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Poetry, Mindfulness, and Medicine

Recently, there hasbeen interest in
applications of mindful practicein
medicine.! However, among medi-
cal educators, questions about the
concept still exist: “What exactly is
mindfulness? And how does one
teach it?" This paper briefly intro-
duces the concept of mindfulness
and explores its potential impor-
tance to clinical practice. How to
teach mindfulness to medical stu-
dents is then discussed, using po-
etry as one possible instructional
method.

Mindfulness can be defined as
compassionate, nonjudgmental
awareness of the present moment.2*
In mindful practice, gentle and ob-
jective attention is brought to all
experiences as they occur moment
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by moment—one noticesthoughts,
emotions, and body sensations as
they arise and pass away.® The ben-
eficial implications of applying
mindfulnessin medical practicein-
cludeincreased concentration, clar-
ity, and decision-making ability;
greater empathy for patients; and a
greater ability to cope with stress
associated with the profession.tIn
a recent study, first- and second-
year medical students who partici-
pated ina7-week mindfulnesselec-
tive course demonstrated decreased
depression and anxiety, as well as
enhanced empathy and ability to
cope with stress.*

One goal of this elective course
wasto give preclinical medical stu-
dents useful and practica toolsfor
incorporating mindful practiceinto
their personal and professional
lives. To achieve this goal, various
methods were introduced to teach
mindfulnessto students. In addition
to traditional training in formal
meditation techniques, poetry was
included in the sessions on aregu-

lar basisto deepen students' under-
standing and experience of mind-
ful practice.

Other scholars have noted that
poetry often produces a sense of
freedom and openness, allowing for
a spaciousness of interpretation,
openness of the senses, and a deep
experience of understanding dis-
tinct from cognitive comprehen-
sion.® Inthisclass, reading and dis-
cussing poetry appeared to provide
studentswith an aternative routeto
learning, allowing themtofed, lis-
ten, and discover in different ways.

Excerpts of the poetry used dur-
ing this mindfulness class are de-
tailed below. The intention behind
the use of each poem, aswell asthe
students’ experiences, is discussed.
Since each poem affects individu-
als differently, in reading on, | in-
vite you to notice the effect of the
excerpted phrases on your own
body, emotions, heart, and mind.
Notice what arises, and see if you
can simply observe each response
with nonjudgmental compassion.
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Inthefirst class, we explored the
general theory of mindfulness. One
important component of mindful-
ness is acknowledging with accep-
tancethe full range of human emo-
tion. Mindfulness views al emo-
tionsasimportant data or messages,
which, if listened to and allowed,
will help create greater health and
well-being. To illustrate this idea,
we read “The Guest House” by
Rumi, the 13th century Persian poet
and philosopher:

This being human is a guest
house. Every morning a new ar-
rival. A joy, adepression, amean-
ness. . .. Welcome and entertain
them all!®

One student commented that the
ideaof acknowledging al her emo-
tions, thejoy aswell asthefear and
confusion, was frightening. The
image of her emotions as guests,
and she as the welcoming hostess,
helped her begin to transform this
fear into openness.

We also pondered a poem by the
19th century German romantic poet
Rilke, to deepentheideaof embrac-
ing all emotions and observing
them nonjudgmentally to gain
greater clarity and understanding.

... Soyou must not befrightened
if asadnessrisesbeforeyou larger
than any you've ever seen, if an
anxiety likelight and cloud shad-
ows moves over your hands and
everything that you do. You must
realize that something has hap-
penedto you. Life hasnot forgot-
ten you, it holds you in its hands
and will not let you fall. Why do
you want to shut out of your life
any uneasiness, any miseries, or
any depressons? For after dl, you
do not know what work these con-
ditions are doing inside of you.”

The second and third classes
emphasized awareness of the body.
Students|earned abody scan medi-
tation, in which they carefully at-
tended to each part of their physi-

cal selves, as well as hatha yoga
practices. These exercises were
done to help students listen to and
connect with their bodies with
greater acceptance and awareness.
In this context, we discussed
Rumi’s poem “ Today”:

... Take down a musical instru-
ment. Let the beauty we love be
what we do. There are hundreds
of ways to kneel and kiss the
earth.®

Students interpreted the com-
mand to “take down a musical in-
strument” as referring to the body,
moving the body, playing with the
body, and becoming familiar with
it. One woman commented that
viewing her body as a musical in-
strument evoked memories of her
violin and the care and love with
which shetunedit. Sherealized the
importance of treating her body
with the same honor and respect.
Another student shared that while
lying on the floor in a yoga pose,
hefelt hisheart beating for the first
time.

When the course is half com-
pleted, students were asked to re-
view and renew their intentions for
learning mindfulness. Intention is
afundamental component of mind-
ful practice. It is crucial to bring
awareness and contemplation to
why one s practicing and how one
practices.? We studied “The Sum-
mer Day” by the contemporary poet
Mary Oliver to feel the importance
of intention: “What will you dowith
your one wild and precious life?’®
We followed this poem with a dis-
cussioninwhich studentssharedin
small groups what their intentions
were at the beginning of class and
how they had evolved.

Throughout the course, we regu-
larly emphasized the cultivation of
compassion and acceptance. As stu-
dents began to observe themselves
and their lives, aspects of them-
selvesor their situation that they did
not likeinevitably arose. During the
last classes, we practiced a loving
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kindness meditation, teaching stu-
dents a specific technique to culti-
vate greater love and kindness to-
ward themselves and others. Deep-
ening the experience of loving kind-
ness, we recited “Enlightenment”
by John Welwood to emphasize the
importance of accepting oneself as
oneisin the present moment.

... Open your heart to who you
are, right now, not who you'd like
to be, not the saint you're striv-
ing to become, but the being right
there before you, inside you,
around you, al of youisholy . ..

In the final class, students sat in
a circle sharing their experiences
and their intentions for continuing
mindfulness practice in their per-
sonal and professional lives. The
theme of connectedness and
interconnectedness, which had been
a subtle but ever-present current
throughout the class, became ex-
plicit. Students shared the impor-
tance of connecting with othersin
the classand theimportance of feel-
ing that they were not alone. One
student disclosed that shefelt smul-
taneously more fearful about her
future profession and more able to
cope with the challenges. She
shared that she was now more em-
pathic, and, yet, genuinely experi-
encing a patient’s pain frightened
her. However, she felt that this
newly cultivated empathy would
also make her amuch more patient,
compassionate, and effective phy-
sician. She felt that mindfulness
practice not only helped her to be
more sensitive, it made her stron-
ger. She realized that she wasn't
alonein facing the pain, doubt, and
fear that arise in the medical pro-
fession.

Whitman's poem, “A Noiseless
Patient Spider,” helped articulate
thisawarenessthat we arenot alone:

...Andyou O my soul whereyou
stand, surrounded, detached, in
measurel ess oceans of space,
ceaselessly musing, venturing,



Literature and the Artsin Medical Education

throwing, seeking the spheres to
connect them, till the bridge you
will need be form'd, till the duc-
tileanchor hold, till the gossamer
thread you fling catch some-
where, O my soul .0

Hearing Whitman's words, we
could acknowledge the bridges
formed in the class and the connec-
tions established among us all. |
asked the students to take a mental
snapshot of everyone else in the
class, thereby holding the entire
classin their mind’'s eye, recogniz-
ing that we all are continuous com-
panions, supporting each other on
our journey to live mindfully.

The class ended, yet the poem
continues. As the sound of the
temple bell fades, its echo lingers
in the flowers.**

Acknowl edgment: | acknowledge my mother and
grandmother, who first introduced me to litera-
ture and poetry. | also acknowledge the Univer-
sity of Massachusetts Stress Reduction Clinic,
and specifically Elana Rosenbaum, who
mentored me during my mindful ness-based stress
reduction internship.

Correspondence: Address correspondenceto Ms
Shapiro, College of Socia and Behavioral Sci-
ences, Department of Psychology, PO Box
210068, Tucson, AZ 85721-0068. 520-621-7447.
Fax: 520-621-9306. E-mail: shapiros@
u.arizona.edu.

REFERENCES

1. Epstein RM. Mindful practice. JAMA 1999;
282:833-9.

2. Shapiro SL, Schwartz GE. Intentional sys-
temic mindfulness: an integrative model for
self-regulation and health. Advances
2000;16:128-34.

3. Shapiro S, Schwartz GE, Bonner G. Effects
of mindfulness-based stress reduction on
medical and premedica students. J Behav
Med 1998;21:581-99.

10.

11.

\Vol. 33, No. 7 507

Kabat-Zinn J. Full catastrophe living. New
York: Bantam Doubleday Dell Publishing
Group, Inc, 1990.

Arp TR. Perrine's sound and sense: an in-
troduction to poetry. Fort Worth, Tex:
Harcourt Brace College Publishers, 1997.
Rumi. The guest house. In: Barks C with
MoyneJ, trand ator. The essential Rumi. San
Francisco: Harper, 1995:109.

Rilke RM. In: Snow E, trandator. New po-
ems [1907]. New York: North Point Press,
1994.

Rumi. Today. In: Barks C with Moyne J,
translator. The essential Rumi. San
Fransisco: Harper, 1995:36.

Oliver M. The summer day. In: New and se-
lected poems. Boston: Beacon Press, 1992:
94.

Whitman W. A noiseless patient spider. In:
Murphy F, ed. Walt Whitman: the complete
poems. London: Penguin Classics, 1986:
463.

Kornfield J. A path with heart. New York:
Bantam Books, 1993.



