘training of attention’; letting go of things that leads to an individual identity is the result of this 

training. Overall, his researches attest that mindfulness as the awareness that emerges through 

paying attention to purpose in the present moment and nonjudgmentally to the unfolding of 

experiencing moment by moment (Kabat-Zin, 2003; Kabat-Zinn, 2011; Siegel, 2007, p. 10) 
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2.4 Mental health and well-being 

Mental health-related outcomes of mindfulness practices hold a significant place in academic 

studies and discussions. Micahael S. Drummond (2006) examines the meditative and therapeutic 

techniques taught by S.N. Goenka and E.T. Gendlin for the purpose of presenting how Buddhist 

teaching of mindful observation of feeling can be therapeutically efficient. Christopher D. Tori’s 

work, Buddhism in America: The Primacy of Meditation Practice has shown the outcome of 

mindfulness research using quantitative methods, phenomenological research, and personal 

narratives on mindfulness, and additional descriptions of Buddhist meditation by Americans 

(Tori, 2006, pp. 320-329). This is a rich body of literature on Buddhist meditation along with 

mindfulness. For Tori, most of American researchers have found that Buddhist meditation 

reduces unnecessary suffering through mental control rather than a transformative condition of 

mind.  

Herbert Benson, the author of The Relaxation Response (1975), and Richard Davidson (2017) are 

well-known contributors in this research field as they have developed Eastern-derived 

mindfulness in the psychological sphere. They uncovered how mindfulness can free one from 

negative psychological reactions associated with stress using a group of mindfulness meditators 

and modern techniques of neuroscience. Siegel and others (2014) have revealed that 

contemplation and creative forms of mindfulness maintain more vital and open states of mind, 

ways of being and ways of living. This work also proposes that mindfulness supports individuals 

to thrive amidst uncertainty. 

Some authors have discussed similarities and difference between Eastern and Western 

approaches to mindfulness practice. Muhr and Handberg (Muhr & Handberg, 2014) examine the 

main theorem which relates to traditional mindfulness training (pole framework of mind-body, 

subject-object, or energy-matter). They demonstrate how the four foundations of mindfulness 

practices (Satipaṭṭhāna) are relevant to physical and mental health. This work also shows that 

mindfulness gives the potentiality to the awareness of the interrelated nature of reality with 

reference to ‘unity in duality’ (Sanskrit: pratityasamutpāda) interpreted by the Tibetan scholar, 

Tarab Tulku Rinpoche.  
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According to Carmody (2014), three main approaches to clinical mindfulness differ from each in 

the understanding of the construct, yet training in each fosters improvement in well-being. 

Olendzki (2014) has explored mindfulness’ origin in early Buddhism and its integration into the 

Western psychological camp. He emphasizes the importance of mindfulness as a tool to enhance 

human flourishing and thereby shares a natural affinity.                

Several works in relation to mindfulness practice and mental health have been published which 

show the relationship between mindfulness and cognition. For instance, Mrazek at al (Mrazek, 

Franklin, Phillips, Baird, & Schooler, 2013). discuss mindfulness as a remedy for mind-

wandering. Kang and others have investigated how mindfulness effects cognitive and emotional 

regulation. The researches in the context of self-regulation and well-being (Scott, Schultz, & 

Ryan, 2014), attitudes and persuasion  (Luttrell, Briñol, & Petty, 2014), mental energy (Herbert, 

2014), cognitive functioning and creativity (Carson, 2014), and social integration (Niedderer, 

2014) have given a significant value to mindfulness. They have also found mindfulness to be a 

pragmatic application for cognitive and emotional well-being of humankind through living 

mindfully.           

Judson Brewer (2019) has revealed how mindfulness effects and can help to break an addiction, 

such as smoking, and to manage food cravings. The work by David Creswell (2019; 2018), 

combining mindfulness intervention and physical health, identifies how mindfulness can improve 

pain management (i.e., clinical colds, psoriasis, irritable bowel syndrome, post-traumatic stress 

disorder, diabetes, HIV) (D. J. Creswell et al., 2019). Larissa Duncan (2019), who promotes 

mindful parenting, argues that mindfulness-based childbirth and parenting affects pregnant 

women, children, adolescents, and families with regard to their mental health and well-being. 

Clifford Saron and others have uncovered, from a three-month intensive Samatha meditation 

retreat, that the practice of meditation develops attention, improves well-being and physiological 

aspects of health (Lutz, Jha, Dunne, & Saron, 2015). 

2.5 Measuring methods 

Measuring methods have been developed by many scientists and researchers focusing on the 

utility of mindfulness practice. For instance, one part of the Handbook of mindfulness: Theory, 

Research, and Practice (2015) has been dedicated to uncovering contemporary psychological 
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theories and models that relate to mindfulness. Researchers have also drawn on Buddhist 

psychological theories to study mindfulness. Employing such theories, however, are hard to find 

in later mindfulness-related scientific works. Contrary, scientific models on mindfulness 

predominantly are accommodated to explore mindfulness and its practical role in well-being 

(physical, mental, social, behavioural, etc.).  

Davidson and others  have introduced a method to quantify changes in brain function and 

immune function enhancement of mindfulness meditators (R. J. Davidson et al., 2003). A recent 

study, Altered Traits by Davidson (2017) identifies two paths in relation to the pragmatic 

application of meditation, like mindfulness; the deep and the wide paths. Deep path refers to the 

pure form of meditation such as the ancient Theravada lineage in Asia or Tibetan yogis who 

utilise the most intensive type of practice. The other layer of the deep path remains not as the 

total lifestyle of monks but one adjusted preferably to the Western cultural atmosphere. The wide 

path is divided into three levels: 1) meditation practices out of the spiritual context and more 

widely, 2) meditation practices of necessity which is convenient for the largest number of people, 

and 3) meditation practices that exist now only in bits and pieces (e.g. apps for mindful benefits).  

The effectiveness of mindfulness practice has been quantified by several scholarly works. In 

particular, Kabat-Zinn introduced a model to investigate the effect of mindfulness meditation for 

the application in a medical setting. Kabat-Zinn’s Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) 

programme promotes mindful breathing, breathing exercise, and Hatha Yoga to overcome 

various symptoms associated with stress, anxiety, depression, irritable bowel syndrome, 

psoriasis, eating disorders, chronic pain and related mental issues (Kabat-Zinn, 2011). 

Zindel Segal and Mark Williams (Segal, Williams, & Teasdale, 2002; Zindel V. Segal, Williams, 

& Teasdale, 2013), have introduced a method in collaboration with mindfulness meditative 

practices to prevent depression and a number of related mental problems. This method is known 

as Mindfulness Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT). It is partly based on Kabat-Zinn’s MBSR 

programme and promotes cultivating mindfulness in daily life. 

The researches have revealed that Eastern (including Eastern-derived) and Western conceptions 

of mindfulness have many similarities in their health and quality of life outcomes. However, it is 

not clear that qualitative differences exist between these two forms. Earlier, the difference was 
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that the Eastern approach to mindfulness practice placed an emphasis on the meditative 

experience, whereas the Western approach to mindfulness placed its emphasis on a heightened 

sense of awareness (open awareness) through one’s experience and awareness of novel 

information. At present, both forms use mindfulness meditation and open awareness, meaning a 

blend of techniques has occurred. With this backdrop, a research gap on mindfulness practices 

can be identified regarding the phenomenology of mindfulness practice in religious and non-

religious settings and the correlation between the practitioners' lived worlds. 
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3 METHODOLOGY 

“A research design is a logical plan for getting from here to there, where here 

may be defined as initial set of questions to be answered, and there is some set of 

conclusions about these questions. Between “here” and “there” may be found a 

number of steps including collection and analysis of relevant data” (Robert K. 

Yin. 2009) 

The main purpose of this thesis is to explore the understanding and experience of mindfulness 

practices that practitioners gained in a religious and non-religious setting. Bearing this in mind, 

this chapter describes the methodology regarding how the researcher explored the perceptions 

and experience of mindfulness practitioners about their practice. The qualitative methodology 

that this study utilized is phenomenological in nature and its rationale will be described in this 

chapter. The chapter also presents the methods and procedures employed in the study.    

3.1 Research paradigm  

The researcher’s world view enmeshed with ontological, epistemological, and methodological 

assumptions prepared the ground for the decision to conduct the research. Following other 

qualitative researchers, I view the importance of understanding the beliefs and theories that 

inform the research and actively writing about them in the study.   

3.1.1 Ontology 

From ontological underpinning, the researcher identifies “mindfulness practice” as the 

phenomenology of interest. In a qualitative research, the nature of reality embraces multiple 

realities. I have an intention to report these different realities when studying individuals in a 

religious group (RG) and non-religious group (NRG). I agree with Creswell’s assertation about 

multiple realities that different individuals use multiple forms of evidence in themes using the 

actual words (J. W. Creswell, 2013, p. 20). In this phenomenological study, I wrote the report 

based on how participants practicing mindfulness viewed their experiences. These ontological 

perspectives helped to emphasize the different lived experiences and worldview of the 

mindfulness practitioners and further aligned my epistemological leanings with this study. 
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3.1.2 Epistemology  

My fundamental belief motivating this project met with constructivist epistemology (knowledge 

of the world is inevitably our own construction). Accordingly, the research emerged from what it 

was that I wanted to know. When the research project asked the question about “how the 

knowledge is known”, the answer was through the subjective experience of people. Creswell 

states that, in a qualitative study, “subjective evidence is assembled based on individual views” 

(J. W. Creswell, 2013, p. 20). Social constructivism (also known as interpretivism) is a 

worldview from which individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live and work. 

Their subjective meanings of their experiences vary and are multiple; they lead the researcher to 

look for the complexity of views. These subjective meanings are socially constructed because 

they are not simply imprinted on individuals but are formed through interaction with others and 

through historical and cultural norms that operate in individuals’ lives (J. W. Creswell, 2013, p. 

24). The constructivist world view manifested my phenomenological study in which individuals 

describe their experiences (Moustakas, 1994). The voice of mindfulness practitioners navigated 

to explore the meanings of the essences of how mindfulness practitioners experience mindfulness 

practices. Since understanding what my participants were saying was important, I tried to 

minimize the ‘distance” between myself and those being researched. Guba and Lincoln (Broido 

& Manning, 2002, p. 436; Guba & Lincoln, 1989, p. 83). formulate characteristics;  

• “relationship between researcher and respondent is subjective, interactive, and 

interdependent  

• reality is multiple, complex, and not easily quantifiable  

• the values of the researcher, respondents, research site, and underlying theory undergird 

all aspects of the research  

• the research product is context specific”  

My study was in line with these epistemological aspects of constructivism. The voice of 

mindfulness practitioners was central to the discovery. Their responses also guided the analysis 

of data. In my constructivist disposition, I reflected on how I personally understood and 

acknowledged that the mindfulness practitioners would likely convey multiple meanings 

surrounding the same issue (J. W. Creswell, 2013). I attempted to accurately shed light on how 

the participants experience and understand mindfulness practice. 
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3.1.3 Methodology  

Methodology as an assumption refers to choosing the most appropriate inquiry as the research 

approach. The logic behind this qualitative research is inductive. Therefore, the procedures of the 

research and its methodology follows inductive reasoning and is shaped by the researcher’s 

experience in collecting and analysing the data (J. W. Creswell, 2013, p. 22). This 

methodological underpinning allowed the researcher to follow a path of analysing the qualitative 

interview data gathered from mindfulness practitioners to develop detailed knowledge relating to 

the topic being studied.    

3.2 Qualitative discovery  

A qualitative inquiry was best suited for studying the phenomenology of interest. The literature 

related to how practitioners develop different meanings about mindfulness practice and integrate 

their ideas and experiences into religious or non-religious settings remains limited. Ignoring 

practitioners' understanding and experience by considering their environments calls for research 

about how practitioners experience the phenomenon in different settings. Moreover, 

understanding the phenomenon of construction of ideas will provide an opportunity to reflect on 

mindfulness practice to maximize the knowledge on social and psychological essences. To 

understand the phenomena required qualitative data and analysis. Therefore, this research 

employed a qualitative research method for exploring a phenomenon of mindfulness 

practitioners' lived experiences. Scholarly works relating to scientific knowledge present 

rationality behind the use of a qualitative process as a suitable research method to interpret 

experiences of an individual or a group of individuals. Denzin and Lincon (2011) provide a 

definition of qualitative research as follows;  

“Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. 

Qualitative research consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make 

the world visible. These practices transform the world. They turn the world into a 

series of representations, including field notes, interviews, conversations, 

photographs, recordings, and memos to the self. … qualitative researchers study 

things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, 
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phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them.” (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2011, p. 3) 

For this definition, qualitative inquiry involves an “interpretive”, “naturalistic approach” and 

“meanings”. As Creswell (2013) discusses, qualitative inquiry provides a profound opportunity 

for exploring the phenomena in depth through various perspectives of the participants. 

Conducting qualitative research also enabled the interpretation of the phenomena through 

individuals’ in-depth experiences. This study used the qualitative approach to explain a 

phenomenon of the problem, and thereby formulated the research questions in an exploratory 

level of understanding the phenomena of how practitioners understand and experience 

mindfulness in their different practice settings. 

3.3 Phenomenological research design 

The research studied the common meaning for several individuals with their experience of a 

phenomenon: mindfulness practice. According to Van Manen, phenomenology is a depiction of 

the lived-through quality of lived experiences. The purpose of phenomenology is a “grasp of the 

very nature of the thing,” (Van Manen, 1990, p. 177) (van Manen, 1990, p. 177).  Therefore, a 

phenomenologist identifies an “object” of human experience (Van Manen, 1990, p. 163). This 

human experience in my study is mindfulness practice. Then, I collected data from participants 

who have experience of the phenomenon, and thereby build out a composite description of the 

essence of the experience that is common to all individuals.  

Looking back over the history of modern phenomenology, the two key contributors are Edmund 

Husserl, who is considered as the founder of modern phenomenology, and his student, Martin 

Heidegger. Husserl (1931) drew up a list of the tenets of phenomenology in his seminal work, 

Ideas: General introduction to pure phenomenology. From his point of view, phenomenology 

should be purely descriptive; studying lived experiences of individuals, reflecting such 

experiences as conscious ones, and developing a description of the essence of these experience 

(J. W. Creswell, 2013; Van Manen, 1990).  

Heidegger deviated from Husserl’s phenomenological developed project by arguing that 

phenomenology is an interpretive approach. He abandoned the notion of bracketing, which was a 
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very unique component of Husserl’s descriptive phenomenology, and conceptualized the 

phenomenological method from an existential perspective. In his masterpiece, Being and Time 

(1962), Heidegger accordingly created the foundation for hermeneutic phenomenology. Since 

then, two approaches have been highlighted in phenomenology: transcendental or psychological 

phenomenology, and hermeneutic phenomenology. These two approaches are popular in research 

emanating from sociology, psychology, health sciences, and education. Hermeneutic 

phenomenology was chosen for the present research because it is best suited to answer the 

research questions.  

As identified above, hermeneutic phenomenology is a philosophical-intellectual movement. It is 

a combination of philosophy and a research tool. Phenomenology basically refers to the study of 

lived experience, how the phenomenon appears to the consciousness of the person (J. W. 

Creswell, 2013). Hermeneutics refers to interpretation determining intention and meaning of the 

experience (Martin.  Heidegger, 1996). Phenomenology focuses on ontology (what is to be), 

whereas hermeneutics focuses on epistemology (how we know or how we gain knowledge). In 

hermeneutic phenomenology, these two are combined, and thereby have the opportunity to show 

how complex meanings are developed from simple units of direct experience (Merriam, 2002, p. 

7). Max van Manen (1990), a Canadian scholar who specializes in phenomenological research 

method and pedagogy, has published several works on conducting hermeneutic phenomenology 

in practice. He proposes six steps in the practice the hermeneutic phenomenological method (Van 

Manen, 1990, pp. 15,17). I strove to include such steps in order to achieve the goal of the 

research.  

1) Turning to the nature of lived experience 

In the first step, I formulated the research questions, focusing on individuals’ experience 

of mindfulness practices. 

2) Investigating experience as we live it rather than we conceptualise it 

The phenomenon, mindfulness practice was captured through in-depth interviews of the 

participants in RG and NRG. 

3) Reflecting on the essential themes which characterise the phenomenon  

In this step, the overall understanding of my informants was sought when reflecting on 

the themes. The “Results” chapter holds the central role in this regard.  
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4) Describing the phenomenon in the art of writing and rewriting  

Through the process of writing, my intention was to make visible the feelings, 

perceptions, views, experience and attitude of my informants. The “Results” and 

“Discussion” chapters interdependently work to justify this step.   

5) Maintaining a strong and orientated relation to the phenomenon 

The researcher attempted to remain focus on the research question in this step. The 

“Discussion” chapter was significant for this attempt. 

6) Balancing the research context by considering the parts and the whole  

In the final step, as the researcher, I was asked to constantly measure the overall design of 

the study. The “Conclusion” chapter defends this stage. 

3.4 The researcher 

The researcher is required to maintain ethical standards including honesty, responsibility, 

competence, and credibility (Yin, 2014). As a researcher, I was committed to these highest 

ethical standards. The researcher’s lens and ethical consideration or role of the researcher can be 

elaborated in this regard.  

3.4.1 The researcher’s lens 

Since my early years in Sri Lanka until I came to Europe in 2013, I had been curious to know 

about divergent religious practices within and among religious and non-religious and their 

possible interactions. Looking back at the previous six years of my life in Europe and Sri Lanka, 

as a Buddhist monk, a member of the university academic staff, a university student, and an 

active member in interreligious dialogues, I have been shaping my understanding about religious 

and cultural diversity and varied spiritual practices among religious and non-religious settings. 

This shows the researcher’s diverse social and cultural experience.  

I also have competence on the selected phenomenology. Mindfulness practice has a central place 

in my life as a monk. I have been practicing mindfulness for 15 years. Along with Buddhists, I 

have also practiced meditation along with mindfulness with Hindu, Christian, Islamic and non-

religious communities. I have also noticed that meditation has been emerging in a new form of 

identity as so-called spirituality, which goes beyond religious demarcations. The idea for the 

present research on the phenomenon of mindfulness practice arose with this rich background in 

my life.  
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For a phenomenological inquiry, researcher’s academic competence is required. My academic 

background and competence have enabled me to effectively conduct this research. After 

graduating in 2010, I worked for two years as an assistant lecturer in Buddhist Studies at the 

University of Peradeniya, Sri Lanka. I also have experience as a Visiting Lecturer at the 

University of Sri Jayawardenapura, Sri Lanka, teaching research methodology in the study of 

Religion and Buddhist Psychology. When I read for my Bachelors in Buddhist Studies, I 

researched Buddhist Counselling for Stress Management with a hermeneutic method. I 

completed my first master’s degree in Human Rights and Multiculturalism at the Southeast 

University of Norway. Fulfilling the degree, the research was conducted on the topic, 

“Recognition of Personal Identity as to Understand Equality; A Buddhist Contribution for 

Human Rights Literature”. This work trained me to read texts on moral philosophy and Buddhist 

philosophy in relation to personal identity and equality. Moreover, for my Master of Philosophy 

in Buddhist Studies at the University of Peradeniya, Sri Lanka, I conducted my research on the 

topic, “Right View (Sammā Diṭṭhi) as an Ethical and Cognitive Basis for Self-transformation: A 

Buddhist Contribution for the Reconciliation in Sri Lanka”. This was a case study research with 

qualitative interview data. The research was unique with interreligious hermeneutics on Buddhist, 

Christian and Hindu approaches to the recognition of identity. Further, my studies in the 

Theological faculty (TF) at the University of Oslo (UiO) has enhanced my educational 

experiences in wider religious, philosophical and cultural contexts.  

As a researcher, I am interested in exploring effective methods to address cross-cultural issues, 

personal and social identity issues, interreligious relations, and effective models to use 

mindfulness meditation to deal with psychological problems. These multi-religious, multi-

cultural, and inter-disciplinary education backgrounds make sense about the researcher’s lens. 

3.4.2 Role of the researcher 

Prior to conducting this study, I obtained approval from the TF of UiO. It was equally important 

to examine standards for ethical conduct of research available from the NSD (Norwegian Centre 

for Research Data). I also got permission from the NSD to gather data from individuals which to 

was be obtained at an early stage in the research (Appendix A). Beginning the study, I made 

initial contact with the mindfulness practitioners. I disclosed the purpose of the study to them. 
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This was stated on the informed consent form completed for the NSD and university review 

board purposes. Prior to interviews, the informants were given the consent form which indicates 

that participating in the study is voluntary and that it would not place the participants at undue 

risk (J. W. Creswell, 2013). Not only as a researcher but also as a religious leader, I was aware 

how to anticipate any cultural, religious, gender, or other differences in the participants that 

needed to be respected. This research will not be reported in a sensitive way to the practitioners. 

Yet, I was sensitive to potential issues that may arise in collecting data through the interviews. In 

the process of interviews, my informants were not misled about the nature of the research; they 

were appraised on the general nature of the questionnaire. 

Creswell notes that a power imbalance through a hierarchical relationship can be established 

between the researcher and the participant (J. W. Creswell, 2013, p. 60). In my research, this did 

not happen as I and my informants had a mutual understanding about the phenomenon and the 

nature of the research. 

In analysing the data, I strove to overcome certain ethical issues. The total time for all the 

interviews was 236 minutes. The informants presented multiple perspectives and a complex 

picture of the central phenomenon of mindfulness practice. According to Creswell, a researcher 

may side with the participants on issues, and only disclose positive results, creating bias (J. W. 

Creswell, 2013, p. 60).  

The qualitative research is fundamentally a human endeavour and subject to bias. This 

phenomenological study makes no exceptions. To strive toward critical thinking and manage the 

influence of bias, I engaged in regular dialogue with my supervisor. In the REDI thesis seminar 

series at the TF in the UiO, the academic staff and fellow research students also motivated me to 

acknowledge diverse perspectives.  This backdrop created the critical researcher in me. 

Therefore, as a mindfulness practitioner, I attempted to maintain my position not just as a 

mindfulness practitioner but as a critical researcher in order to avoid creating "a Pollyanna 

portrait" (positivity bias or the tendency to present pleasant things more accurately than 

unpleasant ones) in the process of data analysis. This positionality also protected me from “going 

native” during the data collection process and led me to report multiple perspectives of RG and 

NRG for the final report. The results of research might have the potential to draw a harmful 
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picture of the participants’ privacy (J. W. Creswell, 2013). Being mindful on this issue, I 

anonymised the participants for the final report.  

In the writing about the research, I followed the APA1 principles and standards on ethics (Young, 

2017). I attempted to present the actual data, the findings, and the conclusions of my study. The 

authorship of other works was cited in order to acknowledge others’ scholarship and to avoid 

plagiarism. APA2 referencing style was used for citations and references. 

3.5 Sampling, Subjects, Access, and Setting 

I purposefully chose the criterion for selecting research sites. Bryman states, in purposive 

sampling, sites, like people within sites, are selected because of their relevance to the research 

questions (Bryman, 2012, p. 418). This rationale harmonized when I selected the research site as 

a result of its relevance to my research question. Criterion used for determining this type of site 

was based on my experience staying in Oslo for six years and the social network accessibility I 

had created. As a Buddhist monk who had been living in Norway, I have contacts that extend to 

those who practice meditation in the religious and non-religious settings. Further, in the 

beginning of constructing the research project plan, I was privileged to be an organizing 

committee member of a two-day mindfulness conference in Oslo organized by Mindfulnessnorge 

and Buddhist Federation of Norway. It gave me the chance to explore the pervasive mindfulness 

culture in Norway. It anticipated how I could form two groups of mindfulness practitioners from 

Oslo and around: one from a religious setting and one from a non-religious setting, so that the 

selected site was suitable for the study. 

I investigated the phenomenon through exploring the understanding and experiences of the 

mindfulness practitioners of both groups as they related to my research questions. To be selected 

for this research, participants needed to meet certain criteria. Six mindfulness practitioners 

participated in this study, and this was consistent with qualitative research traditions. To 

determine the sample size for phenomenological research, Creswell recommends studying three 

 

1 APA principle is referred to the ethical standards of the American Psychological Association that are used to guide 

ethical decisions in practice, research, and education. 
2 APA (American Psychological Association) referencing style is used within the social sciences, in order to cite 

various sources.  
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to ten individuals (J. W. Creswell, 2013). Participants were defined as either RG or NRG. This 

criterion was selected initially because capturing the diverse experiences of mindfulness practice 

in these two groups was unique in this study.  

For the RG, three mindfulness meditation practitioners from the Buddhist religious setting were 

selected; one Theravada Buddhist monk, one Mahayana Buddhist monk, and one female 

dharmacarya (teacher of Zen Buddhist tradition/ also identified as sangha). The participant’s 

religious setting and mindfulness meditation experience were prioritized in the selection. Lineage 

of Buddhism was the key variety within the religious group (see: Figure: 01. For the NRG, three 

mindfulness meditation practitioners were selected: one male practitioner, two female 

practitioners. When the respondents were selected, their different background was the key 

variation within the group (see: Table 01).  

Table 01: Religious Group and Non-religious Group 

 

Each group (RG and NRG) included three participants. All participants were over the age of 25. 

Participants under the age of 25 were excluded because the study required long-term mindfulness 

experience and expertise in the phenomenon. There may have been qualified persons under the 

age of 25, but the criterion was set and adhered to. All participants also had over ten years of 

experience in mindfulness practice. This criterion focused on the importance of experience on the 

phenomenology. 

There were no racial or ethnic parameters because the focus of this study was the phenomenon of 

the mindfulness practice. Yet, respecting gender equality, gender was a criterion in selecting 
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participants for each group. Among six participants, three were males and three were females. 

Each group had to have a male and female representative. I only included participants who spoke 

English because a translator would have disrupted the flow of the unstructured interview and 

compromised the descriptive data collected. 

Purposefully, a snowball sampling strategy was employed to select participants. In terms of a 

phenomenological study, all individuals needed to have experience of the phenomenon being 

studied. Creswell demonstrates that criterion sampling works well when all participants studied 

represent people who have experienced the phenomenon (J. W. Creswell, 2013). Snowball 

sampling is frequently used in qualitative research because it is an intentional sampling strategy 

that identifies participants by sampling people who know individuals who generally fit within the 

parameters set forth in the study. Bryman says that “these sampled participants propose other 

participants who have had the experience or characteristics relevant to the research. These 

participants will then suggest others and so on,” (Bryman, 2012, p. 424). In my study, initially, 

my supervisor guided me on how to contact certain experienced persons and suggested 

appropriate individuals. I was also given the names of some individuals by the very first 

participant whom I met at the mindfulness conference. I was thankful for the participants 

contacted for being generous to schedule meetings according to my availability.     

3.6 Data Collection Methods 

Data collection for this study occurred through qualitative in-depth interviews. This was the 

recommended method for a phenomenological study (J. W. Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994; 

Van Manen, 1990). Before conducting the interviews, a qualitative interview guide was 

formulated focusing on the research questions that would be answered by interviewees. The 

questions were open ended, general, and focused on understanding mindfulness practice.  

Two types of interviews were conducted: five one-on-one interviews and one email message. In 

the email message, the researcher communicated with the participant by telephone and disclosed 

the details of the study to them. The participant accepted the request to contribute to the research 

and requested email communication instead of meeting in person. Respecting the request of the 

participant, the form of consent and the qualitative interview guide were sent by email. The 
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researcher received a response within two days with descriptive answers for each question, and 

the signed consent form.  

In one-on-one interviews, the researcher let the interviewees dominate the conversation and they 

were encouraged to talk. This was not a challenge because all the participants were not hesitant in 

speaking and sharing their ideas. A high-quality tape for audio-recording was used for later 

transcription and analysis of the conversations. Selecting a quiet location for the interviews was 

also helpful to obtain a good-quality recording. Interviews were conducted with a semi-structured 

approach that followed a prepared qualitative interview guide (Appendix B). The interviews were 

scheduled for approximately 45-60 minutes. At the end of the interview I thanked the participants 

for their time and for taking part in the interview. The interviewees completed the consent form 

that detailed the purpose of the study, the amount of time that would be needed to complete the 

interview and plans for using the results from the interview. The audio-recorded interviews were 

transcribed to Word documents and checked two times to make sure of the accuracy of the 

transcriptions.   

3.7 Data analysis  

Some principles of phenomenological data analysis can be employed commonly in any 

phenomenological inquiries. For instance, the following steps which are recommended by van 

Manen (1990) hold a less structured model and are more flexible in a phenomenological data 

analysis process.  

- Grasp the essential meaning (“phenomenological reflection”) of the transcription.  

- Understand the themes by asking, “What is this example an example of?”  

- Involve the entire text (holistic reading approach)  

- Attend to four guides for reflection; the space felt by individuals, physical or bodily 

presence, time, and the relationships with others 

- Analysing the data for themes 

For the data analysis process of this study, these common stages were apparent. However, the 

researcher selected Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) because it was aligned to the 
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nature of the study. "IPA is therefore intellectually connected to hermeneutics and theories of 

interpretation," (Smith & Osborn, 2009, p. 53). In this method, access depends on the 

researcher’s own conceptions. Using IPA, the researcher makes sense of that other personal 

world through a process of interpretative activity. It is therefore associated with an interpretation 

process, or a double hermeneutic. Following the emphasis of the IPA, the researcher read the 

transcript several times. The IPA allowed the researcher to explore the meaning of the 

participants' experience in mindfulness practices. Thereby, he investigated how mindfulness 

practitioners are making sense of their personal and social world.  

Following the IPA, first, the researcher thoroughly read and reread the transcripts looking for 

themes. It helped me to become as familiar as possible with the account. The left-hand margin 

was used for coding. What was interesting or significant about what any participant said was 

annotated through reading the transcript several times. Smith and Osborn note this step is close to 

a free textual analysis (Smith & Osborn, 2009, p. 67). In van Manen’s (1990) words, this was a 

“phenomenological reflection” on the individuals' backgrounds and experiences. Through this 

reflection, the researcher grasped the essential meaning of the transcriptions. In this stage, richer 

parts of the interviews, senses of the persons themselves which were coming across, and 

similarities and differences were noted. Amplifications and contradictions in what a person 

presenting were also identified. In the next stage, the other margin was used to document 

emerging themes. There were either themes or phrases which aimed to capture the essential 

quality found in the transcription. Thereby, I identified certain qualities such as focus, a 

simplification of ideas, and a description of the structure of the lived experience. The nature of 

interviews invoked more psychological terminology. According to Smith and Osborn, this stage 

uncovers expressions which are at a sufficiently high level to allow theoretical connections 

within and across cases (Smith & Osborn, 2009, p. 68).  I proved this assertion by finding the 

expressions in the text which had theoretical connections. In the whole transcript, initial notes 

were transformed into themes. These themes were verbatim extracts from the transcripts. 

In the next step, the researcher listed the themes and strove to make sense of the connections 

between themes. The themes were clustered in this particular case and checked in the transcript 

to make sure the connections worked for the actual words of the informants. 
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"As a researcher one is drawing on one’s interpretative resources to make sense 

of what the person is saying, but at the same time one is constantly checking one’s 

own sense-making against what the person actually said" (Smith & Osborn, 2009, 

p. 72) 

Next, a table of the themes was produced identifying most strongly the participant's concerns on 

a particular topic. The clusters were then given subordinate themes. This analytic process was 

continued separately with each transcript. Afterwards, two final tables of superordinate themes 

were produced. The themes in one table were aimed at presenting the findings, whereas the other 

one was to the superordinate themes that linked to the extant literature. Both tables of themes 

were the basis for the account of the participants’ responses. This strategy was consistent with the 

tradition of IPA.  

"Two broad presentation strategies are possible. In the first, the ‘results’ section 

contains the emergent thematic analysis, and the separate ‘discussion’ links that 

analysis to the extant literature" (Smith & Osborn, 2009, p. 76). 

 In the final stage, the superordinate themes were incorporated in a writeup which outlined the 

meanings inherent in the participants’ experience. The themes were explained and illustrated this 

expanded analysis process. In the Results chapter, the emergent thematic analysis was conducted. 

The Discussion chapter that is associated with superordinate themes was constructed connecting 

to the literature and the concepts. 

3.8 Summary  

I conducted a phenomenological investigation of the mindfulness practitioners in religious and 

non-religious settings. The study employed qualitative methods and unstructured interviews to 

gather fine-grained data about the participants’ mindfulness experiences. I used IPA for data 

analysis. In the research process I (a) engaged in research activities that fostered trust between 

the participant and me, (b) employed APA principles and IPA activities to neutralize biases and 

preconceptions, and (c) implemented research strategies consistent with APA principles for 

qualitative research validity. 
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4 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

When reading this work, questions might arise such as: “What are the essences of mindfulness 

practice?”, “How has mindfulness been explained in the religious context?”, “How has 

mindfulness been explained in the non-religious contexts?”, “Why does it matter for well-being if 

mindfulness is practiced?”, and “How can mindfulness practice be considered as a matter of 

religious and non-religious binary?” This chapter attempts to answer those questions by 

presenting five conceptual approaches which have the possibility of being interconnected. I will 

start this chapter by presenting the Buddhist-taught ways of mindfulness which were theoretically 

conceptualized by Rupert Gethin (referred to in the Discussion section of Chapter 6 as BM, 

Buddhist conceptualization of Mindfulness). I will continue by discussing James Carmody’s 

theory of mindfulness training (MT) and its role in well-being. Next, I will present Charles 

Taylor’s approach to authenticity. Finally, I will review the conceptualizations of spirituality and 

secularity.  

4.1 Buddhist conceptualization of mindfulness 

Buddhist conceptualization of mindfulness was incorporated for this study because it helps me to 

understand mindfulness practices within the religious context. The traditional Buddhist 

discourses on mindfulness have been profoundly conceptualized by Rupert Gethin through his 

work, Buddhist Conceptualization of Mindfulness (2015). Gethin is Professor of Buddhist Studies 

in the Department of Theology and Religious Studies at the University of Bristol, UK and 

president of the Pali Text Society (PTS). The reason why I particularly selected Gethin’s 

approach was because of its representation of pioneering layers in Buddhist traditions in relation 

to mindfulness such as: earliest Buddhist conception of mindfulness (4th to 2nd centuries B.C.E), 

the technical account of mindfulness in Indian Buddhist tradition (2nd century B.C.E to 1st 

century), and additional characteristics of mindfulness in the Chinese Buddhist tradition (7th 

century), Tibet (10th to 15th centuries), and Burma (20th century) (Gethin, 2015, p. 10).  

First, Gethin articulates mindfulness. Contemporary usage of mindfulness is the English 

translation of the Pali term, sati. It is used as smṛti in Sanskrit, nian in Chinese, and dran-pa in 

Tibetan. Different Buddhist schools have different terms for the original term, sati, and therefore 
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Gethin uses mindfulness as it is generally accepted by the world. He identifies three main areas in 

mindfulness: 1) mindfulness and its relationship to memory, 2) mindfulness’ role in conceptual 

and discursive types of thinking, and 3) mindfulness’ relationship to ethical action (Gethin, 

2015). Uncovering these three areas will help me to understand how my informants have 

understood mindfulness as a concept within the religious context and their personal practices. 

4.1.1 Mindfulness and its relationship to memory 

Etymologically speaking, sati means memory or remembering. Yet, the English term “memory” 

does not cover the entire meaning of sati as it appears in the Buddhist texts. Gethin therefore 

suggests that “keeping or holding in mind” does not forget any subject of contemplation, which 

needs to be taken as the remembering aspect of sati (Gethin, 2015, p. 11). The other alternative 

term which appears in the Buddhist texts is anu-smṛti (the prefix, anu indicating “repeatedly 

thinking on or recollecting”). Practicing mettā (friendliness) associates with sati, that is, an 

exercise in keeping friendliness in mind.  Satipatthana is the other central term in the Buddhist 

scriptures where mindfulness practices are formulated. Satipatthana is translated into English as 

“arousing of mindfulness” or “foundations of mindfulness”. According to the Pali discourses, 

mindfulness must be systematically cultivated, and the discourses show how this should be done. 

In this respect, three phenomena need to be combined; energy, mindfulness, and clear 

comprehension in attending to the body and mind (Anālayo, 2014; Soma, 2013). In satipatthana, 

four places: the body, feeling, the states of mind, and mental qualities are the subjects for 

“keeping in mind”. Following this, ānāpānasati is translated as, “keeping in mind breathing in 

and out”. Gethin thus suggests that the relationship between mindfulness and memory highlights 

both attentiveness and remembering of what one performs with full awareness. 

4.1.2 Mindfulness role in conceptual and discursive types of thinking 

Moral conduct (sīla), meditative concentration (samādhi), and understanding (paññā) of the 

nature of reality are the three divisions of the Buddhist path to enlightenment. Mindfulness 

belongs to meditative concentration. However, the practicing of mindfulness can be also seen as 

a characteristic of insight meditation. The application of mindfulness must be understood to be 

much about the “cultivation of calm as insight”, Gethin says. In this respect mindfulness exercise 

is closely associated with the Buddhist goal of “seeing things as they really are as oppose to 
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seeing things as they superficially appear”. For instance, the Satipatthana Sutta notes that 

mindfulness is associated with sampajañña (knowing clearly or fully). Soma Thera briefly 

describes the function of Satipatthana as follows: 

“Here, the development of penetrative insight [vipassana] combines with that of 

tranquilizing concentration (samatha), and each function in a way that does not 

outstrip the other. Both gain uniformity of force. Through the overdoing of 

analysis there could be agitation. And indolence creeps in through too much of 

tranquility.” (Soma, 2013). 

The other important aspect of exercising mindfulness, as Gethin suggests, is that not all the 

exercises of mindfulness involve simple observation of objects in the present. These also involve 

exercising the imagination and recalling certain memories. In the practicing of mindfulness, 

impurities, as describes in the Buddhist texts, is where the meditator involves the exercise of the 

imagination. It has been developed by the later Buddhist traditions for visualization or using an 

actual corpse or bones as a visual prompt (Gethin, 2015, p. 15). 

4.1.3 Mindfulness’ relationship to ethical action 

In the Theravada Buddhist tradition, the practicing of mindfulness is an exclusively wholesome 

(kusala) quality - nonattachment, friendliness, and understanding. Gethin identifies that for the 

Theravadins, “there is something about the very activity of maintaining attention that affects the 

quality of awareness. Unwholesome states are somehow intrinsically lacking in awareness,” 

(Gethin, 2015, p. 33). In contrast, for Sarvastivada and Yogacara traditions, mindfulness in both a 

wholesome and unwholesome mind as potentially a quality: nonattachment, friendliness, and 

understanding, or greed, hatred, and delusion. However, right mindfulness is considered in the 

Buddhist scripture as an awareness in combination and developed with other wholesome qualities 

in mind.  

4.2 Mindfulness Training (Mt) and its role in well-being 

Mindfulness training (MT) has been developed in the field of medicine and psychology, paying 

regard to the Buddhist meditation tradition. This has been significantly established in the secular 

context. James Carmody has theorized MT as an application to reduce distress and increase well-
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being. Carmody is a professor in the Departments of Medicine, and the Population and 

Quantitative Health Sciences Division of Preventive and Behavioral Medicine at the University 

of Massachusetts Medical School, USA. He is also Director of Research for the Center for 

Mindfulness at the same university. I have included Carmody’s approach with the purpose of 

investigating the context of the non-religious exercise of mindfulness.  

Carmody argues that the Buddhist mindfulness system has its own “true” meaning. The 

practitioners are identified as “dhamma practitioners” who are on a path of transformation, that 

mindfulness can be found within Buddhist traditions; it is sufficiently subtle and unique. For 

Carmody, this Buddhist system of mindfulness can be conceived from a religious standpoint. It 

has not established a basis for exploring the clinical and scientific arena. With this backdrop, MT 

emerged and has been operationalised in supporting the clinical effect of teaching in it.   

“MT has predicted higher level of self-reported mindfulness, which in turn has 

been related to minutes formal mindfulness practice and reductions in stress and 

distress” (Carmody, 2015, p. 64). 

In this secular approach, the definition of mindfulness emphasizes certain aspects of mindfulness, 

like “paying attention to all accessible events and experience”, “non-judgmental”, and “present-

centred awareness in which each thought, feeling, or sensation acknowledging and accepting as it 

is”. Carmody assumes that this conceptualisation of mindfulness considers possible benefits to 

patients and clinicians. (Carmody, 2015, p. 65). His approach to MT therefore was developed 

through lens of evolutionary theory and was meant to answer the question whether mindfulness 

can serve as a foundation for empirical hypothesis about causal relationships in advancing the 

psychology and biology of well-being (Carmody, 2015, p. 65).  

In this regard, attention training is identified as the initial and cognitive exercise in the cultivation 

of well-being through MT (Carmody, 2015). From evolution-based attention, Carmody means 

that “the awareness of internal and external environment in relation to physical and reproductive 

needs”. This approach underlines three principles: 1) recognition of the components of 

experience, 2) emotional arousal can be self-regulated through attention regulation, and 3) the 

development of decentred perspectives. These principles of MT that are associated with well-

being confirms the development of mental ecology and understanding of the role of attention. It 
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also simplifies the treatment description and explanations across a variety of therapeutic 

approaches.  

In this research, some of informants do not have any religious affiliation in their exercise of 

mindfulness. Therefore, Carmody’s approach will firmly address their understanding and 

experience in mindfulness practices.      

4.3 Believing and belonging 

One might ask: “What does the tension between believing and belonging mean to mindfulness 

practitioners?” On the other hand, there was one question put to my informants concerning 

believing and belonging. Their divergent answers nourished this study tremendously. The 

relationship between believing and belonging is also an issue this study addresses. This backdrop 

led me to employ Grace Davie’s conceptualisation of believing without belonging. Her work 

provocatively presents how the relationship between believing and belonging creates certain 

fundamental issues for the sociologist of religion. It is noted that her study is based on the 

Christendom in Britain. Hence, I can test the facets of the issue formulated in her case study.  

4.3.1 Believing without belonging 

“Believing persists while belonging continues to decline” is the key thesis in Davie’s (1990) 

concept of believing without belonging. She underscores that membership figures for religious 

institutions and statistics relating to patterns of religious belief in Britain confirm that believing is 

declining (has declined) at a slower rate than belonging (Davie, 1990, p. 455). Studies prove that 

this imbalance has become a pervasive aspect of religious life in the Europe. Davie identifies this 

change in Britain in two perspectives: the generational change and the working-class religious 

pattern. In short, 

“[a] Large majority of people … continue to believe but have ceased to belong to 

their religious institutions in any meaningful sense” (Davie, 1990, p. 456). 

• Generational shift in behaviour  

Davie demonstrates that old people have been more religious than the young. The pattern of the 

younger generation is that they “opt out of the system temporarily” whilst they “stay out of it (the 
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system) permanently” (Davie, 1990, p. 459). According to sociological evidence, youths are 

rejecting even nominal beliefs, or many are giving way to “no belief at all”.  This pattern may be 

very different if they are questioned about the meaning of life, the purpose of our existence, the 

future of the planet, man’s responsibilities to his fellow man and Earth (Davie, 1990, p. 462). 

They may profoundly respond to such questions. Yet, they may not be interested in traditional 

religious instructions as such. This presumption of Davie will interestingly concur with my 

findings.  

The discussion seems quite heated. In fact, it is rather an in-depth investigation of various facets 

of society. As Davie suggests, religion and religious values are not disappearing from the lives of 

youths, but they have been redirected. This movement is a considerable matter in relation to the 

relationship between popular belief and religious institutions. It also urges us to evaluate the 

relationship between believing and belonging in modern society.  

• Urban working class 

The concept of believing without belonging also claims that the urban working class has a 

mistrust of many kinds of institutional life. They have kept their relationships away from their 

religious institutions for generations. They nevertheless want to believe but without making any 

effort to practice. For the study, however, the relationship in fact significantly varies between an 

active minority in society and the inactive religious majority. Many social aspects regarding 

believing without belonging emerged in the 1990s from the context of Christendom in Britain. 

These components of believing and belonging will be examined in this study, focusing on 

mindfulness practitioners’ lived world, and perhaps it will reveal some novel facets on believing 

and belonging.   

  

4.4 Authenticity 

The concept of authenticity possesses a central place in the modern philosophic discourse. 

Existentialists, romanticists, and other authors in the past three decades have contributed to this 

provocative notion. This study adopts authenticity conceptually because of its overwhelming 

connection to the research idea. What does authenticity mean to mindfulness practitioners? What 
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does mindfulness practice accomplish as an individualistic self-fulfilment? And, is mindfulness 

practice, as a phenomenology, far removed from “collective subjectivism”? Thus, this section 

uncovers some useful tenets as groundwork in order to answer such questions in the Discussion 

chapter.  

Existentialists like Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, and Heidegger have considered the theme of 

authentic existence as important to oneself and to live according to that self. These authors’ 

pervasive thesis about authentic existence raised the questions: “What is it to be oneself, at one 

with oneself, or truly representing one's self?” The existentialists’ application is directed at 

individual persons and thereby rejects group affinities. 

Kierkegaard suggests that each of us has to “become what one is”, or in other words, a “genuine 

selfhood or authenticity” (Golomb, 2012, p. 30; Pierce, 2015). For him, modern society is to be 

criticized as an “unauthenticity”. “Becoming what one is” does not mean a solitary introspection 

but “a passionate commitment to a relation to something outside oneself that bestows one’s life 

with meaning”. According to Varga and Guignon, this ultimate commitment denotes the 

narrative unity of the self and God (Varga & Guignon, 2017).  

Heidegger’s “Dasein” presents the “relation of being”, which appears as an echo of 

Kierkegaard’s “self is a relation that relates itself to itself”. However, the work, Being and Time 

(1927) by Heidegger emanated the conception of authenticity. The term, “Eigentlichkeit” which 

is literally translated as “ownedness” or “being one’s own” turned up later as “being and time”. 

Heidegger holds that “we exist for the sake of ourselves”. But he also assumes that we are 

unescapably social beings:  

“Thy (das Man) itself prescribes that way of interpreting the world that lies 

closest. Dasein is for the sake of the They in an everyday manner… In terms of the 

They, and as the They, I am ‘given’ proximally to ‘myself’….” (Martin.  

Heidegger, 1996, pp. 169,170; Varga & Guignon, 2017).  

The inevitable character of Dasein leads to the possibility of being authentic (Eigentlichkeit). 

Being and Nothingness by Jean-Paul Sartre analyses authenticity along with human relations 

following Hegel’s master/slave dialectic. For him, the individual should be understood in relation 

to others (Heter, 2006, p. 17). Sartre’s notion of freedom is radical in terms of authenticity. 
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Freedom claims two ideas: “ontological” and “practical”. Ontological freedom means that in any 

situation, humans can choose what mental attitude to adopt whereas practical freedom refers to 

obtaining “our … chosen ends” (Heter, 2006, p. 18). This subjectivist approach has been 

interpreted as an “ethical subjectivism” as well as “intersubjective recognition” by Heter. He 

identifies two elements of Sartre’s authenticity; first it “requires a person to embrace his social 

identities and social roles”; second, it “requires not merely noticing the existence of others, but 

respecting the practical freedom of others by combating injustice and oppression,” (Heter, 2006, 

p. 31).  

Rousseau and his Romantic followers’ approaches provide a profound discourse on authenticity. 

However, authors like Ferrera (1993, 1998) and Taylor (1989, 1991) have paved the way to a 

new direction. Predominantly, Taylor’s works in this new arena can be viewed as a turning 

movement. He has attempted to reconstruct the notion of authenticity through his book: The 

Ethics of Authenticity. He investigates three major issues. First, authenticity - taking as a valid 

ideal; second, rejecting subjectivism; and third, arguments that can make a difference (Taylor, 

1992). For the first point, Taylor discusses excessive individualism in modern Western society. 

Reflecting the temptations of modernism, post-modernism and industrialization, he defined this 

individualism as a culture of “narcissism” or “hedonism” where people view happiness as 

fulfilment of their selves. This modern freedom was a breaking up of older moral horizon. This 

loss, for Taylor, has been seen by Kierkegaard as “the present age”, and by Nietzsche as the “last 

man”. He draws a characteristic of individual self-fulfilment as follows:  

“I can’t find the model to live by outside myself. I can find it only within” (Taylor, 1992, p. 29). 

This modern ideal of authenticity creates goals of self-fulfilment and self-realisation, but thereby 

also creates an alienated self.  

Instead of over criticizing this inwardness, Taylor views the problem of the alienated self. He sets 

out to prove that authenticity does not lead to subjectivism or individualism and self-indulgence. 

What he calls achieving self-transcendence is an ideal of authenticity while it becomes flattened 

and fragmented when it becomes “contaminated” by “self-determining freedom,” (Taylor, 1992, 

p. 38). Thus, Taylor assumes, authenticity requires not only self-determining freedom or but also 

collective identity, which means the recognition the ties of self and the other. Self-fulfilment 
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without regard to others is destroying the condition of realizing authenticity itself, Taylor claims 

(Taylor, 1992, p. 35). It seems that Taylor wants to suggest that authenticity should be a balance 

of both individual and collective horizons. Fascinatingly, it draws meaning or value from both 

subjective and intersubjective living. 

Taylor’s approach to authenticity urges the creation of a balance between self-determining 

freedom and collective identity. Can this assumption be tested in the religious and non-religious 

binary of mindfulness practice? The Discussion chapter will provide space to explore this.                     

4.5 Spirituality 

The term “spirituality” is, in fact, extremely ambiguous; it is widely used by the general public, 

religious professionals, and scholars without clear definition. Since the end of the twentieth 

century, spirituality has been emerging, increasingly, as a “new age of religion”. Heelas and 

Woodhead note that spirituality is “a massive subjective turn of modern culture” (Heelas & 

Woodhead, 2005, p. 2). Mindfulness culture in Europe has also become a part of this movement. 

For some authors, this new age of religion can be understood as the last gasp of ‘sacred’ layer in 

the West. (Colin & Colin, 2010; Luckmann, 1990). All these notions urge us to investigate what 

is meant by spirituality in contrast to religion. The fact is, that researches have uncovered a wide 

range of perspectives on spirituality. It is, however, simply meant as connecting to the “divine” 

through personal experience. One’s own true spiritual nature, findings and experience are 

primarily concerned with a spiritual. This aspect might contribute to my study to identify the 

distinction between religious and non-religious settings of mindfulness practice.    

4.5.1 Being religious and being spiritual 

In his famous work, Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow, Yuval Noah Harari notes the 

contrast between religion and spirituality. 

“Religion is a deal, whereas spirituality is a journey. Religion gives a complete 

description of the world, and offers us a well-defined contract with predetermined 

goals. ‘God exists. He told us to behave in certain ways. If you obey God, you’ll 

be admitted to heaven. If you disobey Him, you’ll burn in hell.’ The very clarity of 

this deal allows society to define common norms and values that regulate human 
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behavior. Spiritual journeys are nothing like that. They usually take people in 

mysterious ways towards unknown destinations. The quest usually begins with 

some big question, such as who am I? What is the meaning of life? What is good? 

Whereas many people just accept the ready-made answers provided by the 

powers that be, spiritual seekers are not so easily satisfied. They are determined 

to follow the big question wherever it leads, and not just to places you know well 

or wish to visit.”  (Harari, 2017, p. 184) 

This assumption covers some features common to spirituality; it is personal and self-directed 

(heaven is within you now), and it promotes joy, spontaneity, and compassion. Mateo Sol has 

influenced thousands of people as a psychospiritual counsellor, and introduces himself as a one 

who has been through spiritual awakening, divides the most common spiritual approaches into 

five sections in which include a variety of practices; (1) earth-based spirituality, (2) metaphysical 

spirituality, (3) body-based spirituality, (4) heart-based spirituality, and (5) mind-base 

spirituality. Out of these five, mind-base spirituality encompasses practices such as non-duality, 

meditation, mindfulness, visualisation, self-hypnosis, contemplation, positive thinking, 

trance/alternate states of consciousness, law of attraction, and solitude (Sol, 2020). This 

identification of spirituality firmly fits with the scholarly works by Roof (Roof, 1999), and 

Heelas (Clarke & Heelas, 2009). 

The term spirituality has been used for a long-time, denoting forms of piety that are linked with 

God or transcendent reality. It emphasises an individual’s or group’s relation to mystical reality 

through spiritual experiences such as prayer, meditation, and fasting (Clarke & Hamberg, 2009, 

p. 743). This sense of spirituality can be identified as one aspect of institutional religions or a 

person’s religiosity. Spirituality however has increasingly developed, especially in the Western 

world outside traditional religious settings.  

Marler and Hadaway, who have investigated the relationship between being ‘religious’ and being 

‘spiritual’ in American society have found that most Americans claim they are both ‘religious’ 

and ‘spiritual’ (Marler & Hadaway, 2002, p. 297). Their study assumes that different sampling 

and different formulations of a survey will produce different conclusions. As Heelas and 
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Woodhead suggest, the beliefs of people are often far from determined (Heelas & Woodhead, 

2005).  

Spirituality is a notion in sociology of religion and is regarded as a post-modern phenomenon. 

Heelas and Woodhead advocate spirituality profoundly through their masterpiece, The Spiritual 

Revolution (Heelas & Woodhead, 2005, p. 2). This work uses the expression ‘spiritualities of 

life’ and reveals the distinction between New Age spiritualities of life and theistic life 

orientations. They introduce two key terms which relate to my study to understand how 

spirituality exists in modern Western society: subjectivization thesis and holistic milieu. In the 

subjectivization thesis, the subjective life of an individual becomes central and the key value. It is 

also identified as “life-as religion”. This aspect emphasises the cultivation of the quality of 

unique subjective lives. Religious life in this transmission becomes an epiphenomenon of culture 

(Heelas & Woodhead, 2005, p. 6). The core argument of the subjectivization thesis is similar to 

Taylor’s assertion that this was: “the massive subjective turn of modern culture” (Taylor, 1992, p. 

26). Growing of subjective lives in mainstream culture has caused a new social condition or new 

social layer to emerge. This growing force is accounted in The Spiritual Revolution as an 

“holistic milieu”. It basically refers to associating of New Age spiritualities of lives with the 

“common good” (Heelas & Woodhead, 2005, pp. 82, 83).  

For some thinkers, popular religions have been dominated by the modern form of spirituality. 

Hamberg defends this idea using the term, ‘unchurched spirituality’ to distinguish spirituality 

from something that associates with organized congregations and creeds (Clarke & Hamberg, 

2009, p. 746).  

Since spirituality is defined in different ways, the main characteristics of spirituality also vary to 

some extent. Nevertheless, many authors have attempted to point out the most common aspects. 

If the definition and the key aspects of spirituality, as Heelas and Woodhead predominantly 

indicate, can be identified through mindfulness practitioners’ lived experiences, their thesis on 

spiritually will be justified. Otherwise, spirituality will be reconsidered on the basis of the insight 

of religious and non-religious mindfulness practitioners.    
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4.6 Secularity 

The reason why I employ secularity is quite interesting. In the very beginning of this research, I 

was more comfortable using the terms “secularity” or “secular setting” as being the opposite of 

“religiosity” or a “religious setting”.  In my first interview, the interviewee said, “I am spiritual, 

not secular” before he was even asked. I made a mental note in my mind that “secularity cannot 

be referred to as spirituality”. On the other hand, all of my informants pinpointed “secular”, 

“secular mindfulness”, or “secular society” in different contexts without adequate clarity. Their 

overwhelming voice on the term led me to adopt secularity as a conceptual perspective in my 

study.  

Until a few hundred years ago, throughout the history in the West, people could not make 

viewpoints without there being God. Western culture has changed as a result of emerging 

multiple viewpoints. Secularisation has become a dominant transformation in Western society. 

With this backdrop, in his pioneer work A Secular Age (2007), Charles Taylor discusses 

secularisation in the modern West, pointing out three facets: 1) as a reducing institutional and 

public practice of religion, 2) as a decline of religious belief by an individual, and 3) as a 

condition of belief which moves from a religious society where God is unchallenged to one 

where belief in God is one option among others (Taylor, 2007, pp. 2-4). The first type represents 

political institutionalisation without encountering God/ religion. The second secularisation is a 

characteristic of personal religious belief, while the third is a cultural aspect. Out of these three, 

my research is mainly related to the cultural aspect.   

Yet, the terms secularity, secularism, and secularisation have been used by ordinary society and 

academia interchangeably. Oddbjørn Leirvik (2015), who has examined Taylor’s view, makes a 

conceptual clarity of these three terms in order to create a finer distinction. His perspective on 

secularity adopts a novel outlook. Considering my study, his approach could differ from that 

which I have found from my informants. Still, I see his approach can be firmly employed to see 

the world through the eyes of my informants. On the other hand, the key elements of Leirvik’s 

approach to secularity can be understood beyond one single context.  

First, Leirvik demonstrates the distinction between secularity, secularism, and secularisation. 

Accordingly, secularism is used in line with political programmes which attempt to keep religion 
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away from public institutions, and thereby reduce religious influence the public space. On the 

contrary, secularisation is used as a social process with reference to “religious privatisation and a 

social differentiation”. The third notion as that secularity is a cultural condition. The key 

characteristic of a “cultural condition” is that all religions and worldviews become a personal 

choice creating a competition with other claimants to truth and meaning on a non-hegemonic 

basis (Leirvik, 2015, p. 168). My informants have pinpointed “secularity” as relating to this third 

characteristics of the notion. It actually requires further clarification.  

As Leirvik underscores, the term, “secular” originated from the Latin saeculum, which meant 

“this age”, in contrast to hereafter or eternal life. In the Augustin and other church fathers’ usage, 

secular refers to a plurality of religion “in this age” (Leirvik, 2015, p. 168). Leirvik reflects this 

historical sense assuming that secularity has reborn from saeculum in the sense of “this age” 

along with new elements of personal choice and the non-hegemonic terms of coexistence. 

4.6.1 Secularity and immanent frame 

With reference to Charles Taylor’s third meaning of secularization that is “conditions of belief” 

within “the immanent frame”, Leirvik constitutes the element of personal choice with non-

hegemonic conditions of belief. Here, “conditions of belief” is portrayed as “one’s own religion 

is seen as but one option among others”.  As Taylor defines, we live in “immanent frame”:    

“We come to understand our lives as taking place within a self-sufficient 

immanent order… where rationality is a key value, and time is 

pervasively secular … this frame constitutes a “natural” order, to be 

contrasted to a “supernatural” one, an “immanent” world, over against 

a possible “transcendent” one.” (Taylor, 2007, pp. 542, 543).  

Taylor explains, this immanent frame is a common to the modern individuals in the west. Some 

people want to live allowing open to transcendence whereas some prefer being closed to 

transcendence. Some want to exist in the cross-pressure of transcendence and immanence 

(Taylor, 2007, pp. 543-548). Reflecting these aspects of the immanent frame, Leirvik develops 

novel notion of non-hegemonic secularity.  
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“Non-hegemonic secularity means that the faith communities, irrespective of the 

historical roles that certain religious cultures have played in national or regional 

history, give up their hegemonic ambitions, seeking rather a language for the 

common good.” (Leirvik, 2015, p. 171). 

In secularity, as Leirvik views, this immanent frame or non-hegemonic conditions of belief leads 

us “for a shared language in search for the common good in this world” (Leirvik, 2015, p. 169). 

From this new outlook my research will attempt to identify what secularity means to mindfulness 

practitioners.  How this immanent frame functions as a condition of belief when mindfulness 

practitioners express “secular” will be examined in the Discussion chapter.   
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5 RESULTS 

In this chapter, I will present the findings which have emerged from my un-structured interviews, 

where my interviewees gave me the chance of seeing the situation through their eyes. First, I will 

introduce some background information about the informants. Next, I will analyse data under six 

imaginary  themes following the interview guide; 1) understanding on mindfulness, 2) 

methods/techniques for mindfulness practices, 3) texts/sources for mindfulness guidance, 4) 

place of mindfulness in life, 5) advantages gained from mindfulness, 6) researching on 

mindfulness and assessing the quality of practice. Finally, in the last part of the chapter I will 

summarise the findings, evaluating the participants’ side and analysis revelations. 

5.1 Background characteristics  

In this research, I interviewed six people: three (03) within the religious group (RG), and three 

(03) from within the non-religious group (NRG). In general, the informants in the RG have a 

Buddhist religious affiliation in their mindfulness practices. The informants in the NRG do not 

have a significant religious belonging for their mindfulness practices. Yet, considering the 

background, it is clear that the NRG have experience, to some extent, from religious settings for 

their cultivation of mindfulness. Both groups have divergent characteristics within the group. For 

instance, the RG consists of Buddhist mindfulness practitioners, but they represent different 

lineages of Buddhism such as: Theravada Buddhism, Mahayana Buddhism, Vajrayana 

Buddhism, Thai forest tradition, Tibetan Buddhism, and the Thich Nhat Hanh tradition. 

Likewise, the NRG cannot be identified through one denomination. They introduced themselves 

in different ways, such as spiritual, secular, and even uncertainty about the group. Thus, I will 

present background characteristics of informants under the groups (see. Table 01).  

5.1.1 The religious group (RG) 

The RG had two Buddhist monks and one female ordained sangha or dharmacharya. The group 

shared some similarities and had identical characteristics. Out of two Buddhist monks, one monk 

(RG-1) belonged to the Thai Forest Tradition of Ajahn Chah – a lineage of Theravada Buddhist 

school and had 40 years of experience practicing mindfulness. He was ordained in 1995 in 

England. The other monk (RG-2) who was ordained in 1983 in Tibet the Buddhist tradition had 
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37 years of mindfulness experience. The female (RG-3) was ordained as a sangha in 1995 in the 

Plum Village Tradition of Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh and had been practicing mindfulness for 

25 years. These three had been practicing mindfulness for a greater part of their lives. RG-3 was 

a Dharmacarya in Plum Village Monastery. Even though she was ordained as a sanga, she was 

uncomfortable calling herself a Buddhist. They were also meditation teachers/masters in their 

lineage. 

“I have not felt comfortable calling myself a Buddhist because in my tradition if I 

practice it, that's what it's about. I can call myself a Christian in practice or call 

myself an atheist or secular, whatever, as long as I am practicing. What's what it 

is about. And so, I resist calling myself a Buddhist, and yet I am a teacher in a 

tradition which is Buddhist.” - (RG-3)  

5.1.2 The non-religious group (NRG) 

The NRG consisted of three lay meditation practitioners: one male and two females. The group 

had few similarities and held more unique characteristics, and therefore it will be better to present 

them separately. The male (NRG-1) introduced himself as “spiritual” and had been practicing 

mindfulness for 52 years. He has explored meditation and mind development in India, Tibet, 

Europe, and the USA. He also gained experience in mindfulness exercise from the Eastern 

religious (Tibetan Buddhism, Zen and Hindu) traditions and Western secular mindfulness 

approaches (e.g. Kabat-Zinn’s MBSR). He is a mindfulness meditation teacher and has 

experience researching mindfulness and mental health.  

Out of two females, one (NRG-2) had 48 years of experience in practicing meditation including 

mindfulness. She learned meditation from a new meditation movement in Europe known as 

transcendental meditation (TM) and also has been practicing under a Dzogchen teacher. She is 

also a regular prayer in the Christian church without belonging to any religious denomination. 

She also introduced herself as “spiritual”. 

The third female (NRG-3) had 12 years of mindfulness meditation experience. She practiced 

attaching herself to the Mindfulness-Based Design Practice (MBDP) formed by Kumanga 

Andrahennadi. NRG-3 also had hesitantly introduced herself as religious, spiritual or secular in 

terms of mindfulness practice.  
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Table 02: Background characteristics of participants 

 RG NRG 

RG-1 RG-2 RG-3 NRG-1 NRG-2 NRG-3 

Represent Thai Forest 

Tradition 

Tibetan 

Buddhism 

Plum Village 

Monastery 

Spiritual Spiritual No 

denomination 

Age at the 

beginning 

of 

practicing 

mindfulness 

 

 

17 

 

 

17 

 

 

28 

 

 

52 

 

 

19 

 

 

25 

Mindfulness 

experience 

(yearly) 

 

37 

 

40 

 

25 

 

52 

 

48 

 

12 

Practiced 

and 

practicing 

tradition 

S. Training, 

Theravada 

meditation, 

Ajahn 

Chah 

tradition  

 

Tibetan 

Buddhist 

tradition 

Thich Nhat 

Hanh Zen 

Tradition 

Hindu yoga 

and 

meditation, 

Zen,  

Thich Nhat 

Hanh Zen 

Tradition, 

Tibetan 

Buddhist 

tradition, 

Kabat-

Zinn’s 

(MBRS 

program) 

TM, 

Dzogchen 

tradition  

Standing still 

meditative 

practice, 

MBDP 

Status 

related to 

mindfulness 

Meditation 

teacher 

Meditation 

teacher 

Dharmacharya, 

meditation 

teacher 

Mindfulness 

instructor/ 

teacher 

 

Mindfulness 

teacher 

Mindfulness 

practitioner 
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 “This is not clear, I suppose no, as it is not religious or spiritual. My teacher is 

not teaching pure Buddhistic practices, although she is frank about where 

meditation comes from (Buddhism)” – (NRG-3)  

The NRG included three participants and they were between 37-69 years old. In terms of 

nationality, all of them were Norwegian.  

5.2 Analysis 

Now, I will analyse gathered data using superordinate themes that were developed in order to be 

employed in this chapter. For this practice, I will maintain three phases in each theme; 1) 

informant’s voice, 2), group dimension and 3) role of themes. These three phases will be handled 

in the themes accordingly.   

5.2.1 Understanding on mindfulness 

As mentioned previously, my informants from both groups had been using mindfulness practices 

for a long period of time. Their understanding of mindfulness, therefore, was established. Yet, 

they did not have a stereotypical point of view way of view; factors like personal experiences, 

subject knowledge, belonged tradition/s and textual sources become parts of the shaping of their 

understanding of mindfulness. The informants expressed their perspective in wider contexts with 

divergent aspects. However, it was not difficult to identify the key idea they expressed widely 

(see: Table 03). 

Table 03: Understanding of mindfulness        

Religious group (RG) 

RG-1 RG-2 RG-3 

You find yourself naturally 

living in the present because 

you don't have any regrets. 

You've lived a good life and 

you could see that you lived 

All the Buddhist meditations are 

based on mindfulness. The word 

for mindfulness in Sanskrit is 

smriti, or in Pali, sati, -- 

mindfulness has the meaning of 

Mindfulness is a practice. 

It's what I do with my body, 

with my speech, with my 

mind. It's being aware of 

what is happening out there. 
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a good life and you don't 

have so much desire for the 

future. You are happy in the 

present moment.  

being able to recollect. … So 

that's one of the mental faculties. 

You cultivate it as you go 

through your meditation.  

 

 

 

Non-religious group (NRG) 

NRG-1 NRG-1 NRG-1 

I would describe mindfulness 

as the ability to be present 

with a clear mind and open 

heart. 

Mindfulness is the ability to 

catch yourself when you need 

a “break”, or when your mind 

has drifted off. It is also, in 

my opinion, a clearer head, 

more stable emotions, 

perspective, calm. 

It is a way to connect to life, 

to be present in the moment, 

and also to whatever is inside 

of me and around me.   

 

In general, the articulation of mindfulness by the RG has a sense of Buddhism to it. They pointed 

to the Buddhist sources and/or self-lineage. They also combine Buddhist practices with 

mindfulness.  RG-1 and RG-2 stood in this respect strongly.  

“For a religious person, you see if you're living a good life, then you become 

naturally mindful.” – (RG-1) 

Here, by ‘good life’ the informant refers to the moral Buddhist life, and for monks it is monastic 

discipline (vinaya). Similarly, RG-2 stressed how the precepts, and vinaya vows become objects 

of mindfulness.  

“Mindfulness practice is needed in order to observe the Vinaya vows, the vows of 

the Buddhist monks, and the mindfulness practice is needed to observe the 

Vajrayana vows which is called Vajrayana commitments like Mahayana.” – (RG-

2) 
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In contrast, the NRG presented their view without referring to religious denominations. They 

rather prefer to adopt the secular Western mindfulness tradition and self-comprehension. For 

instance, NRG-1 viewed mindfulness associated with a clear mind and open heart. Then, he 

defended his view.   

“I would say that is my roots for quite come some extent the Western secular 

mindfulness tradition. But I had increasingly understood that hard part of the 

practice is vital. I also have been told that the original word for mindfulness, sati, 

can be understood as meaning both mind and heart. I don’t know whether that is 

true, but I think that I usually say if you meet a person who has a very clear mind 

but closed heart, it is not a good meeting. But if you meet somebody with a very 

open heart but a completely unclear mind it is not a good meeting. So, we need 

both. So …mindfulness on breathing. That is my main practice, and then I 

practice metta meditation.” - (NRG-1) 

5.2.2 Methods/techniques for mindfulness practices 

Mindfulness meditation practices are rich with meditation techniques and methods. My 

informants showed how such richness exists in both religious and non-religious settings. Some 

techniques and methods were shared by both groups. Most of the time, the informants spoke 

about the same method but different ways.  Through my informant, I could identify, vividly, 

commonalities and differences between mindfulness training mechanisms within and among the 

RG and NRG (see: Table 03). Meditation techniques such as observing of breathing, walking, 

being aware of daily activities, being aware of emotions and feelings, and mettā or loving 

kindness are the most common methods in both RG and NRG that have been adopted. Being 

mindful on precepts, vinaya vows or discipline codes, and vipassana (insight meditation) can be 

identified as identical methods for the RG.  Metta meditation in early Buddhist teaching has 

developed within Buddhist tradition and such an application can be found in the NRG without 

religious affiliation. 

“We have a practice called Beginning Anew, … it's a practice of selectively 

watering the seeds of the other person, seeds of happiness and joy and connection 

and so on. So, at that time, I would say things to the other person that I 
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appreciated them on something that they did. For example, … I was so tired, I 

was supposed to cook but you said I can get a rest and you would cook instead, 

and I forgot to thank you because I went off to do something else.” – (RG-3)  

“When my wife was struggling for the last year, I practiced a lot of Tonglen which 

is a Tibetan compassion practice where you breathe in another person's suffering 

and you breathe out compassion to that person. And it was interesting because 

after practicing that for some months, I felt that my ability to give her space and 

receive her as she was, was greater. It was easier for me to receive the trouble 

she was in.” – (NRG-1) 

These two stories explain how mindfulness practice is associated with mettā, compassion, 

gratitude and happiness. Two of these mindfulness methods have a Buddhist religious 

origination. Additionally, the second method is used in a non-religious setting in a secular way.  

The other significant aspect of mindfulness practices in religious and non-religious settings is that 

they have overlapping methods and techniques in both religious and non-religious settings (see: 

Table 04). As Table 3 shows, most mindfulness methods and techniques are similar in the RG 

and NRG. The only unique aspect in the RG is vipassana, or insight meditation. The RG practice 

mindfulness aiming for vipassana or insight meditation and the development of vipassana, and 

this uniqueness will be further discussed in the Discussion chapter. The rest of the techniques can 

be similarly identified.      

Table 04: Mindfulness practicing methods/techniques 

Mindfulness practicing methods/techniques 

RG NRG 

Breathing  

Walking 

Being aware of one’s posture 

Breathing  

Walking 

Being aware of one’s posture 
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Being aware of everyday activities 

Yoga 

Mantra 

Precepts 

Vinaya vows 

Visualization 

Metta 

Satipatthana meditation 

Cakra 

Gentleness 

Gratitude/ appreciating meditation  

Thai chi 

Listening  

Vipassana 

Being aware of everyday activities 

Yoga 

Mantra 

Metta 

Cakra 

Lotus position  

Z position (on floor) 

Mountain meditation  

Visualization 

Gratitude meditation 

Water meditation 

Being aware of emotions and feelings 

 

5.2.3 Texts/sources for mindfulness practices  

Under this theme, the RG can significantly be identified in that they have a close connection with 

Buddhist textual sources for their practices. Additionally, they followed the teachers/masters who 

were revered because of meditative achievements. Yet, three informants did not use the same 

Buddhist scriptures. For example, RG-1 used Pali Tipitaka (Pali canon) and followed arahants 

teachers (liberated noble disciples) including Ajahn Chah, whereas RG-2 referred to Vajrayana 

Buddhism which is derived from Mahayana Buddhist Sutras and some texts composed by 

Tibetan masters like Mila Repa, Padmasambhava, and Atisha. Sources do not mean only texts. 

They could also be human resources which have made ground in mindfulness practices. For 
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instance, RG-3 who regarded Thich Nhat Hanh as the central source in her practice referred to 

three other integrated routes for her origin of practice. 

1) The book she received from a friend was within a different tradition. That was the 

reason she decided to start doing meditation.  

2) Her father, who had told her stories about meditation where she wanted something 

gentle. Somebody at work whose wife knew somebody who knew about Buddhism, 

so she was given the telephone number and called this person and he said that "We are 

very gentle." This person guided her to Plum Village.  

3) These routes differ in what we generally speak of as sources for guiding meditation. 

Still, they have become subtle sources at the beginning of her journey with 

mindfulness. 

In the NRG, informants mentioned ambiguous sources in their practices. NRG-1 pointed to 

psychological and academic works on mindfulness. He also gained meditative experience from 

different religious settings. NRG-2 spoke about Dzogchen, a Tibetan Buddhist method as a main 

source. However, she assumed we can connect all religious and non-religious sources in many 

ways. 

5.2.4 Place of mindfulness to life  

This section analyses the place of mindfulness in my informants’ lives. All the mindfulness 

practitioners except NRG-3 were mindfulness teachers/ masters or professional instructors. This 

means mindfulness played a significant aspect of their lives.   In the religious group both RG-1 

and RG-2 emphasised mindfulness as the central foundation in which they correctly maintained 

monastic disciplines. RG-1 repeated “very natural kind of mindfulness” meaning “living a good 

life without having so much desire for the future”. For him, therefore, mindfulness can be 

determined as an inseparable practice of his conduct as a monk. He also claimed that mindfulness 

has become more important, having a sense of clarity and learning about feeling a sense of what 

his place really was in nature and in the world, rather than having some kind of confusion about 

what he was doing here and what his place was in this whole thing. He says:  
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“That is becoming much, much clearer, not at least to the loss of a sense of peace 

and also energy, to feel that I do have place. I've seen what that is. That is 

becoming a very important aspect.” – (RG-1) 

Similarly, RG-2 credits mindfulness because it maintained his monkhood. For him, all the other 

meditation practices associate with mindfulness whilst mindfulness were the foundation not only 

for meditations but also for conducting life as a monk, according to the Vinaya vows. 

Accordingly, “mindfulness is very comprehensive” to him.  

“As a monk, you have to observe your vows and to observe vows, you have to be 

mindful, otherwise you end up breaking them. (laughing) Do you understand? you 

have to be mindful all the time so that you follow the vows without violating 

them.” – (RG-2) 

RG-3, however, somewhat differs from RG-1 and RG-2. She maintained an ordained sangha life 

in her ordinary life as did the other lay persons. In terms of religion, she observed the five 

precepts (not killing living creatures, not taking what is not given, not having sexual misconduct, 

not lying, and not using intoxicants), and mindfulness helps her to conduct that life accordingly. 

Mindfulness has transformed her life entirely.  

“(laugh) I am laughing because of my happiness, satisfaction. Yes, I actually think 

that I would not be a functional person if I have not been practicing mindfulness. I 

think the deep suffering that I have carried from (when I was) a baby …. And … 

now I don't think I would have been a functioning person. I really think that my 

old suffering would have closed me down. For example, I was not breathing fully 

at all, and I didn't know until I started doing walking meditation with other people 

and noticing that I breathe quickly, … in my tradition one of the key practices is 

to follow your breathing without changing it. … And so, in terms of being able to 

deal with daily life, I think I would have been unable to cope with work, stress and 

so on. I would get stressed very easily. And so mindfulness has really changed my 

life.” - (RG-3) 

This saying demonstrates how mindfulness has become a central phenomenon for her way of 

living - especially in her personal and career life.   
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In the non-religious group, the common aspect of mindfulness influences of life is that they have 

integrated mindfulness into their professional work life. NRG-1 and NRG-2 used mindfulness as 

a part of their role in their careers.  

“I had starting (the job) for the government in Oslo with the healthcare systems/ 

organizations. And I thought that it was time for me to stop working with 

organizations and just focus on mindfulness and my practice because while 

working I could only devote half the time to mindfulness. And I handed in my 

notice. Then my boss came to me and said, “I don’t want you to leave, what will 

make you stay”. I said, “If I can use half of my time for mindfulness I can stay.” 

Then, he asked the director of the knowledge centre of the health service where I 

work. And the director said, “That’s fine.” - (NRG-1) 

 This showed how he wanted to keep mindfulness as a part of working life. In the same way, 

NRG-2 had a career where she could independently accommodate mindfulness.  

“I always have been really concerned about the ground qualities of humanity and 

how could we help children to develop it. It has gone hand in hand with my 

mindfulness practice because mindfulness practice was started just for myself of 

course but for the last 10, 15 years may be over 20 years. I have started to teach 

and use it in my teaching, as basic skills for being human people.” – (NRG-2).  

NRG-3, on the contrary, did not maintain mindfulness as a role of her career. Instead, she 

adapted it for her daily life. She says that she practiced it in some form every day, but she varied 

the practices slightly. She had a menu to choose from. The place of mindfulness in the life of 

NRG-1 and NRG-2 appears as an ordinary life expectation.  

“I have a good flat, I have a safe home to come, I have a loving relationship with 

my wife, I have children I love, I have good friends, I live in a country which is 

peaceful. I mean there are so many circumstances that assist me in having a good 

quality of life. But I think that also when I meet adversity, I have a better quality 

of life now than I used to have. I'm more able to welcome also adversities, but I 

can't separate out all the other factors that influence my life. So, I don't know if 
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somebody came and took my flat, took my children, took my wife, took my income, 

how would my life satisfaction be then. I don't know.” (NRG-1) 

“My daily practice is one hour or so and that's it. That's very good for me (laugh). 

…but I think life, I have to live. I am not very ambitious. I will not be ambitious 

(laugh). It's not for me in life, I don't know.” (NRG-2) 

These two opinions prove that mindfulness have been accommodated by the NRG for the 

betterment of their ordinary life. Yet, they did not have expectations that were far beyond 

ordinary life expectations. Conversely, the place of mindfulness in the religious group, especially 

in the cases RG-1 and RG-2, was integrated with their life setting and transcendental goals.      

5.2.5 Advantages gained from mindfulness  

Advantages of mindfulness gained by my informants have been broadly uncovered. They were 

asked to share how mindfulness had influenced their lives relative to five areas; psychologically, 

biologically, behaviourally, socially, and environmentally. Even though these categories were 

used in order to sharpen the clarity of data, it is important to remember that they are 

interconnected. 

Most of the aspects are common to both groups. Both groups had gained satisfaction in life 

because of mindfulness practices. They had developed their ability to cope with stress and 

tension. It had developed their happiness. Mindfulness had also enabled them to maintain a 

physiologically healthy life. Because of their practices and being aware of daily activities, they 

were happy about their attitude and behaviour. The development of the mind has led them to 

maintain good relationship with others such as family, friends, co-workers and societies. It 

influenced them to be social and friendly. They were also sensitive to the environment; the 

protection of the world for the betterment of nature and all living creatures. These achievements 

were not to the same for each case. There were some significant differences between the two 

groups. 

• Psychologically  

In the religious group, RG-1 said that mindfulness had made a paramount psychological change 

in his life. He also recognised his mind was very different now to how it was. 
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 “When I started out, I was quite a troubled nervous person. Now I am much 

happier.” – (RG-1)  

Likewise, RG-2 claimed that he had achieved a positive influence of mindfulness, 

psychologically. He had no doubt about that. The development of his mind was somewhere in the 

first bhumi, which was attaining a level of Buddhist meditation according to Mahayana 

Buddhism. As he compared his achievement with the noble (ārya) states in early Buddhist 

Buddhism, his level was closer to the stream entrance (sotāpanna). At this level, the practitioner 

is free from an identity view, attachment to views, and doubts about the teachings. In terms of 

psychological influence, RG-3 emphasised “to love myself”. She had improved her relationship 

with herself through mindfulness practices.  

“I don't judge myself as I always did in a harsh way and I have a much better 

understanding and gentleness with myself which means that I am healthier 

psychologically.” - (RG-3)  

It is unique to her that she highlighted being gentle as a part of her self-understanding. In 

addition, she had integrated with some other activities like creative dancing and some sport.  

NRG-1 did not want to categorically pinpoint the advantages gained from mindfulness. Instead, 

he expressed his achievement using an expression in Norway, yr.   

“That is when it's just a drizzle. It's not raining. So, it seems that it's not raining. 

So, you put your hand out of the window and you say, oh, it's not raining. So, you 

don't put a raincoat on, and you start walking. And after one or two hours you 

start feeling a bit damp, and after a couple of more hours you are starting to feel 

wet. So, in a way, the process -- we show up for the process in our practice, but 

the process happens. And its effect -- if you really dedicate yourself, it will affect 

every part of your life. And I feel it has affected every part of my life.” – (NRG-1)  

However, he pinpointed one of his main achievements. For instance, he advocated that he did not 

take life so seriously anymore. For him, life was a process of change and it was not very 

important. He said:  
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“I used to believe that I was my thoughts and my feelings and my body, but I've 

come to see that I am not, I am the one being aware of my mind and my body, so I 

don't get so caught up in the thoughts that could or the feelings that could really 

rustle me. I don't get so caught up in them. And I think that is the main practice, 

the main fruit I think.” (NRG-1) 

In the case of NRG-2, the reason she started meditation practices was that she had a 

concentration problem. She said that she was not at all in contact with herself when she entered 

adulthood. She felt that there was something wrong and meditation was the way to help her to 

make contact with herself. Now she realized that through mindfulness meditation in the last 20, 

25 years she got more into the body, to the feeling, and to life.  Besides, she found herself to be 

more patient, more accepting of things about herself and other people, about life as it is. She also 

had much more love and compassion. NRG-3 found that she had become much more balanced, 

mentally. She easily recognized when she needed to meditate, meaning that she needed to take a 

break.  

Overall, both groups identified positive impacts of mindfulness training whilst each of them had 

unique characteristics with their achievements. If there was a distinction between the groups, the 

religious group had yet to achieve Buddhist meditative goals.  

• Biologically  

The next division is on the biological impact of mindfulness. Both groups confirmed that 

mindfulness helped them to have a healthy body. Two cases of the RG however emphasized that 

there was a strong connection between mindfulness and the biological phenomena of the body. 

“When I am stressed and tense then I get a soul stomach, and when I get a sour 

stomach, sour stomach is a symptom. So, it reminds me, (I use it as a reminder”. 

..That's with the help of mindfulness, to let go of things. Then when the mind 

becomes free from stress or less stress then the symptom disappears.” – (RG-1) 

“I had some deep sufferings from when I was a baby. I was in an accident. And so 

some of my emotion and body are very tight together, and even now if I feel 

unsure I can notice a part of my body that are tense, and I approach them with a 
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kind of a gentleness that I have learned my mindfulness practice so it affects my 

body physically also.” – (RG-2) 

• Behaviourally   

In terms of behaviour, all the practitioners from both groups were satisfied with their behaviour. 

However, the RG claimed they followed good behaviour, referring to a correct right or 

wholesome livelihood (sammā ājiva). By sammā ājiva, they mean refraining from bad body 

actions and bad speech in connection with their livelihood. Accordingly, one should live by a 

profession which is honourable, blameless, and devoid of harm to others. Considering these 

aspects, RG-3 pointed to the five precepts in the Buddhist teaching that she adhered to. They are: 

1. To refrain from taking life or killing any living creature 

2. To refrain from taking what is not given  

3. To refrain from sexual misconduct  

4. To refrain from lying  

5. To refrain from intoxicants 

RG-2 experienced a behavioural impact of mindfulness quite differently. Instead of pointing out 

precepts or vinaya, he emphasized mindful actions in daily life.  

“What kind of food you take. If you are mindful, then you will take food that is 

wholesome, meaning food that is based on right livelihood and a diet that is good 

for your health. Physical health, physical health can improve also mental health. 

So, in that they are interconnected.” – (RG-2) 

For NRG-1, the quality of life that he had accomplished through mindfulness exercise was the 

behavioural transformation of his life, whereas NRG-2 similarly offered a “very good life” as her 

behavioural development, while NRG-3 stated it was “behavioural flexibility”. RG-1 and did not 

present a particular view regarding this aspect; he briefly mentioned “that is a lot”.   

• Socially 

There are few differences between the social influence of mindfulness in both groups. All 

informants except NRG-3 were socially active and involved in social activities. NRG-3 had 
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become more socially withdrawn, and in another way more socially relaxed. The other 

highlighted fact is that RG-1 identified a societal split through mindfulness movements in terms 

of Asian and Western and/or Buddhist and “secular mindfulness”. He emphasized the distinction 

between Asian and Western societies. As RG-1 assumed, he had been very influenced by his time 

in Asia. This assumption pinpointed “secular mindfulness” as well.  

“I've learned a lot socially from developing Buddhism. I tend to feel over the 

years I feel more and more that Asia could be a very positive influence in the West 

… than is really happening.” – (RG-1) 

“And so I feel it's difficult for me to see that secular mindfulness is starting to split 

off from the religious side because I feel that it has so much to learn, and they 

would tend to pick on somebody who doesn't believe in rebirth or something like 

this or something, then they already think the Asian thing seems a bit strange, 

then they can be shy.” – (RG-1) 

• Environmentally 

The environmental effect of mindfulness is quite interesting. In general, both groups saw 

themselves as environmentally friendly. However, two informants from the RG were 

environmental activists. RG-1 was involved in the green movement in Norway while working 

with an organization for environment protection.  

“I am becoming a bit more involved in the green movement in Norway. I mean I 

can see that that might be a possible way in. I had a few invitations to give advice, 

to give a talk and I was invited to the project (title of the project). And that looks 

good. That could be a good way of getting more involved.” – (RG-1)  

He saw that becoming more involved in environmental activities could be a good way for his life. 

Likewise, RG-3 explicitly expressed her deeper sense of her involvement with the environment.  

“It becomes very clear to me, deeper and deeper, that there is no environment 

because I am where it's around me and what is around me is me. By the way, my 

teacher said that the flower consists only of non-flower elements, and I know 

anything consists only of non- element.  So, it has become natural for me to care 
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that the air I breathe is affected by the cars that drive or the plastics. And with the 

air, yeah and I see that living more simply is so easy when you have been paying 

attention to what makes you happy and what does not make you happy in the long 

run and in the short run. And this year, with the children school strikes, I have 

been inspired to do a little more than before to support them. ... I think I am not so 

easily locked by fears, and also because of my practice it's very clear that 

everything I do in that case is meaningful for me to take small actions to help 

because I trust that small actions matter.” – (RG-3) 

5.2.6 Researching on mindfulness and assessing the quality of practice 

The two groups were positive about researching mindfulness. NRG-1, who had research 

experience in the field of mindfulness and mental health however pinpointed a major limitation 

to this type of research. He said that this kind of research can bring forth interesting perspectives 

from the people we have talked to, but the main limitation is we do not know anything about the 

people we did not talk to. So, we see one aspect from the people we interview and therefore it is 

important to remember, there may be other perspectives that we are not aware of.  

“If you had five years and could interview a hundred people, you might have met 

different perspectives that you will not meet just talking to me and four other 

people.” – (RG-1) 

This is one limitation that he has identified regarding researching mindfulness practices. Taking 

into account the measuring of a meditator’s level in the practice of mindfulness, he assumed the 

possibility of assessing the quality of mindfulness by using scientific techniques from which 

concentration can be calculated. As he has experienced, his level was presented as follows,  

“If you give me -- if I am to practice mindfulness or breathing, I have two buttons 

in my hands, one in the right, one in the left. In the left, I press it every time I have 

a breath. In the right I press it every nine breaths. And then I sit for 20 minutes or 

30 minutes and you can assess, Did I lose the meditation object many times? Did I 

sit fantasizing, ruminating, thinking about all different things? So that is the way 

you can assess focus, meditation.” - (NRG-1)  
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NRG-3, who had not tried that kind of experiment, claimed, she had a greater sense of ease in her 

life. The best measure for her was that if she had not meditated one day, she felt physically 

“thirsty”, as if she did not get enough to drink that day. The RG were interested in expressing the 

benefits they gained from their practices of mindfulness. Yet, they were quite doubtful about the 

possibility of measuring the condition of the mind. For instance, RG-2 pointed out the difficulty 

in measuring the level of achievement. According to him, mindfulness was happiness.  

“If your mind is happy, if you are peaceful, how are you going to measure it? You 

know you are happy, or you know you are less stressed in comparison with the 

past or you're happier than before. You can give the impression to other people 

that you are happy, but how do you measure? It's very difficult to measure.” – 

(RG-2) 

The other significant matter emerged from RG-3 on researching mindfulness by categorizing 

settings. She said that she did not feel comfortable with the split between the religious and 

secular. Buddhism, for her, was one of the things that confused her, and then later came to 

cherish it because of Buddhism. She thought other East Asian approaches also did not fit into the 

category of either psychology, cognitive psychology, philosophy, social psychology or religion. 

“That is the European way of splitting up the world”, she assumed – (RG-3) 

5.3 Short summary of the findings 

1. The findings suggest that mindfulness practitioners are diverse both between and within the 

RG and NRG. Even though the RG was represented by Buddhist practitioners, they introduced 

themselves in various ways other than as a “Buddhist”. Likewise, the NRG could not be 

identified through one denomination.  

2. Recognition as Buddhist (RG-1, RG-2), spiritual (NRG-1, NRG-2), and even uncertainty of 

identity (RG-3, NRG-3) appear, suggesting that mindfulness practice has become a matter of 

identity and belonging.  

2. Mindfulness practitioners construct spiritual practices of mindfulness. However, it is hard to 

identify the dimensions of that particular setting/denomination.   
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3. Findings suggest that identification of mindfulness in the RG have a critical view on “secular 

mindfulness” (RG-1, RG-2, RG-3). NRG (NRg-1, NRG-2) did not criticize “secular 

mindfulness” but held an exclusive sense on “secularity”. However, my informants preferred to 

use the term without pointing out a particular setting. 

4. Findings on mindfulness practices in the RG and NRG question whether there are differences 

between religious and non-religious settings of mindfulness (NRG-1, NRG-2). 

5. The advantages which my informants gained from mindfulness conform in many ways. Yet, 

the RG has achieved some transcendental goals from mindfulness practices (RG-1, RG-2).  

 6. Findings also suggests that mindfulness practitioners prioritize being oneself/authentic (RG-1, 

RG-3, NRG-2, NRG-3) in self-development (RG-2, NRG-1). They were also involved in social 

well-being. 
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6 DISCUSSION 

“You can never know the core essence of a phenomenon, but you can come to a possible 

interpretation” (unknown author) 

6.1 Background 

This chapter is used for the discussion of the research. It answers the main research problem that 

encapsulates the research questions. Answering of each research question is the approach to the 

answer of the main research problem. This section therefore is constructed focusing on the 

research questions. The Results chapter ends with stating that five superordinate themes can be 

produced through the meaning of participants’ lived experience of the phenomenology of 

mindfulness practice. This chapter reflects how the practitioners experience mindfulness 

exercises in their settings, and thereby uncovers related essences: well-being, believing and 

belonging, authenticity, secularity, and spirituality. 

6.2 Mindfulness and well-being 

• What is the relationship between the outcome of different practices of mindfulness? 

Abundant scholarly works have proven the felt positive impact of mindfulness. Findings of this 

research attest that mindfulness exercises bring benefits to life in various ways. We considered 

the practitioners’ religious or non-religious setting as the major dimension to evaluate such 

benefits and thereby attempt to understand the phenomenon of mindfulness. Evaluating of 

mindfulness in religious and non-religious settings will also help us to see the relationship 

between two groups. Yet, interpreting such evaluation in terms of well-being is challenging 

because theories have not been well developed, focusing both on mindfulness practice and well-

being. Nevertheless, it is possible to employ Carmody’s conceptualization of Mindfulness 

Training (MT) and its role in well-being as the initial framework for this section to understand 

mindfulness and well-being. Gethin’s Buddhist conceptualization of mindfulness (BM) will also 

be a part of that conceptual framework. As the fourth chapter identified, Carmody’s MT is a 

psychological and non-religious approach, whereas Gethin’s BM is a religious approach. These 
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binary aspects will overlap in this section, and thereby view the participants’ benefits of 

mindfulness excises.  

As Carmody (2015) identified, MT generates three types of well-being: 1) recognition of the 

components of experience, 2) emotional arousal can be self-regulated through attention 

regulation, and 3) development of a decentred perspective. These three principles basically focus 

on the development of mental ecology and understanding of the role of attention. In comparison 

with BM, these three principles more and less harmonise with the three tenets of BM (see: Table 

05). Three tenets of BM are: 1) mindfulness and its relationship to memory, 2) mindfulness’ role 

in conceptual and discursive types of thinking, and 3) mindfulness’ relationship to ethical action  

 

Table 05: Carmody’s conceptualization of Mindfulness Training (MT) and Gethin’s Buddhist 

approach of mindfulness (BM) 

6.2.1 Recognition of the components of experience 

“Fish can see object in the water but the water itself is less visible because the fish has never 

known any other perceptual medium” (Carmody, 2015, p. 68). This is a metaphor to understand 

our experience.  When we experience apparently seamless components of behaviour and 

cognition in life, we are led by such undifferentiated experiences towards distress. (see: Figure 

01) 
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Figure 01: Undifferentiated experiences of the mind (adapted from: Carmody, 2015, p. 68).  

This state of mind is transformed by MT into a condition in which components of experience are 

recognised as differentiated and yet connected (see Figure 02).  

 

 

Figure 02: Differentiated experiences of the mind (adapted from: Carmody, 2015, p. 69) 

In this condition, the mind has self-regulation and awareness of sensation in accepting the 

experience. This transformative impact of mindfulness is similar to some extent to the second 

principle of BM. The result of mindfulness exercise in relation to conceptual and discursive types 

of things emphasizes “seeing things as they really are” (vipassana). It differs from “seeing things 

as they are” in MT. Still, both MT and BM show that mindfulness practice bestows self-

regulation.  

The participants from the RG and NRG in my research are in an equal position in relation to the 

above relationship between MT and BM. NRG-3 for instance says that she easily recognises 

when she needs to meditate. If she has not meditated one day, she feels physically “thirsty”, as 
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though she did not get enough to drink that day.  In terms of being able to deal with daily life, 

RG-3 thinks she would not have to cope with work and stress if she had begun mindfulness 

meditation, and she would get stressed very easily; mindfulness has changed her life. 

Mindfulness has changed practitioners’ lives with hopes, relax and awareness. It is quite difficult 

to split both groups based on their mindfulness experience in self-regulation as all the informants 

experienced self-regulation. The difference between two groups is extensively subtle. It is about 

the way of seeing things. The members of RG pointed out vipassana related experience in their 

mindfulness practice. 

“It is very important, mindfulness practice of anicca (impermanent).” (RG-2) 

Their vipassana practices are align with the principle of BM which highlights “seeing things as 

they really are”. Natural mindfulness through which RG-1 obtained benefits interacts with 

vipassana. For RG-1, natural mindfulness was to live life with the right intension (sammā diṭṭhi). 

The term, diṭṭhi in Pali means “view” or “understanding”, and sammā refers to “right”. It is 

simply the knowledge of things to see them as they really are.  In Buddhist discourses, both 

terms, sammā diṭṭhi and vipassana relate to seeing things as they really are (Pali: yathā bhuta 

ñāna dassana). This means to see conditioned phenomena by observing their three 

characteristics; impermanence (anicca), suffering (dukkha), and non-self (antta). RG-3 however 

did not pinpoint vipassana. Instead, she stressed ten mindfulness movements in the Thich Nhat 

Hanh tradition.  

Even though the NRG does not speak about vipassana, the members of the group cultivated a 

form of self-regulation that brought close attention to discrimination between the components of 

experience. It is obvious that mindfulness experience that underpins recognition of components 

of experience are very similar for both groups. The only identical fact in RG was the practicing 

of vipassana which encloses the goals of practicing mindfulness in Buddhist teaching.  

In comparison with the literature on Buddhist mindfulness, self-regulation through vipassana has 

been pinpointed as a unique characteristic of mindfulness practice (Anālayo, 2006; Bodhi, 2011). 

The benefits of mindfulness practice in the NRG are in line with the first tenet of BM. This is 

evidenced by NRG-1 and NRG-2 whose experience was similar to Kabat-Zinn’s MBSR that we 
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noted in the literature. In terms of well-being, self-regulation of mind is conceived as an essential 

aspect of psychological well-being.  

6.2.2 Emotional arousal can be self-regulated trough attention regulation 

The second principle of mindfulness refers to deliberately redirecting attention to an arousal-

neutral object. In practice, it could mostly be on breathing. Attention on breathing is in general 

identified as awareness of the breath. This awareness can be better regulated through practice, 

and thereby creating greater calm. Carmody formulates (see: figure, 03), “the regulation of 

attention creates an opportunity for some intentional control in the face of distress” (Carmody, 

2015, p. 70).  

 

Figure 03: Emotional regulations are regulated through attention regulation. “Cycle maintaining 

distress is interrupted by self-regulation of attention from differentiated components to arousal-

neutral sensations of breathing.” (adapted from: Carmody, 2015, p. 70). 

This state of mind, as explains in MT can be linked with the first tenet of BM; mindfulness in 

relation to remembrance. Remembrance in BM is experientially apparent through paying 

attention to an object of mindfulness without a sense of disjunction (Gethin, 2015, p. 11). 

According to my informants, both the RG and NRG have developed this skill whilst they had a 

different extent of experiences. Even though they used similar methods, there was a divergence 

when they were put into practice.  

As identified in the findings, paying attention to breathing is common to both groups. They 

confirmed that they regularly maintained their practice of mindfulness in breathing so that their 

emotional arousal could be self-regulated by combining their attention regulation. This aspect of 



79 

 

well-being in mindfulness incorporates with psychological, behavioural, and health-related 

outcomes (Chen, Scott, & Benckendorff, 2013; Richard J. Davidson, 2017; Scott et al., 2014). 

6.3 The development of decentred perspectives 

The third principle of MT places an emphasis on development of an “observing self”. The 

practitioner recognizes how an experiential process occurs but is apparently separable from them. 

(see: figure 04) 

 

Figure 04: The thought is recognized as an event in the mind. (adapted from: Carmody, 2015, p. 

71)  

This principle can be linked to the second tenet of BM; mindfulness in relation to conceptual and 

discursive thinking, accordingly, being fully aware and attentive to what one understands. The 

RG and NRG have provided examples for their psychological patterns that reduced distress 

through being mindful. 

6.3.1 Mindfulness in relation to ethical action 

Carmody’s MT has not paid clear attention to ethical development of mindfulness. Conversely, 

the ethical function of mindfulness is highly emphasized in BM. As discussed in Bodhi’s work 

on Satipatthana Sutta and Analayo’s study on mindfulness in Pali Nikayas, ethical and cognitive 

purposes of establishing mindfulness is highlighted by the Buddhist discourses on mindfulness  

(Anālayo, 2006; Bodhi, 2011). The interviewees offered up their experiences relating to such an 

aspect. Therefore, this tenet cannot be ignored in the mindfulness exercise. For the RG, 

mindfulness was seen as a moral function for their religious life. RG-1 claimed that living a good 

life, which refers to an ethical life itself, is the reflection of mindful living. For RG-2, 
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mindfulness practice could not be separated from monastic disciplines and precepts. The NRG 

speaks about the ethical life as the quality of life; “clear mind and open heart” and “gratefulness 

for everything that support me in life” (NRG-1), “I have become psychologically, biologically, 

and behaviourally flexible” (NRG-3), and “I am more disciplined”, and “we are connected” 

(NRG-2). These components can be understood as qualities of a life enhancement rather than 

ethical actions. They do not interweave their development of mindfulness with a specific religion 

or religious ethics. However, all these ethical and cognitive assumptions of the practitioners 

prove how their ethical conduct, or the quality of life, have been developed through their 

mindfulness practices.  

Participants also offered experiences relating to biological, sociological and environmental 

impact which can be highlighted in terms of well-being. Yet, such aspects, as identified in the 

Results chapter, are very compatible with the existing scholarly works on this field. Overall, 

mindfulness practice in a religious setting and non-religious setting have significant similarities 

midst less apparent differences. MT and BM as conceptual foundations are firmly harmonised in 

this regard. 

6.4 Belonging and believing  

• How can mindfulness practice become a religious or non-religious subject? 

As a psychological phenomenon, can mindfulness practices create an issue relating to 

sociological norms? Mindfulness practitioners are predominantly concerned with mental well-

being, as was demonstrated in the previous section. However, their views unleashed strong 

senses relating to believing and belonging. In general, belongingness is understood as a human 

emotional need, which is to be an accepted member of a group. For instance, when mindfulness 

practitioners introduced themselves, giving reference to which tradition or lineage they belonged:  

“I am in Thai tradition now.” (RG-1) 

 “As a Buddhist monk.” (RG-1, RG-2) 

“I am a teacher, Dharmacarya, traditionally oriented by Thich Nhat Hanh, and a 

lineage holder in that tradition.” (RG-3) 
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“I am spiritual.” (NRG-1, NRG-2)  

“I have been connecting to that teaching since the middle of the 80s.” (NRG-2) 

All these statements uncover their sense of belonging or, in other words, emotion of group 

membership. According to the first three statements, practitioners gain a mindfulness orientation 

from Buddhism. Within Buddhism, each of them distinguishes their Buddhist tradition. Likewise, 

the NRG express belongingness by showing their identification. As Abraham Maslow presents in 

the hierarchy of needs, mindfulness practitioners’ sense of belonging can be understood as an 

inherent human need (Maslow, 1954, p. 43). It needs to be investigated whether the mindfulness 

practice can exceed this need for psychological safety. According to the findings of this research, 

the life experience of mindfulness practitioners confirms that it is impossible to escape the 

feeling of belonginess. Yet, this argument could be at stake in the post-modern linguistic 

approaches like Derridean deconstruction.  

Nevertheless, our attention is distracted from sociology of religion where belonging and 

believing can be discussed focusing on their relationship. The relationship between believing and 

belonging can be applied to understand how the informants constructed this relationship on the 

basis of mindfulness practice.  

According to NRG-1, mindfulness practice does not have a particular belongingness. “I practiced 

on my own for quite number of years” (NRG-1). His methods and techniques however reflected 

an unavoidable connection with religious sources. He practiced a lot of tonglen, which is a 

compassion practice in Tibeten Buddhism. In this term, “tong” means giving or sharing and, 

“len” means receiving or taking. NRG-1 offered examples how he had developed these two 

qualities through tonglen. He also elaborated on the chanting part of his practice. Om Manipadme 

Hum that he chanted is a popular Buddhist mantra in many Buddhist traditions. It simply refers to 

reverence towards the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas (Studholme, 2002, p. 16). Moreover, Yamas 

yoga, which he practiced, can be found in well-known Hindu scripture called Ṛgveda. His 

practice of mettā however cannot be reduced to one particular religion. He attributed the different 

Buddhist traditions and Hindu asrams where he has practiced and investigated the essence of 

meditation, and further acknowledged Kabat-Zinn’s MBSR programme that he has followed. 

Then he presented his position on believing and belonging. 
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“I'm not a follower of any particular religion but I would consider myself as a 

spiritual person but not following a religion.” (NRG-1) 

From this point of departure, we can look at mindfulness practice in relation to believing and 

belonging through Grace Davie’s conception, believing without belonging. As we have noted, 

Davie’s conception emerged from a case study based on Christendom in Britain. By believing in 

her study, it therefore refers to God. It does not fit with the religious context of mindfulness in 

this study because Buddhism, to which the RG belongs, has no belief in God. It may also meet 

with confusion in the NRG because some of the NRG have a totally non-religious identification. 

Even though “believing” has also been referred to practicing of religion in Davie’s study, in 

practice it means practicing of Christianity. Still, Davie’s approach cannot be marginalized to one 

religion because of her conception is relevant to sociological issues in religions. Therefore, we 

can accommodate “believing” as a theistic term, with “practicing” as a non-theistic term. Now, 

from Davie’s conception, two overlapping axioms produce what would fit within our study: 

“believing without belonging” and “practicing without belonging”. From this point of view, the 

above statement of NRG-1 includes “practicing without belonging”.  

The story about NRG-2 differs from the previous case. She practiced following a Tibetan 

Buddhist tradition which is called “Dzogchen”. She also connected to Jesus Christ; she prayed, 

took bread and wine in church, and went to church occasionally. She also kept up Hindu 

traditions as a part of her meditation.  She praised connectedness of religion, and thereby she 

placed her believing and belonging in the midst of religions. Further, she understood that 

“practice as a secular one (person)”.  To understand her multiple religious belonging, we may use 

both the above axioms along with “believing with belonging”.  

Multiple religious belonging refers to the idea that an individual can believe, accept, and/or 

practice more than one religion. As scholarly works show, recently it has become to Christian, 

Jewish, and Muslim scholars as a hot topic. Peter C. Phan, a Catholic Theologian, has given a 

finer definition to multiple religious belonging, and it supportively fits with the case of RG-2. 

Accordingly, some Christians believe that it is possible to accept or practice other religions and 

to adopt the beliefs, moral rules, and practices of religious traditions other than those of 

Christianity (Phan, 2003, p. 497). 
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NRG-2 claimed that her practice of mindfulness MBDP has Buddhist roots, but she did not 

follow Buddhism (as a religion). She said that she believed this way of practice could be secular 

as well as spiritual and Buddhist. And, she confirmed, it was probably not religious. “Practicing 

without belonging” is suitable to help understand this kind of uncertain belonging. RG-3 

seemingly belongs to RG. Yet, when she was asked about the belonging of her mindfulness 

practice, she was uncomfortable associating with one particular identity.  

“I have not felt comfortable calling myself a Buddhist because in my tradition if I 

practice it, that's what it's about. I can call myself a Christian in practice or call 

myself an atheist or secular, whatever, as long as I am practicing. That's what it 

is about.” – (RG-3) 

This belongingness manifests itself conditionally; when the components are there, the condition 

appears, and when the components are not there, the condition does not appear. This means that 

when she practices, she is a Buddhist, and when she does not practice, she is not a Buddhist. In 

the language of logic, this condition is called biconditional and her belonging and believing can 

be understood as a biconditional state. This is, interestingly, far beyond of “believing without 

belonging” and “practicing without belonging”. 

To cover all these cases, we have to use five conditions of believing and belonging: 1) believing 

with belonging, 2) believing without belonging, 3) practicing with belonging, 4) practicing 

without belonging, and 5) biconditional state of practicing. My cases can be categorized 

accordingly (see: See: Table 06). Table 06 shows the diversity of mindfulness practitioners in 

terms of their belonging or practicing and believing. RG-1 and RG-2 are in the same category as 

they both claimed that they practiced and belonged to Buddhism. RG-3 represents biconditional 

practicing and belonging. She offers her belonging if and only if she is in practice. NRG-1 and 

NRG-3 are in the category of practicing without belonging. NRG-2 represents three categories 

because her practice underscores believing with belonging (Christianity), believing without 

belonging (Hinduism), and practice without belonging (Buddhism). 
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1 Believing with belonging     X  

2 Believing without belonging     X  

3 Practicing with belonging X X     

4 Practicing without belonging    X X X 

5 Biconditional state of practicing    X    

Table 06:  Mindfulness practitioners as their belonging or practicing and believing 

Mindfulness practice as a phenomenon that is beneficial for life can be understood in a simple 

way. When believing or practicing and belonging are concerned in the different setting of 

mindfulness practices, it becomes overwhelmingly complex. According to Table 06, believing or 

practicing without belonging has a higher occurrence. Based on this small sample, it is 

impossible to generalize that this is a pervasive aspect of mindfulness practice in Norway. Yet, it 

confirms what Davie noted concerning the imbalanced aspect of religious life in Europe. To 

confirm this fact, the study by Anne Kalvig has provided a rich account on the enhancement of 

mindfulness in Norwegian society (Kalvig, 2017, pp. 125, 126).   

Davie states that the relationship between believing and belonging among religious minorities is 

significantly stronger than the inactive religious majority in society (Davie, 1990, p. 465). Her 

study has uncovered that believing and belonging ranks higher in the Roman Catholic practice 

than the Latin Catholic practice. This aspect could be applicable to Norwegian society. Our 

findings are not sufficient for such an interpretation. 
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6.5 Authenticity and mindfulness practice     

• What is the nature of the dynamic relationship that binds mindfulness and 

phenomenological authenticity together?  

What does authenticity mean to mindfulness? Is mindfulness practice accomplished as an 

individualistic self-fulfilment? And, as a phenomenon, has mindfulness practice abandoned 

collective subjectivism? These questions will be answered in this section. Charles Taylor (1992, 

p. 23) identifies three major issues in modern society with regards to authenticity: 1) authenticity 

as a valid ideal, 2) rejecting subjectivism, and 3) the imprisoned condition of modernity. We can 

examine mindfulness practice with reference to these three issues. It will therefore be a 

substantive understanding about the relationship between mindfulness practice and authenticity.  

6.5.1 Authenticity as a valid ideal  

The participants had different reasons for becoming mindfulness practitioners. NRG-2 says that 

she had bad concentration when she was young. That mental state had led her to mindfulness.  

“At the time I had severe back pain that had become worse. I needed help with 

coping with the pain.” (NRG-3) 

“It was because I noticed that I could be like critical of myself and competitive 

with other people, but mainly with myself.” (RG-3) 

Both the members of the RG and NRG assume that they have chosen mindfulness for their 

individual fulfilment. The goal of mindfulness practice in all cases appears as individualistic. 

Taylor discusses authenticity as a valid subjective ideal in modern society; it underscores a 

person’s will preponderantly. In the context of mindfulness practice, this aspect can be 

understood as a person’s mental or physical well-being having been prioritized.        

RG-1 demonstrated that his idea was that he could live a good life without needing to believe in 

any religion. “I could find out religious truths for myself rather than needing to believe in 

something that I don’t understand” (RG-1). NRG-1 offered the reason why he came into it. When 

he was young, he was troubled with social anxiety and existential angst and he fell into the 

Christian environment, but this did not harmonise with his way of looking at things. According to 

these two cases, they have personal desires with regard to what they could obtain from religion. 
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When they did not find what they wanted from religion, they freely decided to choose an 

alternative. This condition is, in Taylor’s words, “self-determining freedom”. Both cases tell us, 

“I am free when I decide myself what concerns me”. As Taylor notes, self-determining freedom 

demands breaking of the holding of all external impositions, and to decide for oneself alone 

(Taylor, 1992, p. 27). 

Three cases of the RG on the other hand demanded the sense of morality which has a voice 

within.  To understand this fact, we can borrow an analogy from Taylor’s discussion. In early 

societies, individuals considered that the idea of God was essential to full being. In the modern 

subjective turn, we replace inner depth or a form of inwardness to God, and thereby view our 

own reflective awareness of ourselves. This idea fascinatingly fits with two cases from both 

groups.  

“I have completed …in-depth program in mindfulness.” (NRG-1) 

“It’s a whole new source of presence in my life.” (RG-1) 

Self-fulfilment, on the other hand, emphasizes relationships in the ultimate sphere. When NRG-1 

was asked about well-being of mindfulness, the answer was about his satisfaction of the ordinary 

life. In Taylor’s conception, this is the life of production, the family, work, and love (Taylor, 

1992, p. 45). This sense of satisfaction is associated with the acknowledgement which our 

identity requires as recognition by others (RG-1, RG-2, NRG-1, and NRG-2). For Taylor, this 

self-fulfilment culture of authenticity also has a good side because it points to a more self-

responsible form of life. Yet, it leads to individualism, and thereby creates “narcissism”. Our 

discussion is too early in the research to confirm this thesis of authenticity. We may have to 

discuss the other two issues as well.  

6.5.2 Rejecting subjectivism  

The second issue of Taylor’s concept of authenticity relates to rejecting subjectivism. This is 

obviously the oppositional phenomenon of subjectivist culture. In this camp, some people have 

criticized the ethics of self-fulfilment. Those who criticize ethical subjectivism demand 

“instrumental reasons” typical of industrial civilization. They are great supporters of 

technological development. Are mindfulness practitioners a part of this camp? According to the 
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findings of this research, it is an impossible thesis. It is to be noted that the initial purpose of 

mindfulness practitioners has intertwined with subjective development. They also have a higher 

sense of their own natural being. In this polarised debate, Taylor holds that both subjectivist or 

atomist and instrumentalist are more or less equally wrong. This assumption forces us to 

determine that mindfulness practitioners represent no exception. Yet, it is too early to conclude 

that mindfulness practice can be marginalized into self-subjectivism. The third issue of 

authenticity and Taylor’s suggestions need to be revealed to get a clear picture of the relationship 

between mindfulness practice and authenticity.   

6.5.3 Breaking the imprisoned condition of modernity 

In the third step, Taylor argues that modern technological society has led us into an “iron cage”. 

The reason for this crisis is the overwhelming domination of both atomism and instrumentalism. 

These two categories are challenging us, creating a hard condition to come to a new outlook. 

People are divided and fragmented in this backdrop.  

Taylor, therefore, suggests that this mechanism of inevitability can be divided by coming to 

understand the moral sources (Taylor, 1992, pp. 100,101). For the Taylor thesis, moral ideals like 

subjective fulfilment create a certain distortion or selective forgetting. Yet, it will still be possible 

to create a “common understanding”. Forming this term, Taylor promotes an inter-subjectivist 

approach to authenticity. Can it be applicable to mindfulness practice?  

As identified in the first issue, mindfulness is associated with self-fulfilment. The experiences of 

my informants have some rich facets which are in line with Taylor’s “common understanding”. It 

is obvious that Taylor’s outlook of common understanding has drawn a new step in the discourse 

on authenticity. It goes beyond the instrumental moral ideals which have led people towards 

“domination the nature”. The moral frameworks of mindfulness practitioners vary from each 

other. They have, however, developed their views on being and the nature regarding inter-

subjective co-existence. For instance, RG-3 and RG-1 were activists of an environment-cantered 

existence. RG-3 had become an active supporter of Grete Thunberg, a young Swedish 

environmental activist who promotes the view that humanity is enduring existential crisis arising 

from climate change. Further, one informant says,  
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“It has direct biological effect on mobility and mortality. So, it is very important 

but normally it is not taught. So, healthcare personnel don’t learn to look at 

themselves and work on themselves. Key feature of these services, they don’t learn 

how to look at themselves and develop themselves. We as healthcare personnel or 

teachers or anybody who can work with human beings, we are the instruments.” 

This statement can be understood as a thinking on interconnected human existence that is more 

valuable than instrumental values. Both the RG and NRG on the other hand practice metta or 

boundless friendliness meditation in their mindfulness practices focusing on friendliness, 

openness and gentleness. Taylor’s moral framework similarly promotes the proper understanding 

of the human agency.  

The findings also suggest another significant factor which could be a question to Taylor’s 

polarized debate. Those practitioners who came to mindfulness culture prioritising self-fulfilment 

have transformed their journey into the inter-subjectivist approach. This transformation in the 

cases of the RG is an ethical and cognitive awareness on the common reality of being and the 

world. For the NRG, it is an inter-connectedness and openness. “Common understanding” of 

both groups offers a new outlook on authenticity. It can be tentatively conceptualized as a 

common understanding emerged from self-fulfilment. So that we can understand Taylor’s first 

issue, the culture of subjectivist authenticity has an essence that can be directed to common 

understanding which is the ideal type of authenticity which Taylor praises.  

However, we cannot present a broad image on mindfulness practice connecting to common 

understanding. As Taylor acutely portrays, human beings are more complex than any simple 

theory can account for. Nevertheless, it is explicit that mindfulness has a massive relationship 

with two key facets of Taylor’s conception on authenticity: self-subjectivism and an inter-

subjective form of common understanding. Overall, mindfulness will be at stake if we attempt to 

draw a superficial framework for mindfulness based on the ethics of authenticity. I assume this 

point of view because of the overwhelming complexity of individual experience of mindfulness 

exercises.     
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6.6 Spirituality and mindfulness 

• How and to what extent can mindfulness practitioners become involved in creating new 

social layers in society?  

How can mindfulness be understood as a new social layer? This question underlies through this 

discussion on spirituality and mindfulness. As identified in the previous section, mindfulness 

practice has evidenced a new age in European societies. Heelas and Woodhead have already 

drawn a framework to understand this kind of phenomenon. For their study on spiritual 

revolution, subjectivization thesis and holistic milieu are the key aspects of a spiritual culture. 

These two aspects are intertwined with our discussion in order to explore a new social component 

of mindfulness practice.  

6.6.1 Subjectivization thesis 

The Subjectivization thesis simply refers to a massive subjective term of modern culture resulting 

a form of spirituality. This cultural shift promotes “subjective-life”. Individuals treat themselves 

as source of significance, and undermine those forms of religion (or “life-as”) which do not do 

(Heelas & Woodhead, 2005, p. 78). The cultivation of a unique subjective life is concerned 

predominantly with this form of spirituality.  

These facets of the subjectivization thesis can be identified from the context of NR mindfulness 

practice. NRG-1, who was spiritual, for instance, emphasized three identical aspects in his 

practice; the uniqueness of his experiential knowledge, liberation from religious life, and a 

particular life history relating to spiritual life. NRG-2 also had a spiritual appreciation of freedom 

of life and cultivation of mind; she further evaluated them from personal lived experiences. These 

sources of significance of mindfulness practitioners are in line with the subjectivization thesis. 

The significant values of the subjectivization thesis includes practice or experience, cultivation, 

freedom to explore, and expressing the truth of one’s being (Heelas & Woodhead, 2005, pp. 

82,83). This form of subjective life for Heelas and Woodhead has taken shape in a “subjective 

well-being culture”. 

From a subjective well-being culture, the authors bestow alternative labels such as “cooking”, 

“nature”, “gardening”, “travel”, “self-help”, “self-development”, “mind body spirit” and the 
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“Dalai Lama’s The Art of Living” (Heelas & Woodhead, 2005, p. 84). All these have enhanced 

the quality of subjective life. They also focus on personal experience. The mindfulness 

practitioners who claim they are credible as a part of a subjective well-being culture. This aspect 

is equally identified even in the RG of mindfulness practice. Yet, this conception mainly focuses 

on the social layer that shifts from the religious atmosphere. In this respect, many of the above 

cultural provisions have occurred in the NRG.    

6.6.2 Holistic milieu 

The next facet is the “holistic milieu” that refers to associated practices of subjectivities. 

According to Heelas and Woodhead, “the holistic milieu has no single day similar to the 

Christian Sunday. Nevertheless, the rhythm of activity is of a similar weekly order: the weekly 

group, the weekly visit of a one-to-one practitioner, or even more frequent participation” (Heelas 

& Woodhead, 2005, p. 36). The mindfulness practitioners in the NRG can be taken as a clear 

example for this connotation of the holistic milieu. They have a meditation retreat, mindfulness 

training programmes on the internet, webinars, regular gatherings from practices, and 

psychotherapies with mindfulness (NRG-1, and NRG-2). These associational practices can be 

seen as a holistic milieu in the spiritual setting of mindfulness practice. Heelas and Woodhead 

also argue that this holistic milieu of subjectivities is a growing aspect in Europe.  This is because 

cultural provisions and activities have become more person-cantered and subjective-cantered 

(Heelas & Woodhead, 2005, pp. 80,81). Perhaps, mindfulness practice is nourishing that cultural 

aspect, or mindfulness practice has been engaged, accordingly, by that culture.      

Seeking the sources of significance within the subjective life is the embodiment to the spirituals 

in the NRG of mindfulness practice. They also have features of the “holistic milieu”, so that 

relationship between mindfulness practice in NRG and spirituality can be identified as a possibly 

effective new social layer in the European culture.                

6.7 Secularity and mindfulness practice 

• How and to what extent can mindfulness practitioners become involved in creating new 

social layers in the society?  
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How and where does secularity stand in relation to the phenomenon of mindfulness practice? 

This question emerged from expressions by my informants; they vividly or dimly connote the 

term, “secular”. So, the above question will be answered in this section.  As identified in the 

conceptual framework, secularity is a cultural condition. As mentioned in   chapter 4.6 above, 

this term is articulated in a special way by Leirvik (2015), following Taylor (2007). For Leirvik, 

in this cultural condition, belief and world view become a personal choice. It is a belief system 

which rejects metaphysical and supernatural powers that associate with traditional religions. In 

my study, among the participants, those who are from the religious setting have critical views on 

“secular”. For them, practicing of mindfulness in a secular setting does not generate depth of 

essence of mindfulness. They defend the Buddhist sources of mindfulness foundations in which 

they practice.  

“I get frustrated when I see that people stay away from monasteries because they 

don't believe in something and they, well, then they take the secular route, 

because I think that Buddhism has so much more to offer than just simple 

techniques of relaxation and being aware in the present. It has massively more to 

offer.” (RG-1) 

As RG felt, secular mindfulness practitioners are just simply being in the present and 

experiencing a form of relaxation; they have a lot to learn about mindfulness from Buddhism. In 

this regard, the RG has a common perspective that there is a clear distinction between religious 

and secular mindfulness practice. RG-1 assumed that secular mindfulness is starting to split off 

from the religious side because it has so much to learn, and they would tend to pick on somebody 

who does not believe in metaphysical realities like rebirth. RG-2 believed that those people who 

are practicing secular mindfulness are usually not aware of the precepts because they are not 

Buddhists; they can be aware of or mindful of how they physically and vocally interact with 

other people, and also they can be aware of what kind of mind, and what kind of mental state 

they are carrying. For RG-3, there was a distinction between Buddhist and secular mindfulness 

when understood as a phenomenon. 

RG-1 on the other hand saw another reason for seculars to reject religious mindfulness. “They 

already think the Asian thing seems a bit strange, then they can be shy.” (RG-1). According to 
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this view, cultural differences like Asian and Europe have caused the emergence of a secular 

mindfulness culture.    

How can we understand these criticisms through the concept of secularity? Leirvik discusses how 

secularity creates a competition with other claimants to truth and meaning - on a non-hegemonic 

basis. The above examples show how the tension of that competition influenced the members of 

the RG.  

On the other hand, the RG criticized secular mindfulness traditions because of their declining to 

accept religious fundamentals; they could be about rebirth or moral precepts. Their view is 

similar to the early Latin term, saeculum which means “this age”. This term connotes the key 

aspect of secularity which stands in opposition of the hereafter or eternal life. Therefore, “this 

age” has the potential to create tension along the religious and secular binary. The above 

perspectives of the RG prove this thesis through the phenomenology of mindfulness practice. 

According to the views of the NRG, this tension is seen as a competition between opposite claims 

to truth and meaning. As Leirvik suggests, it could be on a non-hegemonic basis.   

Mindfulness practice in the NRG is a personal choice. Their subjective life is highly valued in 

their choice. In Taylor’s perspective, it is a “self-sufficient immanent order” (Taylor, 2007, p. 

543). Considering this aspect as a cultural condition, it can be understood that NRG mindfulness 

practitioners live in an immanent frame (Leirvik, 2015).   

Mindfulness practices of the NRG were a natural and non-hegemonic condition of belief. Their 

immanent world was promoted against possible transcendence. The findings confirm how the 

members of the NRG expressed their immanent world as opposed to transcendent beliefs or 

ambitions. 

“I am not a practitioner that would give very much time on meditation in my life. I 

am very concerned about my work, about what I am doing … my daily practice is 

one hour or so daily and that's it. That's very good for me (laugh).  but I think life, 

I have to live. I am not very ambitious. I will not be ambitious. It's not for me in 

life.” (NRG-2). 



93 

 

“I think it is very important as a (profession) to be neutral. If we start mixing in 

religion, some people may feel overwhelmed or even frightened. Therefore, I think 

it may be a good start as a (profession) to use secular and scientific descriptive 

phrases and terms.” (NRG-3). 

According to these claims, the members of the NRG are well established in their immanent 

frame. They have departed from their historical religious roots and religious ambitions. Instead, 

they are in a position to demand “a language for the common good” (Leirvik, 2015, p. 171). 

Interestingly, this position of the NRG is aligned with the assertion of RG-1 who understood that 

mindfulness is used by the secular practitioners according to their needs.  

"To me, the religious aspect has this intention to live a good life. So that's not 

necessarily there in the secular life where you know they can -- they are using it 

in business or using it in their armed forces where people are mindfully killing 

you, like being more sharp on the battlefield, this kind of thing, which is not the 

same thing (laughing)." – (RG-1) 

In comparison with Taylor’s view (Taylor, 2007, pp. 542-553), this aspect seems as common to 

the condition of an immanent frame. When the practitioners are in an immanent frame, the use of 

mindfulness is paying attention to the present, and in that kind of mindfulness can be applied for 

the necessities of life.  

As identified in the Results chapter, the personal choice of members of the NRG to practice 

mindfulness does not allow them to base their practice upon the religious sources of mindfulness. 

This is very explicit in the cases of NRG-1 and NRG-3. The section on well-being and 

mindfulness practice confirms how mindfulness practices have been reduced to life satisfaction 

“in this age”, so that the NRG are strong supporters of a non-hegemonic immanent frame in their 

mindfulness practice.  

This determination of the NRG is however at stake because they introduce themselves not as 

“secular” but as “spiritual”. Leirvik’s approach in this regard suggests we should examine 

whether the shift from religion to spirituality can be seen as an expression of the formatting 

power of the immanent frame (Leirvik, 2015, p. 169). My findings in this regard are quite 

peculiar. Mindfulness practitioners in the non-religious setting account for their relation to both 
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secular and spiritual. NRG-1, who explicitly claimed that he was spiritual but not secular, draws 

an internal contradiction assuming his practice is secular. 

“I would say that my roots for quite some extent are the western secular 

mindfulness tradition.” (NRG-1) 

While he introduces himself as spiritual, he defended his mindfulness practice as being secular. 

On the other hand, he practiced religious-oriented mindfulness methods while expressing that he 

is not religious. This is a fascinating shift from religion to spirituality and the interchanging of 

spirituality and secularity. In this condition, I think the immanent frame is not only formatting but 

expanding. Thus, the power of the immanent frame becomes stronger. This means the immanent 

frame can be accommodated not only in a secular but also in a spiritual way. Such development 

of the immanent frame can be employed for this study in order to understand meanings of 

mindfulness practitioners’ lived world, especially in the non-religious setting.  

We identified how secularity becomes a cultural condition, and functions in the non-religious 

mindfulness practice as a tension or competition among truths and claimants. We have also seen 

how secularity and spirituality overlap in the experienced world of mindfulness practitioners. 

Subsequently, we strove to see the world of mindfulness practitioners who interchangeably 

express secular and spiritual identities through the immanent frame which is associated with a 

non-hegemonic condition. From the view of sociology of religion, we may suggest this cultural 

condition could be a new social layer in modern society.   

6.8 Concluding remarks 

Phenomenology of mindfulness shows that such practices are seen as a solid resource for 

personal well-being. Self-regulation, behavioural-regulation, and health-related outcomes are 

seen as potentialities of mindfulness practices. Regardless of religious or non-religious settings, 

mindfulness as a psychological phenomenon function focusing such enhancements. Self-

fulfilment in authenticity, the subjecivization thesis in spirituality, and immanent frame in 

secularity can stand as witnesses to prove that mindfulness practice is associated tremendously 

with subjectivism. The conceptions of believing and belonging, and the holistic milieu clearly 

reveal how the trend of mindfulness practice has contributed to an emerging and growing “New 
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Age” in Europe. It has promoted an awakened life with self-experience or self-development. 

Still, inter-subjectivism and/or common understanding for mindfulness practice appears as an 

intrinsic essence of human nature that can be generated in the process of mindfulness exercise. 
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7 CONCLUSION 

I started this thesis with two overlapping research problems, how do mindfulness practitioners in 

religious and non-religious settings experience mindfulness practice, and in what ways do they 

implement their experience and understanding into related essences? 

This study investigated the meaning of the phenomenology of mindfulness practice through the 

insight of religious and non-religious mindfulness practitioners. In the mindfulness practice RG, 

RG-1, RG-2, and RG-3 had a special affiliation to Buddhism. RG-1 was satisfied with good 

moral life, whereas RG-3 appreciated the accomplishing of gentleness. RG-2 highly regarded 

being mindful on Vajrayana vows. While they all obtained guidance from Buddhism for practice, 

they experienced mindfulness differently. Participants of the RG had presented some different 

factors of their own traditions in their mindfulness practices. This encourage us to assume that 

different religious orientations, even within Buddhism, could create different experiences of 

mindfulness. Yet, it is hard to conclude that different traditions in Buddhism have created these 

divergent experiences because each of them has given reference to Sati or Smriti in the Buddhist 

texts when they presented the sources from which they gained guidance. This study is limited to 

come to such a general conclusion because it has not studied a sufficient number of individuals 

from one single Buddhist tradition. 

The NRG also do not have one single non-religious institution or setting. They were from 

different backgrounds and had different experiences. NRG-1, and NRG-2 had practiced 

mindfulness in various religious and non-religious settings. NRG-1 identified his own way of 

setting for his practice, whereas NRG-2 maintained different religious and non-religious 

connections in her practice. In terms of setting, these two were spiritual. In terms of experience, 

NRG-1 referred to quality of life while NRG-2 emphasized interconnectedness of humanity. 

NRG-3 who practiced mindfulness in connection with MBDP (Mindfulness Based Design 

Practice) without belonging to any labelled setting experiences flexibility of life. All these 

experiences of the members of the NRG do not allow us to see a unique and clear shape of 

mindfulness practice in a non-religious setting. These components of the NRG suggest we should 

rethink whether religious or non-religious settings matter to the practice of mindfulness or not.  
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With this primordial comprehension of this study, I move on to my reflexions regarding the 

research questions that are associated with the research problem and the objectives of the study.  

• What is the relationship between the outcome of different practices of mindfulness? 

Similarities and differences of outcomes of different setting of mindfulness could be identified 

when we studied the relationship between mindfulness practice and well-being. Mindfulness 

practitioners in the RG and NRG experienced psychological, biological, behavioural, social, and 

environmental well-being. These categories, in fact, are parts of well-being. For this study, well-

being is an essence of mindfulness practice. There are apparent parts of that essence. For 

instance, psychological well-being is one part, or a unit of the essence of well-being. Many 

similarities and differences emerged through this unit-based exploration. Now, one may ask 

whether this story of parts can be equal to the whole essence of well-being. I assume that it could 

be different because of the contextual differences. Well-being of mindfulness for the RG is 

associated with religious essences; vipassana meditation, monastic disciple codes, and Vajrayana 

vows collide in their practices. This aspect differs from NRG members who do not have a 

religious goal with their mindfulness practices. This contextual difference suggests to us that 

well-being, when it is taken as a whole, exists differently in the religious setting and non-

religious setting. In the phenomenology of mindfulness practice, therefore, well-being can be 

identified in two different ways. 1) There are similarities and differences of experience of 

mindfulness in the religious and non-religious settings. This refers to the studying of single parts 

(such as: psychological, biological, etc.) of well-being in mindfulness practice. 2) The RG and 

NRG can be differentiated as two separate settings. This refers to a superficial mode of well-

being (which does not lead to contemplate parts but the whole) in mindfulness practice. This 

second mode, in my understanding, is apparent when we presume any shared phenomenology in 

religious and non-religious settings like mindfulness practice, and thereby we construct separate 

religious and non-religious denominations in our mindset. 

• How can mindfulness practice become a religious or non-religious subject? 

Experience and understanding of mindfulness could be rather subjective than universal. Both the 

RG and NRG members had their own mindfulness experiences. Their experiences varied and 

were divergent, not only group-wise but also individually. As Taylor correctly says, this 
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individual subjectivity is very complex, and each one has an original way of being human which 

entails that each has to discover what it is to be oneself (Taylor, 1992, p. 61). Mindfulness 

practitioners have also discovered the essences that they have in them to embrace that mode of 

life. On the other hand, mindfulness practitioners have guidance from religious or non-religious 

sources and they predominantly gain experiences through their own moral background. Here, 

moral background means an individual’s view, attitude and experiences. When mindfulness 

practitioners speak about their experience in relation to well-being, they reflect on how their 

outcomes are associate with their individual moral backgrounds. Then, to what extent can the 

categorization of Eastern and Western (/derived) mindfulness camps that are found in 

mindfulness literature be validated? I assume it is plausible in terms of the sources which are 

used for mindfulness practices. Besides, I see the interdependence of these two camps might 

create better outcomes of mindfulness practice. In this view, I agree with Maja Djikic’s assertion 

on Eastern and Western approaches to mindfulness. 

“For the mindless novices, the process of attempting to be mindful, through 

meditation or novel distinction-making, will be a struggle no matter how their 

attempt ends. If it succeeds, they will face dysregulation that is necessary to 

make the change; if it fails, their mindless actions will keep clashing against the 

unforgiving demands of reality.” (Djikic, 2014, p. 146)  

• What is the nature of the dynamic relationship that binds mindfulness and 

phenomenological authenticity together? 

The participants from the RG and NRG have chosen mindfulness practice for different reasons. 

Mostly, their self-determining freedom has led them towards mindfulness practice. This aspect 

was significant in the section on well-being where the participants present their fulfilled wellness. 

As Taylor explicitly demonstrates, they are free when they decide themselves what concerns 

them (Taylor, 1992, p. 27). In Taylor’s thesis, this subjectivity can become a source of 

individualism. For mindfulness practitioners, their practice has become their own reflective 

awareness of themselves. If the mindfulness practitioners limit their practices to self-fulfilment 

with the satisfaction of their ordinary life, mindfulness practice is at stake. This is because a 

subjectivist culture pushes society in the direction of atomism. In Taylor’s words, society 
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becomes locked in an “iron cage”. This study however identified that mindfulness practitioners 

have developed their own views on being and nature regarding inter-subjective co-existence. This 

suggests to us that mindfulness practice has the possibility to create “common understanding” or 

promote an inter-subjectivist approach to authenticity. Yet, the moral frameworks of the 

mindfulness practitioners vary between each other. The modern subjectivist condition of 

authenticity, therefore, can easily influence mindfulness practice because of its intrinsic nature of 

self-fulfilment. I may leave this argument for further examination.  

• How and to what extent can mindfulness practitioners become involved in creating new 

social layers in society?  

Secularity and spirituality have created a new age in European societies. The participants were 

very enthusiastic when expressing that they were spiritual and their practice secular.  Their 

spiritual life underlies a massive subjective turn. This aspect, according to Heels and others, 

represents a cultural shift of modern European society. (Heelas & Woodhead, 2005, p. 78). Those 

mindfulness practitioners who identify themselves as “spiritual” attest to the uniqueness of their 

experiential knowledge, liberation from religious life, and their life history relating to spirituality. 

Being spiritual is a freedom of life and cultivation of mind. This form of subjective life of 

mindfulness practitioners is plausible in the “subjective well-being culture” of the 

subjectivization thesis. The association of spiritual mindfulness practitioners could create a new 

social layer. This new social layer could be a “holistic milieu” from the thesis of Heelas and 

Woodhead (Heelas & Woodhead, 2005, pp. 80,81). This subjective-life and the holistic milieu of 

mindfulness practitioners who are spirituals nourish a facet of secularity. The term secularity, as 

articulated by Leirvik (2015), following Taylor, points out a cultural condition in which world 

views become a personal choice. Spiritual mindfulness practitioners do not involve themselves in 

metaphysical and supernatural essences of religious practices. Believing in religious doctrines, or 

following them, is not a part of their practice. The wellness of this very life that can be fulfilled 

through their mindfulness practices which do not require religious belonging or affiliation. In 

Taylor’s approach, it is a “self-sufficient immanent order” and an “immanent frame” (Taylor, 

2007) in which mindfulness practice can be taken as a personal choice on a non-hegemonic 

condition of belief. Specifically, this immanent frame precisely fits with the spiritual mindfulness 
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practitioners whose practice is considered as secular. Overall, when mindfulness is practiced, the 

practitioners are in line with Taylor’s modern authenticity of self-fulfilment, Heelas’s 

subjectivization thesis of spirituality, and Taylor’s immanent frame of secularity, and their 

association can create a holistic milieu or a new social layer in modern European society.      

7.1 Limitations 

In this study, phenomenology of mindfulness practice was disclosed through an individual’s 

experience world. The relationship between mindfulness practice and well-being was constituted 

through practitioners’ experiences. Drawing on the other related essences of the phenomenology 

of mindfulness, such as authenticity, believing and belonging, spirituality and secularity, opened 

new lenses on mindfulness practice. While the results of this study have offered a descriptive 

insight into the lived experiences of mindfulness practitioners in the religious and non-religious 

setting, this study has limitations, particularly with the general nature of the findings. The 

phenomenological methodology and the small sample size preclude conclusions about 

experiences of mindfulness beyond the sample. Further, the snowball sampling strategy was 

effective in identifying participants with experience with the phenomena. However, it also 

generated a group of participants who were geographically limited to a selected location. The 

participants were also not representative of all the settings of mindfulness practices. I believe that 

I effectively addressed social issues in relation to the sociology of religion through a consent 

process and a trusting relationship established with the participants. I also learned about myself 

as a researcher as well as a mindfulness practitioner. As a mindfulness practitioner from a 

religious setting, I sometimes risk bias interfering with my work. The interpretative 

phenomenological methodology allowed me to address these biases through reflection and 

repeated contact with the data and participants. For instance, I critically interpreted exclusive 

views of both the RG and NRG in the discussion on believing and belonging. I was also happy 

when the participants encouraged me to pursue this research, and when they pinpointed a 

divergent and pervasive mindfulness culture.  
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7.2 Further research 

When we explored the participants’ mindfulness experiences, we reflected their connection with 

the historical roots of the phenomenology, mindfulness practice. It was, however, limited to 

exploring the relationship between the mindfulness practitioner’s lived world and the pure 

essences of the phenomenology. If research would take a look at what mindfulness meant to them 

with a close reflection of pure sources of the phenomenology, it would draw a new hermeneutical 

horizon. In Being and Time, Heidegger emphasizes phenomenological reduction with a phrase, 

“to the things themselves” (Martin.  Heidegger, 1996, p. 28). In the Heideggerian existential 

phenomenology, this phrase interestingly pinpoints an essential exercise of a hermeneutical 

phenomenological study. That is the investigation of meaning along with the pure origination of 

the phenomenology which is being studied.  

“Tradition takes what has come down to us and delivers it over to self-evidence; it 

blocks our access to those primordial 'sources' from which the categories and 

concepts handed down to us have been in part quite genuinely drawn. Indeed, it 

makes us forget that they have had such an origin, and makes us suppose that the 

necessity of going back to these sources is something which we need not even 

understand” (Martin Heidegger, 1962, p. 43). 

Thus, I believe that the present study can be further developed in order to draw a new 

hermeneutical horizon following the phenomenological method offered by Heidegger and the 

existential phenomenologists influenced by him.    
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APPENDIX A: Qualitative interview guide  

Name of Interviewee ..…………………………………………………………………………… 

Organization/institution: …………………………………………………………………………. 

Educational level: …………………………………………………………..…………………….. 

Profession: ……………………………………….……………………………………………….. 

Phone: …………………………………………… Email: ……………………………………….. 

Place of interview: ………………………………………………………………………………… 

Date: …………………………… Length in min: ..……………………………………………….. 

Name of Interviewer ..……………………..……………………………………………………….. 

 

Questions 

1. How do you find mindfulness in your life? 

• What is your background to start mindfulness practice? 

• How long have you been practicing mindfulness? 

• What is the place of mindfulness in your daily life? 

 

2. Can you define the term, mindfulness based on your personal experience? 

• Do you meet your definition in a particular text or source? 

 

3. What are the methods/techniques do you use in practicing mindfulness? 

• Intensively (with selected body postures) 

• Semi-intensively (with selected activities) 

• Extensively (in daily life) 

 

4. What are the sources or guidance do you adopt for your mindfulness practices? 

• Do you follow a religion/s or particular a spiritual instructor/s to practice 

mindfulness? If YES, may I know about them? 

• What are the reasons to choose them? 

• How would you prefer to name your belonging in practicing mindfulness? 

(Buddhist/Hindu/ religious/secular/spiritual) 
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5. To what extent has mindfulness practices influenced to you? 

• Psychologically….? 

• Biologically….? 

• Behaviorally….? 

• Socially….? 

• Environmentally….? 

 

6. What do you experience the most important advantages of mindfulness for well-being? 

• How far have you gained such advantages to your life? 

• What is the possibility to measure the level of your achievement?  

• What satisfaction do you have from mindfulness practices? 

 

7. How well do you think this project meets the outcome of mindfulness in religiosity and 

secularity? 
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APPENDIX B: Consent form 

Are you interested in taking part in the research project,  

 “MINDFULNESS BEYOND MENTAL WELL-BEING: AN 

EXPLORATORY STUDY ON DIFFERENT MECHANISMS OF 

MINDFULNESS IN RELIGIOUS AND NON-RELIGIOUS EXISTENCE 

IN NORWAY”? 

This is an inquiry about participation in a research project where the main purpose is to study 

how mindfulness has developed separately in religiosity and secularity. In this letter we will give 

you information about the purpose of the project and what your participation will involve. 

Purpose of the project 

Many researches have proven that mindfulness effectively supports mental well-being. At 

present, mindfulness practice can be identified as one of the most popular spiritual aspects in 

many religious and secular settings all around the world. Norwegian society embraces no 

exceptions. It has been promoting mindfulness practices in many religious and non-religious 

approaches including mindfulness training programs in schools. Despite mindfulness cult has 

been popularized both in religious and non-religious settings, it has not caused social interactions 

within these milieus. In contrast, mindfulness has developed separately in religious and non-

religious existence. How and to what extend has this binary been created?  

The point of departure of this research will be;  

• What is the relationship between the outcomes of different practices of mindfulness?  

The research also will investigate following questions;  

• How does mindfulness work and, how mindfulness has been practiced in religious and 

non-religious settings?  

• Can different mechanisms of mindfulness yield mental well-being in the absence of 

religion?  

• How, and to what extent is mindfulness applicable in a diverse social context? 
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This research is be a fulfilment of the master’s degree in Religions and Diversity: Conflicts and 

Co-existence, at the Faculty of Theology, University of Oslo. The collected data will use only for 

the above purposes of my thesis.  

 

Who is responsible for the research project?  

University of Oslo is responsible for the project.  

 

Why are you being asked to participate?  

The sample has been selected based on the experience with mindfulness practices weather in 

religious or non-religious setting. Six experts in mindfulness who live in Norway have been 

selected (three experts who have religious approach and two experts who have non-religious 

approach in mindfulness practice) 

 

What does participation involve for you? 

This is an in-depth interview. Open ended questions will be asked. The interview will take 

approx., 45 minutes. The interview will require; to define the term, mindfulness based on 

personal experience; to describe the methods/techniques that are used in practicing mindfulness; 

to know the sources or guidance that are used for mindfulness practices; and to share the 

experience of mindfulness practices.  

I will record this interview electronically. 

 

Participation is voluntary  

Participation in the project is voluntary. If you chose to participate, you can withdraw your 

consent at any time without giving a reason. All information about you will then be made 

anonymous. There will be no negative consequences for you if you chose not to participate or 
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later decide to withdraw. It will not affect your relationship with your meditation teacher/ fellow 

meditation partners/ students/ place of work/employer etc.  

 

Your personal privacy – how we will store and use your personal data  

We will only use your personal data for the purpose(s) specified in this information letter. We 

will process your personal data confidentially and in accordance with data protection legislation 

(the General Data Protection Regulation and Personal Data Act).  

• I, Rev Unapane Pemananda Thero, and my supervisor, Professor Oddbjørn Leirvik in 

connection with the University of Oslo are responsible for the project, will have access to 

the personal data.   

• I will replace your name and contact details with a code. The list of names, contact details 

and respective codes will be stored separately from the rest of the collected data, and will 

store the data on a research server, locked away/encrypted.  

• The participants will be recognizable anonymously in publications. Personal information 

(age, occupation, and mindfulness meditation experience) will be published. 

 

What will happen to your personal data at the end of the research project?  

The project is scheduled to end by the 28th May 2020. The personal data, including digital 

recordings will be anonymised at the end of the project.  

 

Your rights  

So long as you can be identified in the collected data, you have the right to: 

- access the personal data that is being processed about you  

- request that your personal data is deleted 

- request that incorrect personal data about you is corrected/rectified 

- receive a copy of your personal data (data portability), and 
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- send a complaint to the Data Protection Officer or The Norwegian Data Protection 

Authority regarding the processing of your personal data 

 

What gives us the right to process your personal data?  

We will process your personal data based on your consent.  

 

Based on an agreement with University of Oslo, NSD – The Norwegian Centre for Research 

Data AS has assessed that the processing of personal data in this project is in accordance with 

data protection legislation.  

 

Where can I find out more? 

If you have questions about the project, or want to exercise your rights, contact:  

• University of Oslo via Professor Oddbjørn Leirvik, (email: o.b.leirvik@teologi.uio.no / 

phone: +47-22850363) 

• Our Data Protection Officer: Professor Oddbjørn Leirvik  

• NSD – The Norwegian Centre for Research Data AS, by email: 

(personverntjenester@nsd.no) or by telephone: +47 55 58 21 17. 

 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Supervisor Student  

Professor Oddbjørn Leirvik               Rev Unapane Pemananda Thero (email: 

rev.upn@gmail.com) 

---------------------------------             ---------------------------------------------------------- 

 

 

mailto:personverntjenester@nsd.no
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Consent form  

I have received and understood information about the project” MINDFULNESS BEYOND 

MENTAL WELL-BEING: AN EXPLORATORY STUDY ON DIFFERENT MECHANISMS OF 

MINDFULNESS IN RELIGIOUS AND NON-RELIGIOUS EXISTENCE IN NORWAY” and have 

been given the opportunity to ask questions. I give consent:  

 

 to participate in an interview  

 for information about me/myself to be published in a way that I can be recognised 

anonymously (age, occupation, and mindfulness meditation experience) 

 

I give consent for my personal data to be processed until the end date of the project, approx. 28th 

May 2020.  

 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

(Signed by participant, date) 

 

 

 


