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Mindfulness and its pivotal role in stress reduction
Today there are over 250 mindfulness based stress reduction programs in major medical centers throughout the US, as well as programs throughout much of the world. Mindfulness based-approaches have proven effective in decreasing symptoms of anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorder and chronic pain. They’ve also been shown to be helpful in reducing the detrimental effects of psoriasis, increasing a sense of empathy and spirituality, increasing well-being, preventing relapse in depression and drug addiction and decreasing stress and enhancing quality of life for those struggling with cancer.

You might wonder how mindfulness can be so beneficial in regard to so many different difficulties and disorders. The answer lies in its very nature. This practice of moment to moment nonjudgmental awareness brings focus to whatever is happening in the moment, and it is only in the present moment you can make changes. As you open your awareness to what is imbalanced and come to recognize unconscious habitual tendencies, you can begin to make new choices that promote well-being and balance.
Gary Schwartz, a psychologist who studies stress, has developed a model of a health feedback loop in which he attributes the ultimate origin of disease to disconnectedness from thoughts, sensations and emotions and the origin of health to connectedness with these internal experiences. The feedback loop he outlines suggests that if you are unaware of your internal stress reactions and how they express themselves in thoughts, sensations and emotions, you are disconnected, which can take your body and mind out of balance. Conversely, awareness automatically creates connection, helping you recognize what you are experiencing so that you can do what’s necessary to return to balance, 
An everyday example of how awareness can decrease stress is the common experience of getting stuck in traffic. Because its easy to be unaware of the impact stress has on the body and mind, you may not have noticed tension throughout your body, rapid or irregular breathing, or that you’re gripping the steering wheel so tightly that your knuckles are turning white. Its even less likely that you will notice other, more hidden impacts of anxiety and irritation, such as elevated heart rate, blood pressure or body temperature. However, once you become aware of your physical tension, you’ve returned to the present moment and can release your death grip on the steering wheel. And once you see that you’re breathing rapidly and irregularly, you can stabilize your breath by breathing mindfully, which will gradually regulate other symptoms of stress, including heart rate and blood pressure.
Because mindfulness allows you to see your experience clearly, it can help you become more aware of how stress affects you. Then you can choose a more skillful response. In this way you can become more participant in your health and well-being and experience any moment, no matter how difficult or intense, with more balance and ease. 

One of the gifts that mindfulness offers is helping you recognize that there are choices in how you respond to any stressful situation. Viktor Frankl, psychiatrist and holocaust survivor, describes this eloquently: “Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth an our freedom”. 
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