
 

 1 

From	  Mindfulness	  to	  Heartfulness	  
at	  Stanford	  University	  

 
 
        Stephen Murphy-Shigematsu 
 
 
Earlier in my career, I was a professor at Tokyo University, teaching in the School of 
Education and counseling in the International Center. After eight years I decided to take a 
sabbatical. I wanted to return to my alma mater Harvard, but my wife who had endured 
two Boston winters with me, asked if we could go to a good university where the weather 
was better. Since she is from Hokkaido I told her that she should be used to the cold, but 
she said that a childhood of freezing winters only made her want to live in a warm 
climate even more. So I started looking for a good university with great weather. When I 
received an email from my friend informing me that he had just become vice provost at 
Stanford, I knew where we were going. 

Stanford	  Duck	  Syndrome	  
 
At first, life at Stanford was everything we had imagined. We lived in a condominium 
with pools and jacuzzis, and what really impressed the kids--free chocolate chip cookies. 
We basked in the mild weather--never hot, never cold, warm breezes, lack of humidity, 
and seemingly endless blue skies. Having been living in a tiny, cramped government 
housing in downtown Tokyo, we felt liberated. Although the kids complained at first of 
how quiet and dark it was they soon adjusted to our new utopia. 
 
Life was so good that I decided to extend our stay by taking a leave of absence from 
Todai, and spend two more years at Stanford. They offered me a position as resident 
faculty fellow in the dormitory called EAST, for East Asian Studies Theme house. We 
moved into a four bedroom house on campus, in which one door opened into the 
dormitory. We had a chef and a dining hall as well as television room and could eat and 
hang out with the students.  
 
Residing next door to 60 students, eating, playing, and working with them, we got to see 
their lives up close and learned that the “Duck Syndrome” was real. On the surface, a 
duck glides along effortlessly, appearing serene, calm, and still. However, under the 
water the duck is actually paddling intensely. Often students similarly appear to have 
everything under control, and feel supremely satisfied and happy, yet inside some are 
struggling mightily to stay alive. They make a good impression and feel secure by 
avoiding risks, defending themselves with an air of self-confidence, self-control, and 
independence.  
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These youths strive for perfection and have been greatly rewarded for their achievement. 
Many have rarely, if ever, failed, yet they are afraid of failing, feeling that they cannot 
afford to make mistakes. For some, their first big mistake can completely derail them. 
They are flying high with their inflated egos, intellectualizing everything, living in their 
heads, heavily invested in their achievements. Wanting what is safe and predictable 
forces them into a pattern of learning that dulls them to new ways of knowledge. 

 
The level of emotional disturbance is alarming, and we encountered all kinds of problems 
in students, including eating disorders, depression, anxiety, schizophrenia, violent 
behaviors, alcohol and drug abuse, even suicide and homicide. These problems interfered 
with their studies and social relations. Ironically, the need to always appear happy, and 
guilty feelings about not being happy, further exacerbated their stress.  

 
These problems are also seen in colleges across the country where there are high rates of 
mental illness among college students. However, it is especially striking to realize that 
the problems are prevalent in the college where students appear to be the happiest. In the 
city where Stanford is located--Palo Alto--there have also been many teenage suicides, 
with five youths from one high school dying in one year.  

 
This experience helped to destroy the illusion that somehow we can find happiness and 
peace of mind through achievement of status and acquisition of materials. We are 
seduced by the belief that we can achieve anything through our intellect and willpower, 
but truth, beauty, and kindness are not reached merely by rationally thinking our way to 
them. Our love of technology and faith in science is countered by the increasing 
recognition that it will never provide what we need to live with meaning. We realize that 
no matter how advanced we become, regardless of how sophisticated our gadgets are and 
how many of them we possess, they will not give us the essential elements of a good life. 
A meaningful life is focused in the heart and filled with compassion and giving.  

 
We know from a large survey at Stanford that what students find missing from their 
education is integration of learning into their lives. They want to know how to make the 
ideas they encounter part of the way they live. We also know from a national survey that 
there is great desire for education that addresses their desire for finding meaning and 
understanding their purpose in life.  

 
To respond to these needs, my colleagues and I designed a program called LifeWorks, a 
series of courses to help students to deal with the most urgent and profound questions in 
their lives. Contemplative education integrates practices that promote self-reflection, 
compassion, and the ability to become more aware of one’s perceptions and actions. We 
focus on the “inner” dimension of being and strive for an integration of the inner and the 
outer. Transformative education seeks to develop the social skills and ethical dispositions 
necessary to support effective participation in a democracy that is just and fair to all its 
citizens. These courses integrate contemplative practices into scholarly content. Though 
we never use the word with the administration or most professors, the courses respond to 
the expressed need for their studies to guide a quest for a spiritual life, one with meaning, 
purpose, and fulfillment (Astin, et al., 2010).  



 

 3 

 
I created several new courses for LifeWorks, with the goal of bringing the heart and soul 
into higher education (Palmer & Zajonc, 2010), drawing on research-backed principles of 
mindfulness and compassion, revising a model I had originally developed for trainings 
with the U.S. Marines and Navy. One course in particular is the focus in this article. 
Transforming Self and Systems: Crossing Borders of Race, Nation, Gender, and Class, 
has been offered annually since 2013 and assessments have refined it to focus on the 
areas students say are most meaningful and lasting. Students see it as a key step to 
creating an environment on campus where students can “cross borders” and reach a place 
of genuine understanding and connection. 
 
Creating Optimal Conditions  
 
Developing an inclusive community demands dealing with the anxiety brought on by 
such intimate encounters. Hannah, a white student, feels threatened that “I’ll be 
personally blamed for racism.” Jeff, a male, fears that “I’ll be targeted for sexism.” Tyler, 
an athlete, confides, “I hate it that they think we’re not as smart as they are.” Yvonne, a 
black student, worries that “I’ll be put on the spot every time the subject turns to race.”  
While these anxieties complicate the encounters, a considerable amount of research 
suggests that contact between people of different races and ethnicities can reduce 
prejudice—provided that four important conditions are in place: having the support of 
relevant authorities, sharing common goals, a sense of cooperation, and equal status 
(Pettigrew and Tropp, 2006).    
 
Showing the support of authorities is done by offering the seminars as undergraduate 
courses that provide 3-5 credits, gaining approval by providing evidence of rigorous 
scholarly content. The courses were developed for undergraduates in various 
departments, including Psychology, Anthropology, Human Biology, and several in 
Comparative Studies in Race and Ethnicity. They attract diverse students, many of whom 
are students of color and others who feel marginalized. Classes are seminars limited to 
15. 
 
Common goals are established by stating these in the titles and course descriptions, such 
as “making peace in ourselves and in the world;” “creating a space for both intrapersonal 
and interpersonal growth;” “heartful community building;” “transforming self and 
systems;” and “crossing borders of race, sex, and nation.” Together we establish group 
norms and begin creating a space for both intrapersonal and interpersonal growth. While 
race is deeply integrated in the curriculum is not the salient factor, it is approached 
through the themes of social justice and diversity as concerns for all. Our purpose is 
crossing borders within ourselves as well as between us and others. We cultivate a sense 
of community in which we see/feel/experience the reality of other worldviews, especially 
those that that appear in conflict with our own comfortable world. We embrace an 
emphasis on well-being that involves self care and compassion for others. Through arts, 
humanities, embodied practice, and creative expression we learn how to live in the world, 
educating ourselves on the levels of mind, body, and spirit.  
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Working toward our common goals with a sense of cooperation and equal status is guided 
by the eight elements of heartful community building. These are embedded in embodied 
practices and creative expression. The use of storytelling levels the playing field by 
making it possible for everyone to have voice as it embraces personal experiences and 
feelings. By valuing “not-knowing” over knowing, a sense of mystery over mastery, and 
listening over speaking, we cultivate humility and counteract the assumption that certain 
students are less capable.  
 
Our sense of cooperation is based in a synergy paradigm in which knowledge is 
unlimited, expandable, and is possessed and is to be shared by all (Katz & Murphy-
Shigematsu, 2012). When we disagree with another person we seek to understand how 
that person thinks and feels, using empathy, imagination, and storytelling as tools for 
entering into another’s frame of mind, trying to see the world through their eyes. We look 
for strengths, not just weaknesses, in another’s argument. Cooperation is enhanced by the 
values we practice, such as appreciative inquiry, emotional intelligence, connected 
knowing, deep listening, collaboration, interdependence, and inclusion.  
 
We create equal status by first leveling the playing field through a “disorienting dilemma’ 
in which all students experience vulnerability, which leads to the lightness and freedom 
of beginner’s mind (Mezirow, 2000). The use of storytelling makes it more possible for 
everyone to have voice as it embraces personal experiences, feelings, and narrative. This 
approach helps counteract the assumption that certain students are less capable, 
improving intergroup outcomes, and facilitating creativity and cognitive functioning 
among ethnic minorities and athletes. Students from cultural backgrounds that value 
respectful listening and careful speaking are encouraged to participate in their own way. 
 
 
 
 
Eight Elements of Heartful Community  
 
1. Foster mindfulness 
 
We foster mindfulness, initially by bringing myself as fully present as possible and 
asking students to do the same by being awake, aware, and accepting. We aim to 
maintain a non-judgmental, moment-by-moment awareness of our thoughts, feelings, 
bodily sensations, and surrounding environment. “Ichi-go, ichi-e,” a Japanese expression 
of the consciousness that each moment is a once in a lifetime opportunity, becomes our 
guiding principle.  
 
Mindful meditation becomes our way of beginning each class, as not only does research 
suggest that mindfulness helps mitigate fears and anxieties but that it also encourages 
greater awareness of one’s self, of others, and of our inter-connectedness (Goyal, et al., 
2014). And recent studies suggest that even subtle experiences of social connectedness 
can promote shared psychological and physiological states (Walton, et al., 2012).  
 



 

 5 

2. Cultivate vulnerability 
 
A mindful approach makes students more able to honor the different levels of 
vulnerability that each brings to the encounter. Being vulnerable depends on a sense of 
safety. Yvonne tells me, “Some instructors proclaim, ‘This is a safe space,’” but just 
calling it safe doesn’t make it safe.” We look carefully and boldly at the curriculum and 
the classroom dynamics for what is threatening and makes some students feel 
marginalized, invisible, excluded. While we may make mistakes we are open to dealing 
with them, accepting that it’s okay to be imperfect. (Kurtz & Ketcham, 1992) 
 
I take the lead in creating a safe space by cultivating vulnerability, presenting myself as a 
teacher and learner, a guide further along the path, but one still seeking. Students call me, 
“Sensei,” a Japanese word commonly used for teachers, which in writing reveals the 
meaning of “one who lives before you.” We start from a place of “Zen mind” or  
“beginner’s mind,” where there is a sense of lightness, freshness, and infinite possibilities 
for learning.  
 
3. Model authenticity  
 
While some faculty tell me that we should “leave ourselves at the door,” I seek to be an 
authentic teacher, bringing myself into the classroom. The first class begins with me 
walking into the classroom dressed in a kimono, addressing the students in Japanese as a 
way of inducing mindfulness, showing vulnerability by acting outside norms, and 
modeling authenticity by revealing who I really am. Sharing my thoughts and feelings 
about “Who I am,” and Why I am here,” I ask them to share, “Who are you and why are 
you here?” 
 
By modeling vulnerability and authenticity like this, I am implicitly extending an 
invitation to students to “be yourself—you are valued just for that; you don’t have to 
perform in ways you have learned.” While fostering racial trust is not an explicitly stated 
goal, everyone is encouraged to bring forth an authentic self, which for students of color 
and others means a part of themselves that they feel is invisible.  
 
4. Practice compassionate listening and seeing 
 
We practice compassionate listening, using all our senses and “the ear of our heart.”  
in which we invite the other person to tell us about their suffering and listen with the 
purpose of helping them to empty their heart. When we disagree with another person, we 
seek to understand how that person thinks and feels, enabling us to learn not only about 
their perceptions but also our own. Empathy, imagination, and storytelling are ways we 
enter into another’s frame of mind. Compassionate listening can elicit and make a safe 
space for the kind of honest personal disclosures that promote closeness and positive 
feelings about others.  
 
We emphasize respect, in the sense of its original Latin origins, of simply seeing another, 
and practice it in the Zulu greeting, Sawubona, and the Hindu word, Namaste (Global 
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Oneness Project, 2016). These words express our connections with others, including 
ancestors, and the sacred quality of respect. Seeing another is recognizing common 
humanity, and also acknowledging the other person completely, in all their features and 
characteristics—another research-supported way to reduce anxiety by moderating but not 
erasing group membership (Turner et al., 2006). 
 
5. Balance acceptance and change 
 
We seek a balance and integration of the needs for both acceptance and change in self 
and others. Instead of judging and trying to change ourselves and others, we provide the 
accepting space that paradoxically allows us to change. We confront the need to accept, 
and possibly even forgive, what has happened to us, struggling with the tensions of 
victim consciousness and agency.  
 
In addressing traumas and wounds, historical and collective, we move from a focus on 
what has been done to us to a more extensive level of agency, one that questions what 
we’re doing to each other, including those in distant countries, and to the earth’s 
environment. We embrace the power of forgiveness in healing and releasing us from the 
cycle of inter-generational trauma and self hurt. We gently and courageously move from 
thinking of ourselves as victims to recognizing our responsibility in creating solutions to 
the dilemmas we confront.  
 
6. Find Connectedness 
 
We look for ways of connecting with others by understanding and empathizing with 
them. Respecting individual differences, we position them within a broader, holistic 
context of connectedness, and take an expansive, relational approach to identity. In our 
connected knowing we look for ties with another’s views (Belenky & Stanton, 2000). 
While race is deeply integrated in the curriculum it is not the salient factor, but is 
approached through the themes of social justice and diversity as concerns for all. 
 
Suspending judgment of another’s ideas, we project empathy and respect, helping the 
other to find voice or feel seen, appreciated for their contribution (Murphy-Shigematsu, 
2014). We define ourselves by what we include, and seek comfort with hybridities and 
ambiguities, with those who step over the line, and with what does not fit our 
expectations of race and sex. As we loosen boundaries, our “spiritual activism” leads us 
to attempt to bridge communities, opening to those outside our home, group, and nation, 
crossing borders of “us” and “them.”  
 
7. Cultivate Gratitude 
 
We bring the research-backed benefits of gratitude into the classroom by valuing and 
practicing appreciative inquiry and intelligence, searching for and seeing the good in 
ideas, people, values and beliefs (Emmons & Mishra, 2012). Identifying positive 
potential and acting to realize it in self and others, we seek to enable others to be more 
creative, resilient, successful, compassionate. We adopt an appreciative approach to 
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listening and reading, looking for strengths and trying to understand from the other’s 
viewpoint (Thatchenkery & Metzker, 2006). 
 
We engage in win-win dialogue, collaboratively developing synergistic knowledge, 
rather than competing for the superiority of individual ideas (Katz & Murphy-
Shigematsu, 2012). An appreciative approach is especially important in academics to 
counteract the heavy emphasis on being critical and argumentative. We seek to build a 
constructive union between diverse people, each bringing forth and contributing their 
unique abilities. 
 
8. Take Responsibility 
 
We take responsibility for the suffering of others by connecting mindfulness and social 
justice to foster liberation, personal and interpersonal healing, social action, and inclusive 
community building. Integrate embodied practices and creative expression into our social 
justice and anti-oppression work allows for deeper incorporation of values than is 
possible through solely intellectual means. By practicing mindfulness we become more 
aware of our fears and others’ fears and more present with them, bearing witness, as a 
way of healing and empowering.   
 
We acknowledge that our well-being depends on others and caring for others’ well being 
is a moral responsibility. Moving beyond cynicism, complacency and despair we 
embrace our gifts, resolving to doing our part in realizing justice as claiming a shared, 
mutual humanity. We see the spiritual path as intertwined with the path of social action, 
with contemplation and action parts of the same whole, each nourishing and guiding the 
other (Boggs & Kurashige, 2012).  
 
We accept the harsh reality of victimization and seek to move beyond it to agency, 
empowering ourselves to actions that change our world. Our healing involves 
forgiveness, for others, including our families, and for ourselves as well. We challenge 
ourselves to transcend “us vs. them” mindset that divides and dehumanizes.  
 
When these eight conditions and practices are in place, I believe we can help students 
bridge their divides and replace anger and distrust with compassionate connections. 
Students cross borders of assumed irreconcilable differences--black and white, rich and 
poor, hetero and homo. Over the weeks spent together they gradually come to know each 
other through vulnerability and authenticity. They practice seeing and listening, sharing 
stories so different that they feel bewildered as to how they could overcome the gap. But 
they find that acknowledging their differences leads them to discover a place of deep 
connection in commonalities and even wounds that they never imagined existed. 
 
In these classes we draw connections between those with diverse forms of visible 
differences, then we include those whose feelings of difference are invisible, thereby 
widening our circle of inclusion. We try to create space for vulnerability and authenticity 
and students commonly feel a sense of community. Feeling that they are in a safe place, 
they conquer their fears and open themselves to others by sharing intimate stories, and 
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are amazed to find that the borders between them can be crossed in realizing their 
interconnectedness. As one student wrote in her assessment: 
  
“One thing that I particularly will be taking away from this class is an appreciation for 
how connected we all are. It amazed me how even though I was discussing class topics 
with people who I didn’t know very well, I still managed to at least sympathize with what 
they were saying, if not completely agree and understand. So many of us have gone 
through similar situations in life and had the same struggles it just amazes me who there 
is such a potential for connection that is totally lost in the concept of the stranger. It 
makes me more willing to reach out and meet new people. The biggest lesson I can take 
here is that other people are not dangerous or scary, and that most of them are not trying 
to hurt me, but heal me and themselves, even if they don't know it.” 
  
After the final class another student wrote in her assessment: 
 
“What happens in this class is a kind of tiny miracle. We cross borders, inside ourselves 
and between us and others, finding the connections that we hunger for and realize that’s 
what we need to keep going. We’re filled with gratitude for each other and just for being 
here.” 
  
How do we achieve this “tiny miracle”? In our assessments of these classes, students say 
that these small groups become “healing communities,” where we overcome 
victimization and claim agency. Healing occurs as we transcend “us vs. them” mentality, 
crossing borders and forging connections. These communities show a way of reducing 
intergroup prejudice and fostering inclusion based in psychology research and 
pedagogical practice. 
 
These are not the grand measures that some demand or expect. Although participants 
often claim that every Stanford student should be required to take these classes, the 
reality is that many are not open to this kind of learning. But for those who engage in 
these transformative encounters the changes can be truly life changing, telling us that if 
we want tiny miracles, they occur in coming together with vulnerability, respect, and 
empathy.  
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