
MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

OUR PERSONAL REACTIVITY
WHERE DOES IT COME FROM?

WHEN IS IT HELPFUL?
WHEN IS IT UNSKILLFUL?

HOW CAN WE MOVE BEYOND UNSKILLFUL REACTIVITY?

As human beings we can easily be caught up in Reactivity, which mostly reflects our basic animal nature. Very often our 
reactivity leads to a habit or pattern that supports a useful regular activity. Habits allow us to be more efficient, not having 
to relearn the basics every day. For example, when we are hungry we react by getting something to eat following some 
habit such as fixing or buying food. Or, when we need to go somewhere we react by getting in the car and following the 
habits of driving.

There are also times when reactivity leads to unskillful and hurtful words and actions for ourselves and others. When the 
outcomes of events are undesirable we may get angry or frustrated or depressed. We do not need to stay there; when we 
come to understand how much of that reactivity in any given moment is driven by conditions beyond our control and that 
we can learn to take responsibility for what happens next, there is a great sense of relief.

Much of how we are in any given moment is beyond our control: our basic human nature; our own unique make up, 
whether it is genes or family and cultural influences. 

AND there is the opportunity to take responsibility for our thoughts and words and actions. We can take responsibility by 
practicing Mindfulness. That practice leads to creating enough SPACE between events and words or actions to open up 
choices that can lead to more skillful thoughts and words and actions; more than just being reactive, we can respond 
wisely.

Take a few moments to recall a recent thought or word or action that was disappointing for you, noting how one or more of 
the conditions beyond your control was in play and strongly influenced the result. Allow yourself to take a deep breath, let 
go a bit and feel some space for considering what happens next.

Read More
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MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

FOUR CONDITIONS OF BEING HUMAN

THAT ARE BEYOND OUR CONTROL

AND
WHAT HAPPENS NEXT IS UP TO US

1
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* Based on the work of Paul Gilbert, British Academic Psychologist and Researcher

MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

2.1

1.  The structure of our brains and nervous systems; how they have evolved over millions of years 
2. Our unique genetic makeup; we do not choose our parents 
3.  Our life conditioning; especially when we were growing up 
4.  Social and cultural norms; where and when we have lived matter

THE FOUR CONDITIONS
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AND: 

From Reactivity to Considered Response
by

Cultivating the SPACE for Choices and Freedom

SPACE  =  Presence  +   Connecting
Concentration

Awareness
Caring
Kindness

1.  The structure of our brains and nervous systems; how they have evolved over millions of years 
2. Our unique genetic makeup; we do not choose our parents 
3.  Our life conditioning; especially when we were growing up 
4.  Social and cultural norms; where and when we have lived matter

THE FOUR CONDITIONS

MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

* Based on the work of Paul Gilbert, British Academic Psychologist and Researcher
2.2
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MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

 The structure of our brains and nervous systems; how they have evolved over millions of years

The Protecting System is 
activated when we are 
threatened. It leads to several 
powerful physiological 
reactions such as escalating 
heart rate and tensing muscles. 
It is the oldest and most 
primitive part of the brain.

Three Basic Brain Systems**

Protecting System

**From the work of Paul Gilbert: “The Compassionate Mind”
3.1

THE FOUR CONDITIONS
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MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

 The structure of our brains and nervous systems; how they have evolved over millions of years
Three Basic Brain Systems**

**From the work of Paul Gilbert: “The Compassionate Mind”
3.2

The Incentive/Resourcing-
seeking System gives us 
positive feelings that 
cause us to seek out 
resources we (and loved 
ones) need to survive and 
prosper.

Incentive/Resource Focused SystemThe Protecting System is 
activated when we are 
threatened. It leads to several 
powerful physiological 
reactions such as escalating 
heart rate and tensing muscles. 
It is the oldest and most 
primitive part of the brain.

Protecting System

THE FOUR CONDITIONS
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MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

 The structure of our brains and nervous systems; how they have evolved over millions of years

However awful humans have been and continue to be 
to one another, the defining story of our species is 
how we have learned to collaborate and love. Without 
the Soothing and Contentment System over time, our 
species would have become extinct long ago. 
We humans lack most of the physical characteristics 
for surviving that we see in every other species.

Three Basic Brain Systems**

Soothing and Contentment System

**From the work of Paul Gilbert: “The Compassionate Mind”
Read More

Take a few moments to reflect on each 
of these different aspects of your 
brain. Recall a recent time when each 
of the three was impactful?

3.3

The Incentive/Resourcing-
seeking System gives us 
positive feelings that 
cause us to seek out 
resources we (and loved 
ones) need to survive and 
prosper.

Incentive/Resource Focused SystemThe Protecting System is 
activated when we are 
threatened. It leads to several 
powerful physiological 
reactions such as escalating 
heart rate and tensing muscles. 
It is the oldest and most 
primitive part of the brain.

Protecting System

Clearly, the basic 
functioning of 
these systems is 
not within our 
direct control!

THE FOUR CONDITIONS
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MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

 The structure of our brains and nervous systems; how they have evolved over millions of years
Three Basic Brain Systems**

Protecting System
• Detecting Threats
• Physiological Reactions
• Emotions: anger, anxiety, disgust
• Separating from Threats
• Stabilizing Threats

The structure of our brains 
has been evolving for millions 
of years, long before our 
species was designated as 
homo sapiens. The oldest and 
most primitive parts of our 
brains are, quite 
understandably, the Protecting 
System. Survival is always the 
first order of business. In any 
given moment, the Protecting 
System will dominate the 
other two systems so that we 
may survive to love and grow 
into the future.

**From the work of Paul Gilbert: “The Compassionate Mind”
3A.1

THE FOUR CONDITIONS
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Incentive/Resource Focused System
• Gives positive feelings to seek resources
• Wanting and Pursuing
• Achieving, Accomplishing, Winning
• Consuming
• Leads to action

The Incentive/Resourcing-seeking 
System is our basis source of 
motivation and energy and desire. 
It gives us positive feelings that 
cause us to seek out resources 
we (and loved ones) need to 
survive and prosper. Guides us 
toward important life goals.

MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

 The structure of our brains and nervous systems; how they have evolved over millions of years
Three Basic Brain Systems**

**From the work of Paul Gilbert: “The Compassionate Mind”
3A.2

Protecting System
• Detecting Threats
• Physiological Reactions
• Emotions: anger, anxiety, disgust
• Separating from Threats
• Stabilizing Threats

The structure of our brains 
has been evolving for millions 
of years, long before our 
species was designated as 
homo sapiens. The oldest and 
most primitive parts of our 
brains are, quite 
understandably, the Protecting 
System. Survival is always the 
first order of business. In any 
given moment, the Protecting 
System will dominate the 
other two systems so that we 
may survive to love and grow 
into the future.

THE FOUR CONDITIONS
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MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

 The structure of our brains and nervous systems; how they have evolved over millions of years
Three Basic Brain Systems**

Soothing and Contentment System
• Non-wanting; Affiliative
• Safeness
• Collaborating
• Kindness
• Compassion

This System reflects our natural 
resting place when we are not feeling 
threatened or in the throes of 
accomplishing. We are content with 
the way things are. This System is the 
ground for how we relate to ourselves 
and others with Kindness and 
Compassion. 

For these three Emotion Regulating 
Systems to be of full benefit, they need 
to operate so that they support each 
other, complement each other and are in 
balance.

**From the work of Paul Gilbert: “The Compassionate Mind” 3A.3

Incentive/Resource Focused System
• Gives positive feelings to seek resources
• Wanting and Pursuing
• Achieving, Accomplishing, Winning
• Consuming
• Leads to action

The Incentive/Resourcing-seeking 
System is our basis source of 
motivation and energy and desire. 
It gives us positive feelings that 
cause us to seek out resources 
we (and loved ones) need to 
survive and prosper. Guides us 
toward important life goals.

Protecting System
• Detecting Threats
• Physiological Reactions
• Emotions: anger, anxiety, disgust
• Separating from Threats
• Stabilizing Threats

The structure of our brains 
has been evolving for millions 
of years, long before our 
species was designated as 
homo sapiens. The oldest and 
most primitive parts of our 
brains are, quite 
understandably, the Protecting 
System. Survival is always the 
first order of business. In any 
given moment, the Protecting 
System will dominate the 
other two systems so that we 
may survive to love and grow 
into the future.

THE FOUR CONDITIONS

10



MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

 The structure of our brains and nervous systems; how they have evolved over millions of years

• Awareness/Consciousness
• Neuroplasticity
• Perception
• Attention
• Inherent Enoughness

Read More
4

Additional Relevant Qualities of How Our Brains Function

THE FOUR CONDITIONS
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MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

 The structure of our brains and nervous systems; how they have evolved over millions of years

Awareness/Consciousness: We humans 
have the capacity to be aware of what we 
are aware of. This is different from mind, 
whose job is to generate thoughts. This 
capacity for Awareness is the basis of 
finding SPACE.

4A.1

Additional Relevant Qualities of How Our Brains Function

THE FOUR CONDITIONS

12



Neuroplasticity: throughout our lives, 
the neural structure of our brains can 
change. What we think and say and do 
with repetition will change how our 
brains are wired and how we function. 
Learning to ride a bicycle is an example. 
Regardless of our age, even into our 
late 90s, we can rewire our brains 
through practice

MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

 The structure of our brains and nervous systems; how they have evolved over millions of years

4A.2

Awareness/Consciousness: We humans 
have the capacity to be aware of what we 
are aware of. This is different from mind, 
whose job is to generate thoughts. This 
capacity for Awareness is the basis of 
finding SPACE.

Additional Relevant Qualities of How Our Brains Function

THE FOUR CONDITIONS
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MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

 The structure of our brains and nervous systems; how they have evolved over millions of years

Attention: the brain’s most powerful tool for 
processing the HUGE amounts of information 
coming our way all the time. The brain does this by 
focusing on only ONE thing at a time and it 
chooses carefully where to spend this precious 
resource. The brain is hard wired with many 
shortcuts to process the world more speedily. 
When our minds wander and our attention shifts 
away from where it is of most value in the moment, 
then our abilities are compromised.

4A.3

Neuroplasticity: throughout our lives, 
the neural structure of our brains can 
change. What we think and say and do 
with repetition will change how our 
brains are wired and how we function. 
Learning to ride a bicycle is an example. 
Regardless of our age, even into our 
late 90s, we can rewire our brains 
through practice

Awareness/Consciousness: We humans 
have the capacity to be aware of what we 
are aware of. This is different from mind, 
whose job is to generate thoughts. This 
capacity for Awareness is the basis of 
finding SPACE.

Additional Relevant Qualities of How Our Brains Function

THE FOUR CONDITIONS
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MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

 The structure of our brains and nervous systems; how they have evolved over millions of years

Perception: what comes in through our eyes and optic nerves supplies 
only 20% of what we think we are seeing; our brains, memories, supply 
the rest. Rapid perception enabled by memory allows us to recognize our 
surroundings quickly; especially valuable when we are about to be hit by 
a speeding bus. Less useful, for example, when we assign specific 
behavioral characteristics to someone we don’t know who has a 
distinctive ethnicity.
How our brains perceive is a reality, not necessarily good or bad; it is a 
condition beyond our control.

4A.4

Attention: the brain’s most powerful tool for 
processing the HUGE amounts of information 
coming our way all the time. The brain does this by 
focusing on only ONE thing at a time and it 
chooses carefully where to spend this precious 
resource. The brain is hard wired with many 
shortcuts to process the world more speedily. 
When our minds wander and our attention shifts 
away from where it is of most value in the moment, 
then our abilities are compromised.

Neuroplasticity: throughout our lives, 
the neural structure of our brains can 
change. What we think and say and do 
with repetition will change how our 
brains are wired and how we function. 
Learning to ride a bicycle is an example. 
Regardless of our age, even into our 
late 90s, we can rewire our brains 
through practice

Awareness/Consciousness: We humans 
have the capacity to be aware of what we 
are aware of. This is different from mind, 
whose job is to generate thoughts. This 
capacity for Awareness is the basis of 
finding SPACE.

Additional Relevant Qualities of How Our Brains Function

THE FOUR CONDITIONS
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MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

 The structure of our brains and nervous systems; how they have evolved over millions of years

Self Regulation

Learning

Selectivity

Virtue, Ethics, Morality

Wisdom, Evolving

Mindfulness, Discernment

Inherent Enoughness

Inherent Enoughness: we are born with all the capacities we 
need to live long lives of meaning. We do not need to acquire 
any additional capacities. What matters is how we cultivate our 
Inherent Capacities. Self regulation, Learning and Selectivity 
are built into our brains from before our birth. These qualities 
are Enough because they are the ground for Virtue, Wisdom, 
Mindfulness.

4B

Additional Relevant Qualities of How Our Brains Function

THE FOUR CONDITIONS
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MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

Our unique genetic makeup; we do not choose our parents

Physical Mental Emotional/Psychological

We are all pretty aware that our genetic makeup is a given in our lives. There are physical, mental and 
psychological dimensions to our unique gene pools. 

Since the details of DNA have been unlocked, we are learning more all the time about specific markers on 
our DNA for such characteristics as our general level of happiness or anxiety to name a couple.

In the last thirty years or so much has been discovered about learning styles. Years ago many young 
people were branded as intellectually inferior because they struggled in school. Now we know that how 
people learn takes many different forms. Some people specific have specific learning challenges that say 
nothing about their overall intelligence.

Take a few moments to reflect on each 
of these different aspects of your 
genetic makeup. What characteristics 
are significant for you in each of the 
three categories?

Three Aspects of Our Genetic Makeup

5
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MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

Our life conditioning; especially when we were growing up

Behavioral Habits/Patterns Perspectives/Points of View Fear/Trauma

Throughout our lives we are exposed to external influences that condition how we view the world and how we react 
to different circumstances. Because we are most malleable and least able to control our circumstances when we are 
youthful, often the conditioning we experience between the ages of 3 and 15 is especially influential throughout our 
lives.

The messages we receive from our principal caregivers when we are young, whether through words or actions are in 
a sense landing on a ‘blank’ slate and thus will be very impactful. When we are afraid or there is a traumatic 
experience, we have much less capability as youth to fight or flee and thus experiences can freeze in our nervous 
systems and be subject to triggering later in life in ways that we don’t fully understand or even surprise us.

Have you ever noticed how most everyone agrees that a colleague’s behavior is inappropriate but you are much 
more reactive to it than others? Your personal conditioning is likely at play. Again, beyond your control.

Take a few moments to reflect on each 
of these different aspects of 
conditioning. What characteristics are 
significant for you in each of the three 
categories?

6

THE FOUR CONDITIONS
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MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

Social and Cultural Norms; Where and When We Have Lived Matter

Family Ethnic Community Country SocioEconomic Education Religion

We are all aware of the differences in our thoughts, words and actions as a result of having grown up in varying  
social and cultural circumstances. Certain customs and language are very different across different regions of the 
country. Or, some people grow up in communities that are tightly knit by ethnicity or religion. 
Some of the specifics are obvious but as we go along in life we may discover only later the extent to which how we 
react to and deal with specific situations has been influenced by social and cultural norms.

Take a few moments to reflect on each 
of these different aspects of social 
and cultural norms. What 
characteristics are significant for you 
in the categories most relevant to you 
life?

7

THE FOUR CONDITIONS
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MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND
AND

WHAT HAPPENS NEXT IS UP TO US

HOW WE TAKE RESPONSIBILITY

Stimulus 4 CBoC**
Our 

Immediate 
Reaction

Thoughts
Words
Actions

Skillful or
Unskillful or

NeutralWhat 
someone 
says or 
does; 
some 
external 
event

** Four Conditions Beyond Our Control
8.1
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MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND
AND

WHAT HAPPENS NEXT IS  UP TO US

HOW WE TAKE RESPONSIBILITY

SPACE
Considered/Skillful Response

Attending To
Well Being of Self and Others

OR

** Four Conditions Beyond Our Control
8.2

Stimulus 4 CBoC**
Our 

Immediate 
Reaction

Thoughts
Words
Actions

Skillful or
Unskillful or

NeutralWhat 
someone 
says or 
does; 
some 
external 
event
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MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND
AND

WHAT HAPPENS NEXT IS OUR RESPONSIBILITY

HOW WE TAKE RESPONSIBILITY

SPACE
Considered/Skillful Response

Attending To
Well Being of Self and Others

OR

** Four Conditions Beyond Our Control

SPACE           =     Presence                +              Connecting

Practices for 
Cultivating 

Awareness
Concentration

Caring
Kindness

8.3

Stimulus 4 CBoC**
Our 

Immediate 
Reaction

Thoughts
Words
Actions

Skillful or
Unskillful or

NeutralWhat 
someone 
says or 
does; 
some 
external 
event
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HOW WE TAKE RESPONSIBILITY

AND
WHAT HAPPENS NEXT IS OUR RESPONSIBILITY

Even though all of the Four 
Conditions that are beyond our 
control are powerful and 
comprehensive, we still have the 
opportunity to choose what 
happens next. One way to 
cultivate taking responsibility for 
our thoughts and words and 
actions is to practice and apply 
Mindfulness.

Mindfulness is about paying 
attention on purpose to our 
moment by moment experience 
without judgment. When we do so 
we are able to access the SPACE 
that allows for choices.

SPACE arises from 
specific practices that 
cultivate Presence and 
Connecting.

Presence opens us up to how things really 
are both over time and in any given moment. 
With Presence, the Four Conditions beyond 
our Control become less impactful, less 
controlling. We can get out from underneath 
them.
Connecting is important because we live life in 
relatedness, to ourselves, to our families, to our 
friends, to our colleagues, to our communities. 
None of us lives in isolation. We are all 
interdependent. Cultivating Connecting 
supports our seeing our relatedness clearly and 
with less impact from the Four Conditions.

There are many many times in our daily lives when 
reacting is beneficial. We do not need to learn the basics 
of walking, talking, driving, reasoning, calculating and 
daily habits from scratch in every instance of life. 

And yet, there are times when just reacting is unskillful; when one or more 
of the Four Conditions leads to thoughts or words or actions that are 
harmful to ourselves and to others. We all have our lists of comments or 
actions that we later regretted and were sorry for. These occur mostly 
when we are stressed or when we are in situations where we feel 
constricted or compromised.

Mindfulness offers us specific practices that will cultivate Awareness, 
Concentration and Caring/Kindness that enhance our Presence and 
Connecting and give us the Space to move from reactivity to 
Considered Response.

9
23



MINDFULNESS MEDITATION FOR RICHMOND

HOW WE TAKE RESPONSIBILITY

Even though all of the Four Conditions that are beyond our control are powerful and comprehensive, we 
still have the opportunity to choose what happens next. One way to cultivate taking responsibility for 
our thoughts and words and actions is to practice and apply Mindfulness.

Mindfulness is about paying attention on purpose to our moment by moment experience without 
judgment. When we do so we are able to access the Space that allows for choices.

That Space arises from specific practices that cultivate Presence and Connecting.

Presence opens us up to how things really are both over time and in any given moment. With Presence, 
the Four Conditions beyond our Control become less impactful, less controlling. We can get out from 
underneath them.

Connecting is important because we live life in relatedness, to ourselves, to our families, to our friends 
to our colleagues, to our communities. None of us lives in isolation. We are all interdependent. 
Cultivating Connecting supports our seeing our relatedness clearly and with less impact from the Four 
Conditions.

There are many many times in our daily lives when reacting is beneficial. We do not need to learn the 
basics of walking, talking, driving, reasoning, calculating and daily habits from scratch in every instance 
of life. 

And yet, there are times when just reacting is unskillful; when one or more of the Four Conditions leads 
to thoughts or words or actions that are harmful to ourselves and to others. We all have our lists of 
comments or actions that we later regretted and were sorry for. These occur mostly when we are 
stressed or when we are in situations where we feel constricted or compromised.

Mindfulness offers us specific practices that will cultivate Awareness, Concentration and Caring/
Kindness that enhance our Presence and Connecting and give us the Space to move from reactivity to 
Considered Response.

AND
WHAT HAPPENS NEXT IS OUR RESPONSIBILITY
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