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Empty 

your Cup

Nan-in, a Japanese master during the Meiji era 
(1868-1912), received a university professor who 
came to inquire about Zen.
 
Nan-in served tea. He poured his visitor’s cup full, 
and then kept on pouring. The professor watched 
the overflow until he no longer could restrain 
himself. “It is overfull. No more will go in!”
 
“Like this cup,” Nan-in said, “you are full of your 
own opinions and speculations. How can I show 
you Zen unless you first empty your cup?”
 
- Traditional Zen Story



“Few of us ever live in the present. 
We are forever anticipating what is to 
come or remembering what has gone.” 
- Louis L’Amour

Have you ever driven home, but really can’t 
remember the last few kilometres of the trip? 
Perhaps you were focussing on what you will 
make for dinner, or going over a work conversation 
in your head. Whatever you were thinking of, it 
wasn’t the drive home. Your mind was elsewhere. 

Research has shown that the last few kilometres 
of a trip home can often be the most dangerous. 
We put our minds onto auto pilot as we have 
done this so many times before, we don’t need to 
consciously think about where we are going.

This book is designed to help you to:

 ● Define mindfulness 

 ● Show how mindfulness improves 
performance

 ● Show you how you can practice 
mindfulness at home and in the 
workplace

Introduction



The brain is comprised of 100 billion neurons 
(nerve cells) arranged in a circuit with around 
100 trillion connections. When people have a 
new experience, the dendrites of the neurons 
form connections with the dendrites of other 
neurons, and forms a neural pathway.

When we start doing something new, or do it 
in a different way, new connections are formed 
between these neurons. The more practice 
that is done, the stronger the connections. 
Neuroplasticity is the ability that the brain has 
to reshape its neural pathways, to build new 
connections and to change. Just as when we start 
a jogging program, our legs become accustomed 
to running and our muscles change, stretch and 
adapt to the new activity, the brain has the ability 
to change and grow.

The practice of mindfulness is obvious when 
someone is playing a piece of music. They are 
in the moment, focussed on the music, the 
notes, the feelings, the emotions that arise while 
playing. No one starts out being able to play an 
instrument, but with conscious practice our brains 

learn how to read music and how to feel rhythm. A 
new player can not let their attention wander from 
the note that comes next and feeling the rhythm 
of the piece of music. If a musician is not playing 
mindfully, can you imagine what it might sound 
like?

A 1995 study by Pascaul-Leone et al, showed 
that there were visible changes in the brain after 
people who had never previously played the piano 
began to learn. Those who actually practiced, and 
those who visualised practicing in a mindful way, 
experienced changes in the brain through the 
building of new neural pathways.

Mindfulness is a powerful tool to assist the brain 
to grow and incorporate new learning.

Mindfulness 
and the Brain



Mindfulness?
What is

“Feelings, whether of compassion or irritation, 

should be welcomed, recognized, and treated 

on an absolutely equal basis; because both are 

ourselves. The tangerine I am eating is me. The 

mustard greens I am planting are me. I plant with 

all my heart and mind. I clean this teapot with 

the kind of attention I would have were I giving 

the baby Buddha or Jesus a bath. Nothing should 

be treated more carefully than anything else. In 

mindfulness, compassion, irritation, mustard 

green plant, and teapot are all sacred.” 

Thich Nhat Hanh, The Miracle of Mindfulness: 

An Introduction to the Practice of Meditation


