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The Water of Life is a fairy tale from the Grimm Brothers’ collection. It is the story of
three brothers who are all princes. Two of the brothers are self-centered and greedy while the
youngest is kind and compassionate. The story begins with the king, their father, dying. The
brothers are very sad about this and are grieving in the palace garden. An old man appears in the
garden inquiring about their grief. When he hears the problem, he says, “I know a remedy. It is
called the water of life. If he drinks it, he will be saved. However, it is very difficult to find.”

The oldest brother goes to the king and asks permission to search for the water of life.
The king does not want him to go but finally relents. Although his intentions seemed pure, in his
heart the older brother thought, “If I bring back the water, the king will love me best and I will
inherit the kingdom.” Soon after setting off on his quest, he encounters a dwarf who stops him
and asks where he is going. The prince is haughty to the dwarf and rudely dismisses him by
telling him it is none of his business. This angers the dwarf who casts a spell upon the haughty
prince. Soon afterward, the prince comes to a gorge. The deeper he goes into the gorge, the
narrower it becomes until he gets stuck. He cannot go forwards or backwards, nor dismount from
his horse. He remains imprisoned in that very spot.

After some time had passed and the oldest prince had not returned, the second prince
goes to the king and pleads to his father to let him go and search for the water of life. All the
while he thought, “This is a good idea, for should my brother be dead, the kingdom will be mine.”
So the prince sets out on the same path as his brother and also encounters the dwarf. The dwarf
asks, “Where to in such a hurry?” ““You gnome,” the prince said insolently, “it’s none of your
business,” and rode off. Again the dwarf was angered and he put a curse on the second prince.
Like his brother, the second prince rides into a gorge and gets stuck.

After more time passes and the two princes do not return, the youngest brother announces
that he will go search for the water. Again, the king refuses to let him go but finally consents.
The young prince sets off and encounters the dwarf. Unlike his brothers, when the dwarf asks him
where he is going, he stops, gets off his horse, and tells the dwarf of his quest for the water of life.
The dwarf asks, “Do you know where to find it?” “No,” replied the prince. “Well, I will tell you,
because you spoke to me politely,” said the dwarf. The dwarf then tells the prince all the details of
how to find and obtain the water of life. The brother listens to the dwarf and does as he is told.

For sake of brevity, I will not finish the tale but encourage you to read it for yourself.
The tale goes on to tell of the young prince’s journey. His journey is filled with many obstacles
that he must endure and in which he learns some valuable lessons about life and himself. But,
because of his growth and wisdom, the tale ends happily with his marrying a princess and
possessing many riches (Grimm, 1971).

Introduction

The “fairy tale” life, what is that really? Typically one would define it as a life that is
filled with positive experiences and having no problems. I did not end the above tale with the
saying, “and they lived happily ever after.” That is because “happily ever after” is not the true
reality of life. Although we might all wish for happily ever after, a more appropriate title for life
might be Full Catastrophe Living which is the title of one of Jon Kabat-Zinn’s books (Kabat-
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of mindfulness. Like the youngest brother in the tale, I too am on a journey. It is a journey to
better understand myself and to become fully ‘awake’ as to what is taking place in my life. I am
looking for the best way to live “the full catastrophe”. To assist me in my journey of improving
my health and the quality of my life, I signed up for an experiential class in mindfulness at the
University of Arkansas at Little Rock in the fall of 2005.

As part of the class requirement, we are to write a paper reflecting what we have learned
on mindfulness and how it has or has not applied to our life. This paper has proven to be one of
the most challenging papers I have ever written. The difficulty comes with the fact that I have
found mindfulness to positively affect so many areas of my life that it is hard for me to narrow
my paper to one topic. In an effort to discuss several ways in which mindfulness has benefited
me, my paper will be focused in a broad way on mindfulness and relationships. One can not live
their life without relationships: relationship with self, relationship with others, relationship with
spirituality, etc. In a more narrow sense, the aim of my paper is to discuss how the fairy tale, The
Water of Life, can be used not only to describe aspects of mindfulness, but also to show how
some of those same aspects have been mirrored in my own life.

Defining Mindfulness

When I signed up for this class, I thought mindfulness would be about meditating and
relaxing. Ihad much to learn. Although relaxation can be a by-product of mindfulness, it is not
necessarily a goal or end to mindfulness. Mindfulness, as we learned in course lecture, is simply
an “awareness of the present.” Kabat-Zinn defines it this way: “Mindfulness means paying
attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally. It is
simply a practical way to be more in touch with the fullness of your being through a systematic
process of self-observation, self-inquiry, and mindful action” (Kabat-Zinn, 1994). It is realizing
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“be”. It is not a practice of quieting the mind but rather is one that encourages awareness of
anything that might arise in the mind.

When beginning to teach us about mindfulness, our course professor, Dr. Daniel Holland,
discussed necessary attitudes of mindfulness: non-judging, patience, a beginner’s mind, trust,
non-striving, acceptance, and letting go. In preparing for this paper, I read a lot of information
about mindfulness. It is surprising to find how little time and emphasis has been given to these
necessary attitudes or components of mindfulness. Through the short time I have been practicing
mindfulness, I realize that losing sight of any one of these components can impede one’s process
of being mindful.

All of the aforementioned attributes are fostered to allow one to learn from each unique
moment. Mindfulness involves a process of acknowledging, but then “letting go”, of what arises
in one’s direct experience of the moment. Mindfulness, then, is about observing one’s own
thoughts and experiences as they occur. Some days my thoughts go racing by just like cars at a
speedway. Other days, my thoughts come more slowly, more like watching a movie in a movie
theater. Either way, the key is to just observe one’s interior and exterior experience, and through
that observation, try to gain a better understanding of what is happening in one’s inner and outer
world.

Fairy Tales: Dwarfs and Princes

As I stated earlier in my paper, I chose a fairy tale to center my paper around because of
the applications of mindfulness that I saw in it. I developed this idea when reading Jon Kabat-
Zinn’s book Wherever You Go There You Are. He discusses fairy tales in this way: “The old
fairy tales..are ancient maps, offering their own guidance for the development of full human
beings. While they are entertaining and engaging stories in their own right, they are so in large
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and peace. The kings..princes..dwarfs..are not merely personages “out there”. We know them
intuitively as aspects of our own psyches, strands of our own being, groping toward
fulfillment. ..they have to be faced and honored or they will consume us (eat us up)” (Kabat-
Zinn, 1994).

How many of us actually take the time or know how to face our inner self, our thoughts,
and our emotions? What I have learned is that practicing mindfulness is a way to do this. In the
tale, the two older, selfish brothers are a prime example of two people who are not in touch with
their inner experiences and the take goes on to explore the ramifications of such. Iam like the
brothers, as are probably many others, who have gotten so caught up in our own world, our job,
our family, and our own ambitions that we fail to stop and see the bigger picture. This is
especially easy for those of us who live in the capitalist, “he who has the most toys wins”
mindset of the United States. All actions are driven toward producing something. Unfortunately
we become habituated to life by how we are raised, how we are taught, etc. We are conditioned
by the media to develop certain thinking patterns and beliefs. We become like sheep and just
live life by going through the motions without really questioning why we do what we do or why
we believe what we believe or why we act the way we act. Unfortunately, some never “wake
up” to what is happening in their lives. This often causes us to miss great opportunities that
could have made our life genuinely richer.

This is very evident with what we Americans coin “the mid-life crisis”. Many people are
driven by the single focus of personal gain only to wake up one day and wonder what their life is
really all about. One does not need to research and cite some author to know that we are
surrounded by people who are stressed out and unhappy with their life. People are driven to
some end but most of the time they are not in touch with the true motive behind such pursuit.

Often this leads to a feeling of lack of fulfillment and unhappiness.



This is exactly what happened with the two older princes in the tale. They were both so
absorbed in their own self-serving ambitions that they rushed head on towards their goal,
thinking they knew how to get it. Yet they did not know how to get it and in fact, ended up stuck
in aravine. Kabat-Zinn expresses the problem with these words, “ignoring the larger order of
things, will ultimately lead to an impasses in your life in which you are unable to go forward,
unable to go back, and unable to turn around...with such an attitude, you will remain stuck,
potentially forever” (Kabat-Zinn, 1994). Mindfulness is a way for us to “wake up from a sleep
of automaticity and unconsciousness; thereby making it possible for us to live our lives with
access to the full spectrum of our conscious and unconscious possibilities” (Kabat-Zinn, 1990).

The young prince was more successful in the journey because he demonstrated a
willingness to say, “I don’t know how to get the water of life”. And, he was open to suggestions
from others. He showed trust, respect, and compassion for the dwarf. This approach is, in the
end, really an example of his being in touch with and honoring that part of himself that is unsure
about certain things. He trusted himself enough and was open enough to allow help from others
in finding the answers.

Mindfulness has taught me some of these same things and has allowed me to feel a
freedom of not needing to have all the answers. The practice of meditation is beginning to instill
in me a sense of calmness and more stability. I am learning to focus on the present moment and
not worry about the past or the future; it is accepting this moment as it is and learning all I can
from each moment. The young prince was more in touch with his inner self than his older
brothers and that is why he was more successful in his quest. He had many experiences
throughout his journey and learned from them. In this way he grew into a fully developed adult.

In order for us to approximate that, we must first be in touch with our own experiences.




Relationship with Self

Although all types of relationships are important, e.g., relationship with self, relationship
with others, relationship with God or spirituality, etc., I have chosen to spend the bulk of my
time discussing the relationship between mindfulness and one’s self. I do this because not only
is this where I have experienced the most impact and growth from my mindfulness practice but
as Dr. Holland said in a class lecture, “How can one be fully aware of other things if one is not
aware of one’s own self?”

“Buddhism talks about different mind states in which each has its own kind of divine
energy which has to be faced and honored and worked if we are to grow and develop our true
potential as human beings. In Buddhism, the vehicle for this work of inner-development is
meditation” (Kabat-Zinn, 1994).

During the course, Dr. Holland taught four methods of enhancing mindfulness. The first
method taught was sitting meditation called Vipassana, which emphasizes insight through
awareness of the present moment. It is a process of self-observation and involves a point of
focus, usually the breath. In mindfulness meditation, the point of focus serves as a gentle anchor
around which other experiences (thoughts, emotions, sensations) are witnessed and allowed to
dissipate. (Holland, 2004). The other three methods included a guided meditation called a body
scan, walking meditation, and Hanna Somatics (Holland, 2005). One can experience a greater
awareness of one’s self by practicing any of these methods; however, I found the sitting
meditation and Hanna Somatics to be the most effective for me.

When one meditates, one has to put out the welcome mat to both the princes and goblins
(Kabat-Zinn, 1994). One has to learn not to judge one’s thoughts and feelings but just to accept
them as they are and to let them go. One of the hardest things for me is trying not to analyze
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mindfulness is not trying to reach some “end” but rather is a process of just exploring, accepting,
and learning from one’s thoughts and emotions as they are experienced. I am learning to let go
and to just be with my thoughts. It is an experience that at times is liberating in that I get to
experience just “being”, and at other times it is uncomfortable, as I face certain thoughts and
feelings.

As I shared before, I have learned that mindfulness is not to be confused with relaxing,
nor is it about positive thinking. However, these are both byproducts that I have sometimes
experienced when practicing mindfulness meditation. I often find myself feeling refreshed after
meditating and I find it a great thing to do in the middle of the day to give me extra energy.
When meditating first thing in the morning, I have noticed a distinct difference in my day. My
day is enriched in that I am more mindful of what takes place. I am also more aware of others
and their concerns and find myself acting in a kinder, gentler manner. Mindfulness meditation
has also been an aid in my spiritual life in that it makes me feel more connected to all things and
it helps me get into a peaceful, prayerful state, one in which readies me to talk with God.

A difficulty I experienced with mindfulness meditation is the feeling that I needed to be
doing something. I felt as if it were a “passive” activity. Of course, this comes from my “every
action must produce something” Western mindset. What I have come to realize is that I am
doing something, something very important. [ am working on me, bettering my self and my
future by dealing with issues about me, now. I like how Beth Roth captures mindfulness:
“Mindfulness is the process of deeply experiencing one’s life as it is unfolding in the present
moment. As concentration is strengthened, the stage is set for the next level of mindfulness
practice: the development of insight, or understanding. With practice, the meditator is able to
distinguish experiences themselves from habitual reactions to the experiences. The meditator

discovers that instead of reacting automatically to internal and external events, he or she may




choose a conscious response. What emerges is the realization that one has the freedom and
ability to shape one’s life in previously unimagined ways” (Ross, 1997).

As Ross states, mindfulness has helped me to better understand myself and my responses
to certain things. For example, I suffer from migraine headaches. One of the reasons I signed up
for this course was that I heard that mindfulness has helped people with chronic pain. I was
hopeful that it could help my headaches. As mentioned, the point of focus with meditation is the
breath. One of the first things I realized about myself, from practicing meditation, is that I do not
breathe properly. I literally will hold my breath at times. Until this course, I had not paid
attention to my breathing but instead, like other things, had taken it for granted. I am now much
more aware of taking deep, slow, abdominal breaths. I am much more aware and mindful of my
breathing throughout the day and I often stop to take some slow, deep breaths. I have read in
migraine prevention literature that improper breathing is a commonality among migraine
sufferers. The awareness I have gained in just this one area has already improved the quality of
my health by lessening the number and severity of my headaches.

When I first began the class in August 2005, I was experiencing 14-15 migraines per
month. The headaches have progressively grown in number and severity in the past few years. 1
have kept a calendar of the number of headaches I have experienced since beginning mindfulness
meditation. In August, I had 12 headaches, September I had 8 headaches, and in October, I had
only 7 headaches. I did not include November because I did not meditate that much due to
taking care of sick parents and my schedule being total chaos. Overall, I believe that
mindfulness meditation coupled with practicing yoga twice a week has had a direct and positive
impact on my migraines. Not only have my migraines lessened in number but I have also gained
new insight into detecting the onset of a migraine so that I can take my medicine sooner and

sometimes lessen the intensity of the headache.



Because my paper is getting too lengthy I will quickly summarize other ways meditation
has helped me gain awareness of self. Practicing the proper meditation stance of sitting up
straight has improved my posture. I am much more aware of my posture throughout the day and
correct it when I feel I am slumping, etc., which seems to give me more energy. In his book
Insight Meditation, Joseph Goldstein challenges us to, “Remember to use our body as a vehicle
for awakening. It can be as simple as staying mindful of your posture. Practicing mindfulness of
the body is one of the easiest ways to stay present in daily life” (Goldstein, 1993). I have found
this to be very true. Along with that, I have also gained greater awareness to tension areas in my
body and relaxing that tension. Hanna Somatics, yoga, and the body scan have also aided in this.
This has helped with my headaches and often helps on those nights when I find it hard to sleep.

Overall, mindfulness is helping me to feel more calm and peaceful inside. I am learning
how to let go of things that I cannot control such as my migraines and my parents poor health. |
am one who tries to “fix” things and I often try to control them so as to make them better.
However, I find it ironic in that the more I let go of things, the more peaceful I feel. In addition,
I feel I am developing what Beth Roth calls “stress hardiness” (Roth, 1997). Mindfulness
meditation helps me better deal with stress. Because I am feeling less stressed, I am relating
better with others. I am more able to “be there” for them and their problems.

Other Relationships

It only makes sense that as one becomes more aware of self and more accepting of self,
one can better relate not only to others but to the world and all that is in it. This is aptly captured
with words from the following authors. Kristin Neff writes, “..acknowledge that suffering,
failure, and inadequacies are part of the human condition, and that all people-oneself included-
are worthy of compassion. Less judgment of oneself also allows for less judgment of others, as

comparisons between oneself and others are not needed to enhance or defend self-esteem” (Neff,
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2003). Goldstein shares, “..when someone does something harmful, if we can see past the action
to its root cause in ignorance, then instead of our more usual reaction of anger we can respond
with compassion. .. What helps ignorance is bringing wisdom and compassion to bear on the
situation” (Goldstein, 1993). And Rosenberg states, “Mindfulness may also be related to
fulfillment in terms of how it can facilitate connectedness with others. When mindful, people are
more open to experience, and this openness of mind serves as a foundation for opening one’s
heart. When we are more aware of our thoughts, feelings, and actions, it becomes more difficult
for us to ignore the feelings and circumstances of others. In this way, increased mindfulness lays
the foundation for increased compassion” (Rosenberg, 2004). In the Water of Life, one of the
reasons the youngest prince was successful is because he was compassionate and open to others.
This was demonstrated in his willingness to talk with the ugly and supposed insignificant dwarf
and his willingness to help the kings that were in war and whose people were facing starvation. (1
know, I did not tell you about that part of the story.)
Conclusion

There has never been a more needed time for the concept of mindfulness. We live in an
age wrought with stress: wars, natural disasters, ever-changing technology, the push to do more
and more, etc. I recently thought about this when our legislature decided to increase daylight
savings time an extra hour. Although it is touted as a way to better utilize the environment by
reducing the use of electricity, I see it as one more way of adding to people’s stress. People will
go to work earlier, but will they stop earlier? Idoubt it. In fact, we will just adapt and fill up
every hour of the day, working more and more. When does this stop? When do we wake up as a
society and realize what we are doing to ourselves, to others, and to our world?

Stress is a part of our life. Practicing mindfulness has reminded me that we do not have

to be enslaved by stress or any other forces in our lives. At the core of mindfulness is learning to

11






