


Mindfulness for Therapists: Practice for the Heart  encourages therapists 
to embrace mindfulness practice to create presence and depth in their 
work with clients. Mindfulness helps therapists cultivate compassion, 
relieve stress, and weather the often emotionally diffi cult work of pro-
viding therapy. In addition, the therapist’s own meditation practice is a 
necessary foundation for teaching mindfulness to clients. Through a vari-
ety of exercises and stories from his own clinical experience, McCollum 
helps therapists understand the usefulness of mindfulness and develop 
their own practice. 

  Eric E. McCollum,  PhD, is Professor and Program Director of the Mar-
riage and Family Therapy Master’s Program at Virginia Tech, where he 
teaches mindfulness meditation to his students in the Marriage and Fam-
ily Therapy training program. He has practiced psychotherapy for nearly 
40 years and has practiced meditation in the Buddhist  vipassana  tradition 
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 PREFACE 

 In the past, when I’ve written a book, it’s because I’ve believed that I’ve 
come to the end of something. A book seems to be the chance to set out 
defi nitively what you think you know. This book is different. Rather than 
a report from the end of a journey, it’s more like a lengthy letter written 
along the way. I don’t think of it that way because I don’t think I know 
anything. I do. But mindfulness practice—the subject of this book—isn’t 
something that has an end. It is a challenging journey that can last a life-
time if we choose to let it. Each time I’ve thought maybe I was near the 
end, there’s always another hill ahead that I’m irresistibly drawn to climb 
to see what’s on the other side. 

 I’d like you to think of this book, then, as an invitation. I truly believe, 
and my experience bears out, that mindfulness practice can be an invalu-
able part of being a therapist. I’ll make the case in depth later in the book, 
but in brief, mindfulness helps us with many of the things about being a 
therapist that are hard or that get in our way. It helps with stress. It helps 
us be present. It helps us fi nd the common humanity we share with our 
clients, so that our empathy and connection with them is genuine. It’s a 
road I’ve been traveling for a number of years now and I’d like to invite 
you to travel it with me. It isn’t always an easy road, and it certainly isn’t 
a superhighway, but there certainly are rewards along the way. 

 I decided to write this book because I kept seeing in the professional 
literature the recommendation that if therapists planned to use mindful-
ness in their work with clients, it was important that they have their own 
mindfulness practice. I wholeheartedly agree with that recommendation. 
Basic meditation instructions are pretty simple and easy to give. That isn’t 
where the skill and experience come in. Therapists need their own mind-
fulness practice to deal with what comes after you’ve given the instruc-
tions. That’s when the hard work begins. That’s when it’s important to be 
able to discern when clients are on the right path or when they are losing 
the way. While conceptual frameworks help with that discernment, expe-
rience is the fi nal touchstone. Sometimes this practice takes us to diffi cult 
and scary places. Sometimes it gives us pleasures that seem like the end 
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of the road when they’re not. Knowing in our own bones how that feels 
makes us much more able to help clients as they encounter the same 
things. And when it comes down to it, I’m really not going to encourage 
you to try teaching your clients the formal practice of mindfulness, at 
least not often and not much. I think the real benefi t of this practice for 
therapists is what it does for us both personally and professionally. We 
help our clients by bringing our own best selves into the therapy room, 
and mindfulness helps us do that more consistently and fully. 

 This is a book for practicing therapists and for students who are begin-
ning the professional journey to become therapists. Despite all the recom-
mendations I was hearing about the importance to therapists having their 
own practice, I didn’t fi nd much direction for how to do so that was aimed 
specifi cally at therapists. There are lots and lots of good books about 
mindfulness and meditation and compassion but none focused on how 
those practices apply to the needs and lives of therapists. So I decided that 
was the book I was going to write. Why me? I’ve had a mindfulness prac-
tice in the insight meditation or  vipassana  tradition since the early 1980s. 
My practice has ebbed and fl owed but has been part of my life since I 
was fi rst exposed to it while a staff member at the Menninger Clinic. We 
were lucky enough to have a skilled practitioner and teacher—Dr. Jack 
Engler—on the staff who began to teach the practice and organize sitting 
groups. I honestly don’t know what drew me to meditation at that time. 
I guess it was some sense that life could be different for me, that some of 
the struggles I was engaged in could be untangled. 

 My practice ran parallel to my professional life, or so it seemed to me, 
for many years. Now we have the topic of mindfulness everywhere—
on magazine covers, in television shows, in scientifi c papers, and in the 
self-help aisle at the bookstore. Mindfulness is taught in universities and 
public school and to preschoolers. As I write this, there is even a mem-
ber of Congress—Ohio Representative Tim Ryan—who wants to bring 
mindfulness to the entire country. It wasn’t always so. When I fi rst began 
to meditate, I recall feeling that it was a bit suspect, a little clandestine. I 
didn’t tell many people that I meditated. And I certainly didn’t tell anyone 
when I went to my fi rst meditation retreat. Who would understand why 
I would choose to spend 5 days in the woods with a group of strangers, 
not talking to any of them, not even making eye contact, and meditating 
from 5 in the morning until 10 at night? Using meditation in therapy 
seemed like a risky and questionable thing to do. 

 In this book, I’ll talk about Buddhist psychology. This isn’t an attempt 
to convince anyone to take up Buddhist religion. The insights of the 
historical Buddha as they have been developed and passed down over 
the past 2,500 years can be useful to us without adopting the religious 
aspects of Buddhism. In fact, what the Buddha taught was much more 
like a philosophy or psychology than it was like a religion. The religious 
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aspect became part of Buddhism only later as it spread throughout India 
and encountered other religions and spiritual practices. 

 One aspect of Buddhist psychology that I fi nd useful is the Three Ref-
uges. These are supports for spiritual development and the practice of 
mindfulness. One of those refuges is called the  sangha  or the community. 
None of us can really get far in this practice all by ourselves. For me, as 
a therapist, I began to feel the infl uence of the community when I started 
to see the initial studies that explored the usefulness of mindfulness in 
helping to treat a variety of disorders. The courage of early pioneers like 
Jon Kabat-Zinn helped to bring this practice into our fi eld. His lead was 
followed by a growing cadre of researchers and practitioners who are 
continuing to expand the reach of mindfulness in health care and mental 
health care. Others are taking it to education. Perhaps it will even make 
it into our government one of these days. 

 I took a training workshop from Jon Kabat-Zinn and his colleague 
Saki Santorelli in Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction almost 20 years 
ago now. It gave me a beginning vision of how this practice might become 
part of my professional work. Slowly, I began to talk with my colleagues 
about my meditation experience and how I thought it might be useful. I 
offered a 1-day workshop to the students and faculty in the marriage and 
family therapy program that I now direct. To my surprise, a lot of people 
attended. Also to my surprise, my colleagues were supportive. I began to 
hold informal meditation sessions after class for those who wanted more 
experience with the practice. I started attending retreats to deepen my 
own practice and found a wonderful teacher—Tara Brach of the Insight 
Meditation Community of Washington. With further support of my col-
leagues, I began to formally teach mindfulness to our students as they 
began their clinical training. The response was enthusiastic. I developed 
and taught a full course on mindfulness. We held day-long retreats and 
organized a monthly sitting group. At this point, we have truly integrated 
mindfulness into the curriculum of our program. Not long ago, I got 
a note from a recent graduate who had just completed a 6-week silent 
mindfulness meditation retreat. She wrote how much the experience had 
meant to her and how much she had gained from it. “This never would 
have happened without mindfulness being such an integral part of the 
MFT program,” she said. 

 So I am inviting you along on the same journey as I have made, and 
my students have made, and generations of people before us have made. 
Some days when I sit down to meditate, I feel the presence of all of those 
people, of that  sangha , around me. I am trying really hard not to say it 
takes a village. But it certainly is a lonely path if you are all alone. 

 So many people have helped me along the way that I want to take 
a moment to thank some of them. Jack Engler fi rst taught me mind-
fulness at Menninger along with my colleagues Bill Trussell, Marianne 
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Ault-Riche, Peter Novotny, and Cecil Chamberlain. These people were 
all part of a regular sitting group that met weekly in the morning before 
work, and they helped get the ball rolling. Tara Brach has been an incred-
ible infl uence, both for her teaching and for her manner in the world. She 
has been an informal consultant to us as we have integrated mindfulness 
into our training program and has had a profound impact on my per-
sonal practice as well. My colleagues Dr. Sandi Stith and Dr. Karen Rosen 
created an atmosphere at Virginia Tech where I felt safe to begin to talk 
about my experience and they encouraged me to pursue integrating it 
into our program even when they didn’t exactly understand what I was 
up to. My current colleagues have continued that support. Dr. Angela 
Huebner and Kirsten Lundeberg have been amazingly good friends and 
colleagues along the way. I was lucky enough to have a talented editor 
and writer—Faye Fiore—help edit sections of the book. My wife Julia 
Stephens has put up with taking care of all my responsibilities while I 
sat retreats and has never questioned why I would or should pursue this 
practice. But in the end I owe the greatest debt to my clients and my 
students. They have taught me more than they can ever guess about the 
practice of mindfulness, and about the simple grace of being human. 
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 Roger  1   is still on his cell phone as he comes down the hall to my offi ce. 
His voice is so loud that it is impossible not to overhear. 

 “Tell them I’ll be back in about an hour,” he says. There’s a pause. 
“No, I can’t be disturbed.” 

 A longer pause this time as Roger listens intently. 
 “Okay,” he says fi nally. “Tell them to send me an e-mail. Or call if it’s 

really urgent.” 
 As he sits down in my offi ce, Roger is still staring at his phone, swiping 

his fi nger across the screen. 
 “Just a second,” he says. “I need to check on one thing.” 
 I sit quietly while he reads e-mail and types quickly with his thumbs. He 

is clearly checking on more than one thing. He looks up when he is done. 
 “What a day,” he says, looking distracted. “Everyone seems to want a 

piece of me.” 
 “Just take a moment to leave that all behind,” I tell him. 
 I guide us both through a brief present focus experience that I do with 

most clients at the beginning of my sessions: taking a conscious breath or 
two, feeling our feet on the fl oor, the chair against our body . . . coming 
into the present. 

 “Better,” Roger says. He begins to tell me about his thoughts since I 
last saw him, how he struggles with a vague, background sense of anxiety 
that always leaves him feeling unsettled. He doesn’t have panic attacks or 
frank anxiety symptoms, just a consistent feeling of unease. 

 As we talk, his cell phone vibrates insistently in his shirt pocket, signal-
ing either an incoming call or an arriving e-mail. We both ignore it as best 
we can, but fi nally Roger says, “I guess I better check on that.” He looks 
at the screen and his eyes narrow. 

 “Damn,” he says. “It never stops.” 
 Roger is right. It doesn’t stop. The incoming demands for our atten-

tion are relentless, compelling, intrusive, stressful, and seductive all at 
once. And our cell phones are only the most obvious offenders. Wherever 
we go, we seem to be connected to “the cloud”—computers sit on our 
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