
What is non-judging?  
A conversation about the 7 Attitudes of Mindfulness 
 
Mindfulness is not just something you do for half an hour a day when you practice formally. 
For us, it’s really more of a way of life – or rather – an approach to life. A way of showing up 
and dealing with the stuff that comes at us – good or bad. Jon Kabat Zinn in his book Full 
Catastrophe Living highlighted seven key attitudes of mindfulness, which he describes as the 
mind states that we seek to cultivate through our practice in order to live more mindfully in 
every moment. You will see that these are mutually reinforcing and ultimately just make 
sense.  
 
So today we are going to be talking about non-judging which is one of the 7 attitudes and I 
am going to be asking Lila some questions about this.  
 
Jane: So Lila what is your experience of judging in your life? Can you share an example?  
 
Lila: I have so many to pick from. Well a recent example, I was in the kitchen and I opened 
the fridge and I noticed that a packet of herbs had been left open. And when I saw that, I 
immediately thought – oh my word – she’s forgot to put it into a container (I am talking 
about my daughter by the way). I started to get pretty irritated. She came into the kitchen 
at that moment and I asked her – literally told her – when you open a packet of herbs you 
must put it into a container. And she looked at me and said – I know, I just didn’t feel like 
doing it last night.   And there I was feeling really bad now for having said that to her. And I 
started judging myself for having reacted in such a “wrong” way.  
 
Jane: That’s an interesting example! I like it because it’s kind of a small example. It shows 
to me that judging comes up all the time in the smallest moments of our lives.  And what I 
hear you saying here is not so much that you were judging the situation with your 
daughter but that you were MIS judging the situation – and that that then brought with it 
a whole new round of judging of yourself, guilt and recrimination. What a mess! So, my 
next question is how do we even start to pick this apart? This massive avalanche of 
judging that goes on in the mind?  
 
Lila: Yes that’s a nice way of looking at it – I was misjudging. So I feel that once we start 
judging we are separating from what we are directly experiencing to what we think should 
or should not be there. This is often informed by our beliefs, our opinion – our prejudices. 
And I know very well for myself having grown up in apartheid South Africa, that some 
prejudices are there and that they influence how we see things.  
 
That’s why I love mindfulness - it invites us to become aware of things as they really are – to 
start to cultivate a discernment – almost like a pause. Before you respond or react – to what 
you are experiencing.  
 
Jane:  I like how you differentiate between responding and reacting. Because we are not 
saying that judging is in and of itself wrong. A lot of people criticise mindfulness because 
they say that the attitude of non judgement is about not doing anything about a bad 
situation – but sometimes we do need to act right? If the stove is hot and you put your 



hand on a hot stove, we need to take it away. That much is obvious. But,  I guess, the 
questions is HOW do we react? Because not all things are hot stoves right? 

Like the herbs in the fridge to get back to your example – they needed to be covered over 
otherwise they would dry out. That is a judgement call that is pretty neutral. It seems to 
me that it is all the extra stuff that you heaped on it that was the problem. So, can you 
talk a little bit about the drama created in your mind – how a plate of herbs in the fridge 
can become and international incident!  
 
Lila: Exactly, and I think mindfulness is helping us to notice that struggle. Because judging is 
normal, this is how our brain works It’s a judging machine! When we were still running 
about on the Savannah this judging and evaluating brain helped us survive in a constantly 
dangerous and insecure world. Judging everything simply means that we are human and 
have a human brain. And this is good. Problem is that we are always on the look out for 
danger and so often looking for what’s more wrong than right, especially if it doesn’t fit into 
our frame of how it should be. Right? 
 
I’m hearing our teacher Saki Santorelli’s voice now in my head. He says we need to ask 
ourselves when we have these thoughts: is it true? Is it really true? Is it really, really true? 
Asking question of yourself when you have those thoughts. Is taking a pause. That’s why the 
pause is so important. Really standing still in that moment and asking if it’s true. 

So mindfulness does not ask us to stop this judgment, because this would simply not be 
possible. Mindfulness, helps us to notice our constant tendency to judge and then 
consciously free ourselves from it. This creates a choice as to whether we want to believe 
our inner – judging – voice or recognise: “This is a thought. This is judging.”  

Jane: I love that – making the space and taking a pause. So you can notice in that space 
that you are busy having an opinion about how something is and that you might want that 
to be a different. So we are always criticising or praising! And checking is that really true. 
Should you be criticising yourself, should you be praising yourself. So, talking of teachers, 
one of my favourite mindfulness teachers says it’s so freeing to be able to notice that we 
HAVE a mind that is judging things one way or the other but not to have to “do anything 
about it”. Why can’t we just let it be? So I think its about reacting to that judgement. So 
that really is a relief! I feel that quite deeply. The relief. 

Lila: Yes, with mindfulness we are intentionally becoming non judging – becoming aware of 
the habit of thinking and judging. It’s a bit like going to a gym for your mind. If you need to 
strengthen your legs you go to the gym to really practice getting a particular muscle 
stronger – you do this intentionally – you pay attention to the weights and machines you are 
using to strengthen it. Imagine if you went to the gym and found no equipment there. You 
would feel like you had been short changed. It’s the same with mindfulness practice. Our 
gym equipment IS our thoughts and our judgements. They are what we are working with.  

And so the more we practice noticing non-judgment, the more open and free we become of 
letting things and people be as they actually are; without filters, without categories.  



Jane: …. which would lead to a lot less conflict and drama in our lives. So you are saying 
with mindfulness we are paying attention to the moment – so when we do notice 
judgement coming up we start to cultivate new ways to relate to that. Without prejudice.  

Jon Kabat-Zinn often says that if you have an open attitude it is possible to really perceive 
what is present in our lives. Right now. Judgment distorts the moment by putting a filter 
over it.  

So thinking back to those herbs. How could you have responded differently do you think if 
you had been able to pause and ask yourself is it true, is it really true? Is it really, really 
true?  

Lila: So I could have responded differently. Non judging is so much easier in theory isn’t it?  
And so when I noticed the packet was left open I must admit I did feel a tightening in my 
body and a thought that came to me that this was wrong and that my daughter had done it. 
And at that moment I needed to ask myself is this true? Is this really true? Is this really, 
really true? And that pause would have helped me see that all I was looking at was an open 
packet of herbs. Then I could have just taken out that packet and put it in a container. And 
that was all that was needed.  

Jane: That’s beautifully simple. Of course, this is a simple example – and not all situations 
are so easy to step away from. For instance, when you are being harmed in some way you 
may need to take a stronger stand to protect yourself. But the point is around responding 
appropriately, and the pause helps us to make that call.  
 
So, we’re not saying that this is easy. Jon Kabat-Zinn says non-judging is really challenging 
– perhaps the most challenging part of mindfulness work. And he actually includes it in his 
definition for that reason.  Because let’s face it, we have ideas and opinion of just about 
everything …  
 
So just to reiterate non-judging isn’t about not having judgements. It means becoming 
aware of the judgement we are having and more than that, aware of just how 
judgemental we actually are, and how unkind that can be. And then … to kindly, not to 
judge the judging.  
 
So I hope this has been useful - thanks Lila.   
 
Lila: Thanks Jane. Very, useful. And just to add – a useful short practice to help you take that 
pause is the STOP practice – which you can find on our website. <add link>  
 
Thanks for reading. Wishing you many moments of kindness in your life. 
 
 


