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Everyone loves a good story. This book tells the stories of a constellation of Mindful 
Heroes: ordinary people just like us, who followed the path of mindfulness and went on 
an inner journey that would change their world. 

They engaged with an in-depth study and courageous exploration of mindfulness practice. Having experienced 
for themselves the benefits of mindful awareness, compassion and insight, they then wanted to give others the 
opportunity to discover their own potential. These 26 Mindful Heroes from 10 countries creatively applied 
mindfulness to a variety of settings across Education, Health, Business, Sport, Creative Arts and Community work. 
Now they share the moving stories of their personal and professional journeys of transformation with you. 

EDITORS 

"As the old saying goes, 'It is not what happens on the cushion, it is what we take out 
into the world.' Mindful Heroes exemplifies this notion, exploring the lives of those who 
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and compassion for the benefit of us all." 
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FREE SAMPLE CHAPTER

“Mindful Heroes – stories of journeys that changed lives“ has 25 chapters that will enable 
you to explore the applications of mindfulness as you learn from recent research and engage 

with your own journey of mindfulness practice.

We are happy to offer you free access to this Chapter (subject to the terms and conditions 
of the Creative Commons License summarised on the previous page). 

We hope you enjoy reading it so much that you will now want to read the whole book. 

It is available as a paperback from Inspired by Learning https://www.inspiredbylearning.eu 
and from the Samye Ling Bookshop https://www.samyelingshop.com/

The eBook/PDF can be purchased as a single download or unlimited downloads. 
Contact: info@inspiredbylearning.eu or send a message via the IBL website

Terry Barrett, Vin Harris and Graeme Nixon (Editors).

DEDICATION
We dedicate this book that it may inspire individuals and groups to develop their mindfulness and 
compassion. The royalties of this book are going to the Everyone Project which supports groups who 

may not otherwise have the opportunity to participate in mindfulness courses. 
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MINDFUL HEROES STORIES: AN INTRODUCTION

WHAT IS THIS BOOK ABOUT?

STORIES OF MINDFUL HEROES

Terry Barrett 

terry.barrett@ucd.ie
terrybarrett500@hotmail.com

Donald Gordon
 
dm.gordon@btinternet.com

Everyone loves stories. This book tells the stories of a constellation of mindful heroes. This book is 
about mindful heroes: ordinary people, like you and me, who followed the path of mindfulness and 
went on a hero’s journey. These mindful heroes developed their own personal mindfulness practice 
together with studying mindfulness. They benefited from their growth in mindful awareness, 
compassion for self and others and insight. Then they wanted to share this and provide others with 
the opportunity to develop their potential in their own ways. On their journeys they changed their 
own and sometimes others’ lives. They share their stories of their personal and professional journeys 
with you.

Human beings need stories. From our very earliest years, it’s how we make 
sense of the world. These days, given that we’re bombarded with fragments of 
information from everywhere, it seems to me that we need complete, complex 
stories more than we ever have before (Moore Fitzgerald 2014a).

Figure 1: Storybooks for people of all ages (Wilde, 2015; Moore Fitzgerald, 2014b; Doty, 2016).  
Photo: © Terry Barrett 2018

CHAPTER 1
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WHAT IS MINDFULNESS?

John Kabat-Zinn’s (1994) classical definition of mindfulness is “paying attention in a particular way; 
on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally” (p.4). It combines the intention to be 
attentive with an attitude of self-compassion. There are both formal and informal mindfulness 
practices. Formal mindfulness is meditation practices like mindfulness of breath where we give 
attention to our breath going in and out of our bodies, and bodyscan where we give attention to 
the sensations in each part of our body in turn starting with our toes and ending with the tops of our 
heads. Informal mindfulness practice is giving non-judgemental attention to the activities of daily 
life: having a shower, drinking a cup of tea, going for a walk or reading a chapter of a book. The 
five facets of mindfulness are observing, describing, acting with awareness, non-judging of inner 
experience (our thoughts and emotions), and non-reactivity to inner experience, (Baer et al., 2006). 
The idea of mindfulness is explored further in Chapters 2 and 3.

WHY READ THIS BOOK?

THE HERO’S JOURNEY

This is the first book on mindfulness to adopt a Hero’s Journey approach. The reason why we chose 
this theme is that the Hero’s Journey helps us to make sense of and give meaning to the challenges 
and opportunities, the dragons and the angels, the quests and adventures we experience in our lives. 
This archetype story resonates with the inner hero in many women and men. This book is inspired by 
Joseph Campbell’s Hero’s Journey (1949). At the start of the Hero’s Journey, the hero has a crisis, a 
challenge or a feeling that all is not right or a call to adventure. The hero goes to a new world where 
challenges are faced with the help of new resources, people and learning. When the hero returns to 
the old world there is a natural wish to share the treasures found in the new world with others. The 
hero returns to the world of the familiar with a motivation of applying the insights, skills and actions to 
making the world a better place. Batman, Luke Skywalker in Return of the Jedi , Neo in The Matrix and 
Elizabeth Gilbert in Eat, Pray, Love are all archetypal heroes who spring to mind. Religious traditions 
also have their own real-life heroes who made this journey: Mohammad, Jesus, Mary (Our Lady), 
the Buddha and Kisa Gotami all left the world of the familiar, journeyed into unfamiliar territory and 
eventually returned to be of service in improving the human condition. Mindfulness practitioners 
and writers have shared the fruits of their journey with us including Sharon Salzberg, Pema Chodron, 
Tara Brach, Ruby Wax, John Kabat-Zinn and Jack Kornfield. Many poets in their poems distil the 
wisdom from their heroic travels including Mary Oliver’s The Journey and Seamus Heaney’s Digging. 
Hero stories are not primarily about the person in the story but more about re-invigorating the heroic 
response in readers. The mindful heroes in this book engaged in an ongoing process of developing 
a personal mindfulness practice, learning about the human condition, along with developing the 
courage and commitment needed in moving towards authentic expressions of mindfulness. For 
example, Susanne Olbrich in Chapter 20 discusses:

how long-term mindfulness practice has played an important part in liberating 
my creative energy as a musician. Additionally, mindfulness has found its way into 
my work in many ways big and small. When I do my accounts or book concerts, 
when I perform, prepare a workshop or speak with piano pupils’ parents, when I 
work on a new piece of music or rehearse with other musicians, my intention and 
practice is to do so with presence and heart: to care, to notice, and to be fully alive 
in the process.
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EXPRESSIONS OF MINDFULNESS IN PROFESSIONAL 
AND COMMUNITY SETTINGS

The authentic expressions of mindfulness presented by authors of the chapters from 10 different 
countries in this book, are about how they creatively applied mindfulness together with other 
approaches to a variety of settings across Education, Health, Business, Sport, Creative Arts and 
Community Work. The emphasis in these stories is on developing potential as well as working with 
pathology. The purpose of the book is to inspire and engage others in: exploring mindfulness, 
developing their personal mindfulness practice, applying mindfulness, compassion and insight to 
different professional and community settings and learning from recent research. The authors (or lead 
authors) of these chapters were postgraduate students, well established in their professional careers, 
who chose to study on a MSc Programme in Studies in Mindfulness. The University of Aberdeen in 
partnership with the Mindfulness Association provides an MSc Studies in Mindfulness Programme. 
This programme combines the development of personal mindfulness practice with the design and 
facilitation of mindfulness initiatives in professional and community settings together with reviewing 
and contributing to current research in this field. The authors draw on their work-based projects or 
professional enquiries completed as part of this programme to share with you what they have learnt. 
In Chapter 24 Jacky Seery who was a family carer herself talks about the course she gave to a group 
of family carers that combined mindfulness, compassion and Qigong movement:

The greatest – and totally unexpected - gift I received on this exceptionally 
rewarding journey came about when I began to share the juicy, sweet fruits of 
my training in mindfulness and compassion with a small group of highly stressed 
family carers. The very act of opening my heart to these unsung caring heroines 
and then extending heartfelt compassion to them contributed so much to my own 
long-term healing and overall sense of wellbeing and fulfilment in life.

 
Some chapters in this book are about teaching the Mindfulness Based Living Course (MBLC) 
designed by the Mindfulness Association e.g. Chapter 25 The Mindfulness for Everyomne Project. 
A larger number of chapters are about adapting the MBLC course and creatively combining it with 
other approaches to meet the needs of particular groups. Two examples of chapters of this type are 
Chapter 6 Dragons and Weebles: Mindfulness with Adolescents and Chapter 24 Turning Empathic 
Distress into Compassion: A Hero’s Journey for Family Carers. The largest number of chapters 
are not about teaching mindfulness but about sensitively and confidently adapting mindfulness, 
compassion and insight approaches in integrated ways in professional and community settings. Two 
examples of these types of chapters are Chapter 7 Combining Poetry and Mindfulness: Stories of 
Creating New Spaces in Higher Education and Chapter 14 Lost in Work: My Story of Recovery.

HOW THE BOOK BEGAN AND HOW WE WROTE IT?

Terry finished her Postgraduate Diploma in Studies in Mindfulness. Later she spent a summer 
weeklong retreat on Holy Isle, a small island in Scotland. And that is when the book began…….
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Touch of spray of wave on my face
Steady myself on the small rubber boat. 
Feel the magic of the tiny island of Holy Isle
A calm so deep after a week retreat. 
Heather asks: “Will you edit a book for us?”
I respond: “Yes.”

See the large island of Arran from the big boat
As we voyage towards the mainland.
Have an insight to ask Vin and Graeme to be co-editors.
See the gap between what I do and who I am 
Get smaller and smaller.

The book comes alive at the writers’ retreat.
Clink of glasses to toast its head and heart.
The buzz of peer review
The laugher of camaraderie.
The silence of meditation
And of mindful walking snake-like
in the Eskdalemuir countryside.

Feel the heartfulness of the heroes’ stories.
Sense the growth from personal practice 
To creation of places and spaces 
for others to develop in their own ways.
Bear witness to the tapestry
and textures of emotions,
research and actions.
Tired but happy as I edit another chapter
in Neidin, my little nest.

Touch of spray of wave on my face
Steady myself on the small rubber boat.
With Holy Isle behind us now again 
In my mind’s eye I see people reading, 
Glimpsing a common humanity. 
Noticing flashes of inspiration.
Spotting their own possibilities
For voyages of adventure and discovery.

Figure 2: The Mindful Heroes Book by Terry Barrett
Photo Holy Isle from the water © Terry Barrett 2018

We saw writing this book as a practice of mindfulness, compassion and insight. As editors we 
meditated together in silence at the start of our initial meetings about the vision, purpose and 
theme of the book and at the start of all subsequent meetings. We worked together to facilitate 
a writers’ retreat for book chapter authors in a community centre in the countryside in Scotland.  
This combined discussing the mindful hero theme of the book, peer-reviewing the first draft of our 
chapters in groups, blocks of writing time, doing mindfulness practices, enjoying good company 
and the Scottish countryside and celebrating the start of our book.
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Figure 3: The Editors Vin Harris, Terry Barrett and Graeme Nixon at the writers’ retreat in 
Scotland Photo © Terry Barrett 2018

Figure 4: Three groups peer reviewing first drafts of chapters at the writers’ retreat 
Photo: © Terry Barrett 2018

In this retreat authors got insights for their chapters from: discussing them with peers, silent writing 
and mindfulness practices. We tried to be self-compassionate as we were kind to ourselves in 
realising that a first draft was just that, and the nature of writing is re-writing and with time, feedback 
and hard work we would arrive at a chapter we would be happy to share with the public.
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Figure 5: Book conversations at the writers’ retreat Photos: © Terry Barrett 2018

Figure 6: The authors at the writers’ retreat Photo © Terry Barrett 2018

By the end of the retreat we had a real sense of writing “our” book together. We look forward to 
it being read worldwide, and we have given you our e-mail addresses so the conversations can 
continue. And now that we have finished the book, we look forward to book launches, reunions, 
conferences and workshops in different countries. 

We also tried to be compassionate to you the reader, writing in accessible ways and finding ways to 
engage you with the chapters that value your experiences and your stories. This book is very much 
a collective enterprise as together we helped it to take shape. Conversations in groups and pairs 
helped us to tell our stories.
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Having read this introduction we strongly recommend that you read the next two chapters (Chapter 
2 The Journey of Mindful Heroes and Chapter 3 Masters in Mindfulness: Compassion and Insight 
Applied to Multiple Lives and Professions) first. These two chapters set the scene for the rest of the 
book. In Chapter 2, much like the archetypal hero, Vin Harris contends that all Mindful Heroes, in 
one way or another, go through four recognisable stages, namely Departure, Descent, Initiation 
and finally the Return where the mindful hero shares the gifts learned in helping others to live in 
mindful and meaningful ways. He discusses how the journey from doing to being, in becoming more 
mindful, actually comprises journeys within journeys or circles within circles in returning time and 
again to relating to our experiences with mindful awareness. In Chapter 3, Graeme Nixon explores 
the blend of experiential and academic learning in this MSc Studies in Mindfulness programme. The 
MSc represents a graduated approach covering interlinked practices in mindfulness, compassion 
and insight that allow participants to see, hold and relate to the workings of their inner environment 
with spaciousness, warmth and perspective. Graeme provides a thoughtful consideration of the 
causes and conditions that have given rise to the growth of secular mindfulness in modern society, 
touching on the imperatives of becoming more aware, more compassionate, and the need to find 
meaning and fulfilment in life.

Having read the three introductory chapters, then choose whichever of the stories of the Mindful 
Heroes that you are most drawn to reading first. Pick the section which interests you the most: 
Education, Health, Business, Sport, Creative Arts or Community Work. In reading these chapters, you 
are invited to reflect on two interlinked aspects of the hero’s journey, namely, the process involved 
in personal transformation in following the path of mindfulness, and how the journey translates into 
expressions in everyday life and work. In many ways, these expressions mark the Return in the journey. 
The first chapter in each of these sections is an introductory chapter. In this chapter a specialist in the 
particular field responds to the chapters in the section and makes links between these chapters and 
their own practice, research and writing together with current issues in the field. 
 
In each chapter there are invitations for you to Pause and engage personally with the ideas and stories 
of the chapter. As a reader you are invited to engage in a variety of formal mindfulness meditation 
practices as part of your engagement with the chapters in this book, and you will see these Pause 
and Practice opportunities. There are opportunities to: Pause and Reflect on questions on how this 
chapter relates to you and your stories, Pause and Watch video clips and Pause and Listen to audio 
clips. You can choose to take up these invitations to stop, slow down and connect your experiences to 
the experiences in these chapters or read the chapter straight through and return to these reflective 
opportunities later. At the end of each chapter there is a Further Resources section which provides 
you with links to various resources to explore the topic further.
 
The book itself may also be seen as a Return and it is hoped that readers find some benefit in making 
their own lives and those with whom they come into contact that little bit happier, and be inspired and 
helped in leading meaningful, free lives. The royalties from the book will go towards supporting the 
work of The Everyone Project. This project supports the teaching of mindfulness courses to groups 
of people who may not otherwise have access to these opportunities. These groups include carers, 
those recovering from addiction, asylum seekers and young people, adults and elderly people on 
low incomes. You can read more about the Everyone Project in Chapter 25.

May this book contribute to you reducing suffering and the causes of suffering and increasing 
happiness and the causes of happiness. May you experience true joy! 

HOW TO READ THIS BOOK?
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FURTHER RESOURCES

Holy Isle
Centre for World Peace and Health
(Retreats and Courses). 
http://www.holyisle.org
Joseph Campbell Foundation
https://www.jcf.org/
The Mindfulness Association
http://www.mindfulnessassociation.net/
The MSc Studies in Mindfulness, University of Aberdeen
https://www.abdn.ac.uk/study/postgraduate-taught/degree-
programmes/946/studies-in-mindfulness/
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