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mindfulness bells
Bells break in on our cares in order to remind us that all things pass away and 

that our preoccupations are not important. They speak to us of our freedom.
THOMAS MERTON

If you visit a mindfulness retreat center in the 
Plum Village tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh, 
you’ll discover handwritten signs along the road, 
in the parking lot, at a trailhead, or around a 
bend. A speed bump may be marked with a 
handwritten sign such as “Mindful Bump” or 

“Stop and Breathe.” A plank hung up on a tree 
trunk may be engraved with calligraphy that 
reads, “Breathe, you are alive” or “Enjoy breath-
ing.” And visitors grow accustomed to the bells 
that announce the dawn chant, a morning talk, 
meals, and other daily events. Bells often find 
any of us reviewing the past or rehearsing the 
future, even if by only a few moments. When 
we hear a mindfulness bell, we relax, stop, and 
return to our conscious breathing. We consider 
the sound of a bell as the voice of the present 
moment reminding us to return to our true 
home in the here and now.

Thanks to mindfulness bell practice, learning 
to pause has become a daily habit for me. When 
I hear a bell, I stop what I’m saying, thinking, 
or doing. I let my muscles and nerves totally 
relax. I pay full attention to my in-breath and 
out-breath. I smile and simply be. Nothing else. 
(Instant nirvana.) Being mindful of three breaths 
can restore me to a cool and clear state of calm. 
Whatever or whoever is front of me is more real. 
My work is pleasurable. My relaxation is more 
fulfilling. My attentiveness is awakened. My 
mindfulness blooms.

Mindfulness teacher Sylvia Boorstein first 
introduced me to the use of a pair of thick brass 

cymbals joined by a leather thong, which I can 
carry in a pocket. They’re called tingsha. Other 
people I know keep a small bowl bell in their 
backpack or purse. There are also apps that can 
play meditation bells for us at designated inter-
vals. This is particularly apt when at a computer. 
Without an occasional reminder, I can lose all 
sense of time and become disconnected from my 
environment.

Another form of the mindfulness bell is the 
Red Dot Practice. To prepare, buy some small, 
red, circular stickers from an office supply store. 
Then place a red dot at various strategic spots 
in your home or workplace—on the inside of a 
door, by a desk, or on a wall. Whenever you look 
at one of your red dots, consider it as a tiny stop 
sign. Pause and enjoy a few conscious breaths. 
Mind the gap between breaths. Smile to contact 
your still point. Simply be.

Ultimately, you don’t need a literal bell. Bells 
are everything and everyone we connect with! 
So we are always spontaneously reminded to 
be mindful all the time, if we heed the call. It 
could be the sound of a bird . . . a truck . . . or 
the wind through the trees. Even an unpleasant 
sound. It might be the sight of a cloud drifting, 
or a baby smiling . . . the fragrance of flowers, or 
warm sunlight on our bare skin. The stirring of 
a new feeling, or the recognition that our mind 
is hatching a plot. Simply stopping to breathe, 
consciously, three times, and coming home to 
our bodies in the present moment, is, itself, a 
mindfulness bell.



pause breathe smile
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Mindfulness bell practice can hold delicious sur-
prises. Once, I was teaching qigong (pronounced 

“chee goong”) on the beach at Aquatic Park in San 
Francisco, and—ding ding! I heard a bicycle bell. 
Well, I couldn’t stop. I was responsible to a class 
closely following my moves. So I dropped what-
ever images I’d had about teaching, or qigong, 
and more fully merged with my movement in 
that moment. I still recall the flowing freshness 
of the ocean breeze.

One time, halfway through a five-day retreat, 
after lunch, I entered the big hall, found my 
cushion, and sat down on the floor among my 
friends. At the sound of the bell, I joined my 
palms, made a half-bow, and enjoyed my breath-
ing, waiting for the inevitable announcement of 
that day’s unfolding events. I was flexible for a 
possible change of plans. Maybe our speaker was 
late; that sometimes happens. A few moments 
went by and still nobody said a thing. I looked 
across the aisle and saw my friend Chinh, look-
ing at nothing in particular, with a gaze that said 
to me, “Ho hum, what’s next, let’s see.” So I fig-
ured I was joining everyone in waiting to find 
out what would be next.

It wasn’t until twenty breaths later that I real-
ized there is no next. This is it. We’re all just 
sitting here. And here I am, not “practicing” any-
thing at all—just sitting and continuing to do 
so for thirty or forty minutes with nothing to 
gain, nothing to attain. No Zen to find in the 
Zen center except what I brought there. I felt 
tranquil, attentive, grateful just being still, and 
quietly happy to be so. Such a level of medita-
tion is without need of “meditation.” 

It’s good to be reminded to practice non-
practice. Letting be. When I’m sitting in formal 
meditation at home, I sometimes hear a church 
bell. I’m already doing nothing. So I let go of 
any idea of meditating, to be more vulnerable, 
fully aware of what’s alive in the inexhaustible 
present moment while also growing more aware 
of awareness itself. As empty as a bell. 

And when I’m arriving at my front porch—
ding ding ding!—I often hear a passing cable car 
bell. Then I find myself coming home to coming 
home. As the Jamaican poet Derek Walcott says, 

“Greet yourself arriving at your own door.”

When I first began my mindfulness-bell prac-
tice, I remember falling in love with the sound 
of the bell. I wanted to embrace its deep 
sound and hug it to my heart. Later, I came to 
appreciate the bell as echoing my own human 
condition. A bell has a physical body, yet with 
an intangible resonance extending beyond. As 
such, I’ve come to consider the mindfulness 
bell my good friend. Sometimes, I can’t help 
but smile in grateful appreciation at how the 
ringing of a meditation bell can last for a full 
three breaths—a neat, adequate measure for 
emptying out, connecting, and beginning anew. 
Over the years, I’ve come to enjoy mindfulness 
bells as both a discipline and a release. As such, 
this epitomizes how the practice of awakening 
mindfulness is for me both commitment and 
surrender. 

Or, in a word: ding! 

Find digital mindfulness bells for your computer or smartphone and take a moment to pause no 
matter where you are at plumvillage.org/mindfulness-practice/mindful-apps/



Note: The Velcro™ Dot is a “haptic” or tactile cue. 
It’s much harder to habituate to this kind of cue 
than to a visual or auditory cue, making it more 
effective in capturing your mindful attention.

 1. Think of one or two activities you do 
every day—ones during which you’d be 
able and willing to take 15–30 seconds 
to stop. Make sure you will end up 
stopping at least 3 times a day, but not 
more than 10 times a day in all.

 2. Attach your Velcro™ Dot to something 
you will touch accidentally whenever 
you do this activity. You’ll be stopping 
internally every time you touch this 
dot and take three breaths (the key is 
to never ignore it). This is training 
in stopping, and you may notice it 
extrapolating to other activities 
(which is good)!

 3. Touch it on purpose now and imagine 
you’ve just come across it accidentally. 
It’s key to always stop whenever you feel 
it. Then say silently to yourself: “STOP.” 
Take three breaths with awareness. 
Later, you can do a few stretches or an 
awareness scan with your dot.

 4. Notice what effect this may be having 
on you—physically, emotionally, and 
mentally. Don’t insist on any effect, just 
be curious—a scientist of yourself.

 5. Check in with yourself—does it seem 
realistic that you’ll be able to stop for 
three whole in- and out-breaths whenever 
you do this activity? If not, choose 
something else.

Find more of Renée’s mindfulness teachings at 
mindfulnesshealth-psychotherapy.com.
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