Smile Meditation

Begin with a basic sitting meditation, with the eyes closed or open but focused downwards, and softening any parts of your body that have any obvious tension or holding.  Allow yourself to attend to the natural flow of the breath wherever you feel it most easily.  Remember to let go of thoughts as they arise and return gently to the breath.

Then shift your attention to noticing sounds: instead of focusing on the breath, simply notice that hearing is happening.  Be aware of sounds close to you, a short distance away and then beyond.  Notice the sense of space and possibly spaciousness that can come with attention to sounds.  

While attending to sounds, allow the image of a gently curved smile to appear in your mind.  You may find it helpful to recall the image of a smile of a child or someone you love, or of a benevolent figure such as Jesus or the Buddha.  Invite the kindness, gentleness and quiet happiness of this smile to enter your mind and body.

Now imagine that there is a slight smile to the corners of your eyes.  Notice the very tiny changes to the muscles and skin around your eyes as you do this.  Be aware of the emotions that these changes evoke.  You may feel a lightness or brightness and a further softening of your brow.

Now bring a gentle, small and real smile to your lips by curving the corners of your mouth upwards.  Not a “Chesire cat smile”, just a soft, gentle smile.  Don’t worry about “feeling” something; just mechanically turn up the corners of your mouth.  Remember to keep breathing, and perhaps breathe into the smile.  Allow the smile to relax your jaw and other muscles of your face.

Now notice the smile at your lips and eyes together.  You may have a fuller sense of the smile in your mind too.  Notice how you feel emotionally with this smile.  Perhaps you can imagine the smile spreading to your throat and chest.  You may feel an opening and a relaxing in the throat and chest with this.  Again remember to keep breathing and to possibly breathe into this full, open, yet gentle smile.  You may become aware of feelings of openness, kindness and even some happiness.  If you don’t, that is fine.  If, instead, you feel gripping, clenching, fear, or irritation, see if you can bring those experiences into the embrace and kindness of the smile.  You may be able to feel the smile move down through you’re the rest of your body: belly, genitals, legs, arms and back.

As you sense the smile throughout your body, remember to keep breathing, and to let go of other experiences.  So when thoughts or emotions arise, note them and then hold them in the embrace of the smile.  When other sensations arise, especially discomforts, try to hold them too in the space of the smile.

This inner smile is a way of saying“yes” to our life as it is here and now.  You may try doing the smile meditation in the step-wise fashion outlined above, or whenever it is helpful, simply try on the gentle smile and notice, allow and let be your experience.
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