MINDFULNESS AND RIGHT RELATIONSHIP
I have emphasized the importance of relationship for spiritual development from a Buddhist perspective.  There’s an important teaching from the Buddha in this regard:

SN 45.2 
Upaddha Sutta: Half (of the Holy Life) 
translated from the Pali by 
Thanissaro Bhikkhu
I have heard that on one occasion the Blessed One was living among the Sakyans. Now there is a Sakyan town named Sakkara. There Ven. Ananda went to the Blessed One and, on arrival, having bowed down to the Blessed One, sat to one side. As he was sitting there, Ven. Ananda said to the Blessed One, "This is half of the holy life, lord: admirable friendship, admirable companionship, admirable camaraderie." 
"Don't say that, Ananda. Don't say that. Admirable friendship, admirable companionship, admirable camaraderie is actually the whole of the holy life. When a monk has admirable people as friends, companions, & comrades, he can be expected to develop & pursue the noble eightfold path.
"And how does a monk who has admirable people as friends, companions, & comrades, develop & pursue the noble eightfold path? There is the case where a monk develops right view dependent on seclusion, dependent on dispassion, dependent on cessation, resulting in relinquishment. He develops right resolve... right speech... right action... right livelihood... right effort... right mindfulness... right concentration dependent on seclusion, dependent on dispassion, dependent on cessation, resulting in relinquishment. This is how a monk who has admirable people as friends, companions, & colleagues, develops & pursues the noble eightfold path.
"And through this line of reasoning one may know how admirable friendship, admirable companionship, admirable camaraderie is actually the whole of the holy life: It is in dependence on me as an admirable friend that beings subject to birth have gained release from birth, that beings subject to aging have gained release from aging, that beings subject to death have gained release from death, that beings subject to sorrow, lamentation, pain, distress, & despair have gained release from sorrow, lamentation, pain, distress, & despair. It is through this line of reasoning that one may know how admirable friendship, admirable companionship, admirable camaraderie is actually the whole of the holy life."
Even when we are meditating in a group setting, formal mindfulness meditation is an entirely subjective experience.  No matter how often we might be stimulated by someone in the group fidgeting “noisily” during the meditation period or inspired by the practice of another meditator, the way we personally perceive and react to the sounds or the person is subjectively unique.  This being the case, why did the Buddha place so much emphasis on sangha, that is, community?
Referring to the quote above: “…There is the case where a monk develops right view dependent on seclusion, dependent on dispassion, dependent on cessation, resulting in relinquishment. He develops right resolve... right speech... right action... right livelihood... right effort... right mindfulness... right concentration dependent on seclusion, dependent on dispassion, dependent on cessation, resulting in relinquishment.”, we can perhaps understand what he was suggesting.  
Seclusion refers to cultivating Samadhi, a flow of experience relatively unaffected by the hindrances of desire, aversion, dullness, agitation or doubt.  Dispassion is the absence of agitation or disturbance in the flow of experience—the Buddhist term for this is passaddhi (pah-sah-dee), tranquility.  Cessation relates to the absence of craving and clinging, and relinquishment is the flow of experience in relationship that relinquishes self-absorption, creating more capability for negotiating needs in the relationship.
The principles of Right Speech, Right Action and Right Livelihood provide the ethical framework that informs Right Relationship, while the training regimen provided by Right Effort, Right Mindfulness and Right Concentration supports the ability to effectively function in the subjective experiences that occur interpersonally in relationships.  As far as I am concerned, the Four Noble Truths is an effective way to live and thrive in relationships.
While preparing these notes, I downloaded a research paper:  “Mindfulness Training and the Cultivation of Secure, Satisfying Couple Relationships”, by Brent J. Atkinson of The Couples Research Institute, Geneva, Illinois, published in the journal Couple and Family Psychology: Research and Practice © 2013 American Psychological Association 2013, Vol. 2, No. 2, 73–94:  “The structures and processes of the brain that appear to be strengthened most by mindfulness meditation are considered part of the social brain circuitry—areas of the brain that mediate (1) open awareness and attention regulation, (2) the regulation of physiological arousal and emotion, and (3) empathy.”  

The word “secure”, according to psychological terminology, involves one’s ability to be presently aware and effectively responsive interpersonally, able to listen in non-reactive ways and to negotiate relationship boundaries that are stable and respectful of another person’s dignity.

Open awareness is the ability to be presently aware of what is forming in the stream of conscious awareness, without biasing or becoming fixated on “being right” or “having the last word”.  Attention regulation refers to the ability to maintain a stable focus of attention, even when stressed by physiological arousal and emotion.  Empathy is the ability to be able to accurately interpret signals generated by another being and respond with kindness, generosity and compassion.

How do these qualities manifest in relationship dynamics?  With the development of aiming and sustaining attention on breath sensations, attention regulation is strengthened.  When attention wanders from the breath, being aware of this requires open awareness, that is, the ability to listen to the other person (listening also includes visual alertness regarding the facial expressions and body language of the other person/s), without becoming lost in reactive thoughts that might be defensive or shaming.  The ability to regulate physiological and emotional reactions emerges from the cultivation of samadhi/passaddhi, which is experienced as an internal stability/tranquility, a buffer that reduces the impulsivity that comes with emotionally reactive physiological energy.  This buffer allows us to be presently aware of the reactivity as just a phenomenon, not a command to be acted on.  Along with this internal serenity is the increased ability to empathize with others involved in the experience.  This empathy fosters the ability to respond to another’s situation, that is, his or her thoughts, emotions and situational circumstances through the lens of kindness and compassion.

Daniel Goleman wrote a book entitled “Social Intelligence-The New Science of Human Relationships”.  He is the well-respected author of “Emotional Intelligence” and has been a practitioner of Buddhist meditation for more than 4 decades.  Here’s how he defines social intelligence into two broad categories in the book, on page 84:

Social Awareness
Social awareness refers to a spectrum that runs from instantaneously sensing another’s inner state, to understanding her feelings and thoughts, to “getting” complicated social situations.  It includes:
· Primal empathy: Feeling with others; sensing nonverbal emotional signals.
· Attunement: Listening with full receptivity; attuning to a person.
· Empathic accuracy: Understanding another person’s thoughts, feelings and intentions.
· Social cognition: Knowing how the social world works.

Social Facility

Simply sensing how another feels, or knowing what they think or intend, does not guarantee fruitful interactions.  Social facility builds on social awareness to allow smooth, effective interactions.  The spectrum of social facility includes:

· Synchrony: Interacting smoothly at the nonverbal level.
· Self-presentation: Presenting ourselves effectively.
· Influence: Shaping the outcome of social interactions.
· Concern: Caring about others’ needs and acting accordingly





















The ability to manifest these characteristics builds upon our earliest experiences of relationship.  Contemporary research has investigated the highly integrated neural pathways in the brain that are involved in social intelligence and that are with us from birth.  This has been conceptualized as Attachment Theory (Google this term to get more information), which closely aligns with the Buddhist concept Interbeing, which suggests that we are co-creating each other throughout the course of a lifetime).  This can be compared to a well-constructed computer, in that all the neurological “circuit boards” are complete and operating.  The degree of relationship competency is a “software problem”, that is, we learn social skills from the families we grew up in and from our experiences in school.  Exceptions to this analogy would include those born with autistic spectrum disorders or were otherwise affected neurologically.  Unfortunately, there are often deficits in the abilities of parents to effectively function in relationships, and this obviously influences their children.

Fortunately, there is a large surge of contemporary research and clinical psychologically-informed applications of that research focused on training children regarding the ability to cultivate mindfulness and interpersonal intelligence, even at the preschool level!  This is not religious indoctrination with the intention of converting others to Buddhism.  It is based on careful research that is peer reviewed and replicated and involves age appropriate “games” for children that train them to be more socially intelligent and competent.   There is hope for the world!
