
Meditator-in-Training
by Alyssa Giacobbe

pr
op

 s
ty

lin
g 

by
 A

lli
so

n 
Li

eb
m

an
; w

ar
dr

ob
e 

st
yl

in
g 

by
 C

at
e 

S
he

eh
y;

 h
ai

r 
an

d 
m

ak
eu

p 
by

 S
he

ri 
Te

rr
y

going natural

           One holiday when I was young, 
     my dad, a lawyer, gave me a set  
              of business cards that read  
       “Attorney-in-Training.” They were  
   pink—and meant as a gag. But  
              they were also a clear mark of

a goal-oriented American mentality: to 
get what you want in life, plan ahead. 

That cultural attitude has only bal-
looned since I was a kid. These days, 
twentysomethings working their first 
jobs are encouraged to start saving for 
retirement. Young couples research  
preschools before they even conceive. 
All of this can make it di≈cult, if not  
impossible, to appreciate the present.  

As a magazine editor, I face this chal-
lenge daily; we plan our issues far in  
advance, so future-thinking comes with 
the territory. At the start of summer, 
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Our writer lowers her 
stress level and enters  
the present with an age- 
old method: breathing 
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I’m conceptualizing fall; in October, 
my thoughts are on the new year. 
Sometimes it’s an eΩort to remember 
what month I’m living in, never mind 
which moment—and this has been 
taking a toll. Whereas I once thrived 
at work, I recently found myself get-
ting stressed. Outside of work, too, 
something didn’t feel right. There was 
nothing I could pinpoint—everything 
was “fine”—but I was reacting more 
quickly and getting angry more easily.

Eventually, in an eΩort to ground  
myself in the moment (and maybe  
reclaim some balance), I turned to med
itation. Latching on to a practice 
proved di≈cult, however, for the very 
reasons I needed it. First, it takes 
time—time that could be spent writ-
ing, reading, sleeping, and, yes, plan-
ning. Second, it’s hard. Whenever I 
plunked down on my cushion to medi-
tate, I popped back up about a min-
ute later, my mind racing. 

A few months ago, I went to a yoga 
class at Boston’s Back Bay Yoga Stu-
dio and stayed for the guided medita-
tion that followed. A structured group 
could provide accountability, I rea-
soned, and perhaps even inspiration. 

While the act of meditating—sitting 
and focusing on your breathing—may 

look simple, there’s a lot going on, ex-
plained my teacher, Joshua Summers. 
“Meditating is like draining the flooded 
basement of your unconscious,” he 
said. “Patterns of reactivity, condi-
tioned habits, and exiled aspects of 
ourselves reside in that basement.”  
So why do it? “By recognizing what’s 
there, you can start to harmonize 
various aspects of your being.” (Guid-

ed meditation, like the one Summers 
leads, is ideal if you’re a beginner, be-
cause an instructor typically talks you 
through the practice, giving instruc-
tions and approaches.) 

So I headed for the “basement,” 
mixing group practice with occasional 
at-home sessions. Sometimes I could 

sit for five minutes; sometimes seven 
or eight. At first, as soon as I shut my 
eyes, a tangle of thoughts poured in—
everything from what I needed to do 
that night to things I’d said the day 
before to when my last oil change was. 

On the rare occasions when I man-
aged to let go of my thoughts and  
be present with my breathing, panic 
rushed in. Like most ambitious pro-
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going natural

Here and there, I found the elusive present, listening  
to my breath as if it were the only thing that mattered. 
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fessionals, I work hard to collect ideas 
and information. What would it mean 
to release it all, even if only temporar-
ily? Did I even want that? 

It’s a common concern, Summers 
told me, but it’s unfounded. “People 
wonder where creativity fits into medi-
tation. There’s a fear you will become 
this flat-line observer.” But as he ex-
plained it, and I came to experience, 
the opposite is true. “You get better at 
recognizing which thoughts are worth 
listening to and which you’d be better 
oΩ letting pass by.” There are dozens  
of incidents each day that I used to get 
worked up about. I began to pick and 
choose which required that sort of re
sponse and which I could let go.

After four classes with Summers, I 
could sit through about three-quar-
ters of the hour-long class. Here and 
there, I found the elusive present, lis-
tening to my own breath as if it were 
the only thing that mattered—not  
the gurgling stomach of the guy next 
to me or the piles of work I’d face to-
morrow. Still, about 10 minutes before 
class ended, I’d get anxious. It’s not 
that I was uncomfortable—although 
even with a decent cushion, sitting 
for 50 minutes can cause various body 
parts to fall asleep. It’s just that, you 
know, I had things to do. 

“It’s an hour of your day, or even  
simply 20 minutes of your day,” coun-
ters Summers. “Learning to be mind-
ful will allow you to experience your 
life more fully, which means you’ll get 
extremely high returns on your invest-
ment.” I began making an eΩort to sit 
every morning—sometimes for 10 
minutes, sometimes for half that. And 
it was strange, but when I finished 
meditating, everything I did seemed 
to have more purpose. I’d once been 
inclined to rush through the shower 
and spoon cereal into my mouth as  
I fed the cat and made my bed. Now 
I slowed down the pace a bit. Things 
started to seem more intentional. The 
days didn’t all run together; today was 
more specifically Today. 

going natural 
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Meditation, I realized, is not a mind 
eraser. It’s a tool to help me spend less 
time obsessing over what’s to come and 
more time focusing on what I have—
and to help me separate what I do from 
who I am. About two months into my 
regular practice, I’m seeing changes at 
work. I get less agitated, I react more 
slowly (for me, that’s a good thing), and 
I’m generally more pleasant (go ahead, 
ask my coworkers!). I make an eΩort to 
spend my weekends doing things that 
aren’t related to work. Like any signifi
cant life change, my practice is a work 
in progress, but I have already seen the 
products of my eΩorts. That’s not the 
point, of course, and I am starting to 
let go of that results-oriented, future-
focused mind-set. And it feels pretty 
nice, right here and now.

alyssa giacobbe is an editor at Boston 
magazine. She lives in Jamaica Plain,  
Massachusetts. 
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Tips for Beginners

+ �Start slowly. If you’d like to meditate but feel you don’t have time, start with 
one minute a day, says Summers. “The amount of time itself is somewhat irrel­
evant. The key is to start with something manageable and build on that. No 
one can really say, ‘I can’t find a single minute.’ ” After a week, add another 
minute, and keep adding a minute every week. In 20 weeks, you’ll be sitting for 
20 minutes; in a year, almost an hour.  

+ �Be consistent. Meditation requires consistency, being there whether you 
want to or not. You’ll have days when you just don’t feel like it, but that’s pre­
cisely the time you should get on the cushion to observe and work with your 
resistance, says Summers. “There are great lessons within the resistance.” 
Meditating at the same time every day may also help solidify your practice.  

+ �Go easy on yourself. Let go of the idea that the goal of meditation is to stop 
thinking. “If you go in with that agenda, you’re in for a lot of frustration,” says 
Summers. The experience of meditation is different for everyone. The point 
isn’t not to think; it’s to be aware of your thoughts and learn to let them be.  

+ �Get a group. Sitting with other meditators at least once a week can fuel your 
practice. “There is something supportive about the group dynamic that helps  
to hold you in the environment,” says Summers. 

 “Meditating can help us relate to everything else in our experience with 
greater skill, greater compassion, and greater ease,” says Boston yoga 
and meditation instructor Joshua Summers. These tips will get you started.


