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IT’S GOLF….BUT NOT AS WE KNOW IT: GOLF AS A 
MINDFULNESS PRACTICE AND A METAPHOR FOR LIFE.

Vin Harris

vinharris.hkt@gmail.com

MINDFULNESS AND GOLF?
Can you imagine an alien spaceship orbiting planet Earth, observing how we busy humans spend our 
precious free time? What would they think of the thousands of golfers who renounce the concerns 
of the everyday world and dedicate their lives to hitting a small white ball into holes in the ground?  
Strutting and fretting for hours out on the course for no obvious purpose. With their strange clothing 
and mysterious implements, surely they must be taking part in some bizarre religious ritual?  

What would these same visitors from another galaxy think as they watch an ever-increasing number 
of people joining mindfulness clubs: walking very slowly with no particular destination, sitting 
motionless in silence for extended periods of time, ostensibly doing nothing, watching their own 
minds (have you ever wondered how is that even possible?). Is this some new kind of lunatic sport 
without judges or referees where there are no winners or losers? 

“Lord, what fools these mortals be!” (Shakespeare, 1605, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 3.ii). Apart 
from being confusing to aliens, what else do you think golf and mindfulness might have in common?  
Is there something those who devote their time to these popular forms of human folly could possibly 
learn from one another? Before trying to answer these questions, I would like to tell you a story which 
might help to explain how I became fascinated by golf, mindfulness and the mystery of being human.

GOLF – THE FINAL FRONTIER 

I was almost forty years old when I took a decision which meant that my life would never be the same 
again. Driving home from an appointment with my doctor, I was reflecting on the advice she had 
given me about my health. It was one of those moments when everything falls into place and you just 
know what needs to be done. The time had come: I was ready to be a golfer. 

When I am about to disappear for a few hours (or sometimes for a few days) to play golf, I often remind 
my wife how grateful I am to her for pointing out that, although I was to all intents and purposes in 
good health, I ought to take a more active interest in my physical well-being and visit the doctor for a 
mid-life checkup. After carrying out various tests and asking questions about my lifestyle, the doctor 
was impressed. She confirmed I was healthy and less stressed out than the average small business 
owner. I hadn’t heard of mindfulness at that time, but I had been a Buddhist practitioner since my 
early twenties. Maybe I was living proof that meditation actually works. As my business was growing 
I was spending more time sitting in the office or in the car, less time actively working as a joiner, my 
doctor suggested I did need to take more exercise. This consultation and my “road to Damascus” 
experience on the way home was my call to adventure. 

CHAPTER 17
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Pause and Reflect – Beginner’s Mind

Can you remember a time when you entered an unfamiliar world 
or started out on a new adventure?
What was it like, how did you feel?
Could you bring an attitude of “beginner’s mind” to the familiar 
reality of your everyday life?

Golf was about to bring an unexpected new dimension to what had already been a journey full 
of variety and wonder. I am a practicing Tibetan Buddhist with a degree in English and European 
Literature, a craftsman who helped to build a Tibetan Buddhist monastery, an entrepreneur with an 
MBA, a hippy who has made pilgrimages to holy places in India, Nepal and Tibet. Standing on the 
first tee, crossing the threshold into another new world I was curious to see what would happen next. 

THE SECRET LIFE OF GOLFERS

Golf in Scotland is special. There are the internationally famous Championship links but also many 
towns and villages throughout Scotland have a golf club and a golf course, that in many cases have 
been looked after by the local community for more than a hundred years. It is hardly surprising that 
my approach to golf was unconventional, but nobody seemed to mind; they were probably too busy 
playing golf to notice. Anyway, it must have been obvious that I loved and respected the ancient 
game and I received a warm welcome in Moffat Golf Club. During these past twenty-five years I have 
played golf there in South West Scotland as a member and had the honour of serving as Captain 
and President. 

In a parallel universe my inner journey continues, and it has always seemed pretty obvious to me 
that golf is a metaphor for the game of life. If you have never played golf you might well wonder why 
anyone would be interested in this apparently pointless game that many people refer to as “a good 
walk spoiled” but I prefer my friend Andrew Grieg’s view that “a walk is a missed opportunity for golf” 
(Greig, 2006, p.134). When playing golf there is time and space to feel my body, to notice my mind, 
to be with nature, to be fully present. But there’s more to it than that. Golf shows me my limitations 
and my potential. 

I want to share with you some of the insights into mindfulness and life that I would surely have missed 
if I had just gone for a good walk. Later in this chapter, as we explore together the inner game of 
golf, we will understand just how much is going on beneath the surface of golf; or any other form of 
human folly. But I expect you are wondering what golf has to do with the Hero’s Journey.

TO BOLDLY GO

Stories of the deeds of heroes captivate the imagination of people all over the world. A story becomes 
truly compelling when we identify with the hero or heroine of the adventure and picture ourselves 
living through the triumphs and disasters they encounter. There are endless permutations but there 
is a common theme running through the history of storytelling from the plays of the ancient Greeks 
to the latest science fiction films. Heroes represent courage in the face of adversity and the altruistic 
qualities we aspire to. The villains they encounter manifest weakness and the selfish tendencies that 
we wish to overcome. Is this so different from the way in which we relate to our sporting heroes?  

We live in a strange world where it is possible to become a multi-millionaire simply on the basis of 
an ability to run fast or to have a special talent for throwing, hitting or kicking a ball. It doesn’t seem 
to matter that the feats of sporting heroes are in themselves meaningless, as long as our heroes 
compete in a spirit of integrity. We identify with them and so it does matter to us when, against all 
the odds, they triumph over adversity and accomplish something that once seemed impossible. 
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Rejoicing in their greatness we celebrate our own latent qualities. Perhaps this is why billions of 
people choose to spend so much time and money watching sport. 

WE CAN BE HEROES

Sport has become a huge business, an incredibly effective means of extracting cash from the masses. 
In spite of this can it still be a gateway to a lost spiritual dimension? The Ancient Greeks considered 
athletic competition as “a concrete demonstration of spirit over matter” (Jackson & Csikszentmihalyi 
(1999, p. 4). At the summit of their art, Zen archers enter a radically different way of being: “Don’t 
think of what you have to do…. the shot will only go smoothly when it takes the archer himself by 
surprise” (Herrigel, 2004, p.44). Murphy and White (1995) document many examples of playing in the 
Zone, an elusive transcendent state sometimes experienced in sport, where athletes find themselves 
amazed by their own performance. Sincere commitment to physical action can take athletes beyond 
the mundane into the realms of spiritual experience. In the words of the runner Eric Liddell quoted 
in the film Chariots of Fire (1981): “I believe God made me for a purpose, but he also made me fast. 
And when I run I feel His pleasure”. 

To be a hero is to grow beyond the limits of our own expectations. We all have this capacity. Shivas 
Irons, the hero of Golf in the Kingdom says of golf: 

…as ye grow in gowf, ye come to see the things ye learn there in every other 
place…. Ye’ll come back from the links with a new hold on life, that is certain if ye 
play the game with all your heart (Murphy, 1997, p.67). 

Setting out to play a round of golf feels like going forth on a hero’s quest, leaving behind the everyday 
world, meeting challenges, returning home to the place I left behind for a few hours, having learnt 
something of value as a result of losing and finding myself in the game. 

Figure 1: Golf links a field of play where adventures await. Photo © David Whyte, Linksland 2008
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FOR THE LOVE OF THE GAME

For amateur golfers, the challenges and rewards are different from those that our sporting heroes 
can expect; their livelihood and reputation depend on their performance. In the true meaning of the 
word amateur, we play for the love of the game. Having said that, even when there is not actually very 
much at stake, golfers of all abilities still tend to get obsessed about how well they play. In his golf 
novel The Legend of Bagger Vance, Steven Pressfield reflects on the power of golf to cast a spell, to 
draw us in and lead us on:

What hooks us about the game is that it gives us glimpses. Glimpses of our 
Authentic Swing…We feel with absolute certainty that if we could only swing like 
that all the time, we would be our best selves, our true selves, our Authentic Selves 
(Pressfield 1996, p. 70).

The enigmatic golfer Moe Norman simply described the experience he loved when hitting golf 
shots as “the feeling of greatness” (O’Connor, 1995). Most golfers know how it feels to play like this 
sometimes. When it happens we remember how easy golf can be. But these glimpses don’t happen 
as often as we might wish. 

I sometimes find myself in beautiful surroundings, in the company of good friends, away from the 
complex demands of everyday life and still somehow contrive to not enjoy playing golf. This is not 
only my experience. Golf is famous for being an exceptionally frustrating game. Success on the 
course may reveal potential but golf can be a particularly ruthless teacher when it comes to dealing 
with failure:

I attribute the insane arrogance of the later Roman emperors almost entirely to 
the fact that, never having played golf, they never know that strange chastening 
humility which is engendered by a topped chip-shot. If Cleopatra had been outed 
in the first round of the Ladies’ Singles, we should have heard far less of her proud 
imperiousness (Wodehouse, 1999, p.228).

Why does it matter so much when results don’t conform to my expectations? Why do I play my best 
golf sometimes, but not all of the time? In essence, I want to understand how I create suffering out 
of nothing and I want to know what I can do, or refrain from doing, in order to allow my potential 
to manifest more often. These issues affect us all. I would now like to introduce you to some of the 
friends, guides and mentors who have helped me navigate the inner world of golf. Whether you are 
a golfer, a mindfulness practitioner, a curious human or perhaps all three, I trust that their wisdom will 
hold true when you return to your own world. 

EXPLORING THE INNER WORLD OF GOLF

A METAPHOR FOR LIFE

When I first looked beneath the surface of golf I thought I might be the only one who saw golf as a 
metaphor for life. But I have been lucky to share this journey with so many friends who felt the same 
way. We have had so much fun exploring the field together. In his book “Preferred Lies”, Andrew 
Greig describes my friend Dave Hares and I as “not so much golfing gurus as golfing guerrillas, here 
to bring some liberation and light to those oppressed by golf” (Greig, 2006, p.85). I can live with that. 

I first met Andrew through a golf workshop called Fairway to Heaven. For the past twenty one years 
Fairway to Heaven has enticed golfers from around the world to make a pilgrimage to Scotland 
the Home of Golf. Our purpose is to discover a more rewarding game whilst playing on some of 
the most wonderful golf courses on planet Earth. The idea for Fairway to Heaven was conceived 
by my friends Joan Shafer and John Talbot. Taking time out from their regular work as members of 
the Findhorn Community, they would head for the golf course at Forres to engage in their “special 
spiritual practice”. 
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Please don’t think I underestimate the importance of learning technical golfing skills. However, when 
we facilitate these programmes, Joan, John and I don’t teach participants that aspect of the game. I 
feel our role is to encourage people who join us for a week of Fairway to Heaven to give themselves a
break from playing the game they think they should be playing and play the game they would play 
if nobody was watching. How do we do this? We provide a space where participants can notice 
how their hopes and fears play out in their golf games and in their lives. Through meditation, yoga, 
reflection and discussions we explore the insights that happen through playing golf in a spirit of 
friendship and curiosity. 

Maybe the true value of regarding golf as a metaphor for life, as I have been doing with my fellow 
travelers on Fairway to Heaven and elsewhere, is that I can look into the mirror of golf to see more 
clearly how I am right now; sometimes if I am lucky I may also catch a glimpse of the person I could be. 
I find that it takes courage, and a little help from my friends, to play and live in a way that challenges 
how I think I am supposed to behave.

PERFORMANCE AND LEARNING AND EXPERIENCE

In our modern society there is an implicit and rarely questioned assumption that if we humans get 
more of what we believe we want, we will inevitably experience satisfaction. And so our failure to 
clarify what we truly want permits the advertising industry to thrive. “After a time, you may find that 
having is not so pleasing a thing after all as wanting. It is not logical but, is often true.” (Spock, 1967)  
Golfers are not immune to this dis-ease. Fred Shoemaker says:

After twenty years of teaching golf, I have learned that if you lower your handicap, 
get the correct form, get out of bunkers in one shot rather than two, etc., it will have 
no effect on your overall happiness and fulfillment from the game (Shoemaker, 
1997, p.26).

Yet most of us strive to improve our performance and feel with absolute certainty that if we succeed 
we will be happy. Timothy Gallwey developed his famous inner game method of coaching initially 
for tennis, then for golf and subsequently he applied the same principles in the corporate world 
(Gallwey, 1975,1986, undated). He suggests that taking the time to be really clear about our goals 
is necessary in whatever we undertake. Otherwise we may go out of our way to achieve external 
success without finding inner fulfillment:

Figure 2: Fairway to Heaven in St Andrews the Home of Golf. Photo © Mitch Laurance 2012
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Essentially, any human activity offers three different kinds of benefits: the rewards 
that come from performance, or the external results of the action; those produced 
by the experience of performing the activity; and the learning or growth that takes 
place during the action (Gallwey, 1986, p.119).

This model of the “performance triangle” supports a balanced approach to the pursuit of happiness 
and excellence.

As Fred Shoemaker reminds us, the outer goal of playing golf remains very simple:

The rules of golf say only that we should try to score as low as possible. They do 
not say what the purpose of the game is. That is for each person to determine 
(Shoemaker, 1997, p.4).

My reasons for playing golf are many, and they change from time to time. If I fail to keep this in 
mind and focus only on performance whilst neglecting my inner purpose, I risk missing out on the 
opportunities for enjoyment and learning; as an ironic consequence of this imbalance, performance 
invariably suffers. This may be more obvious on the golf course than in other areas of life. Sometimes 
I wonder does golf imitate life or does life imitate golf?

Pause and Reflect – Performance Triangle

Sit quietly and bring to mind something you do: your job or a project 
you are involved with or perhaps one of your hobbies. 

Imagine you are observing yourself at work or at play.

Within the triangle of Performance-Learning-Experience, where would 
you say most of your energy is directed?

What would change if you gave more attention to the aspects of your 
activity that you tend to neglect? 

What might happen if you engage in activity with awareness of the 
need to perform but also with an intention to keep learning and to 
enjoy the experience?

WHY DO I PLAY GOLF?

A perfect day, beautiful weather, I was with my friends playing one of my favourite holes at Moffat 
Golf Club. But I was not having fun! Score going badly, trying to figure out what I’m doing wrong, 
getting impatient, everything feels a bit tight, too serious. On a golf course there is a lot of time 
and space available for reflection; as long as I don’t get lost in the dense undergrowth of my own 
rumination. From nowhere a question popped into my mind, “ok Vin…so why do you play golf?” My 
heart responded, “because I like to feel young and free”. I felt myself smile at the recognition of this 
truth I had forgotten.

Acknowledging why I play, I remembered how to play. Eight years old, messing about, being outside 
with my pals, mood was different and physical movements felt free, less cautious. Fred Shoemaker 
articulates the impact that a shift of perspective can have as follows:  

Extraordinary changes come from a new point of view – a new way of being. In this 
as in all aspects of the game, “being” precedes “doing” (Shoemaker, 1997, p.80).  
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Pause and Reflect – Why before How?

It is very easy to get caught up in the technical aspects of what we do. 

Of course, it is necessary to know How to do our job, practice mindfulness 
or play sport. Now may be a good time to reflect on Why you do what you do.

Sit and rest for a while and ask yourself one or more of these questions:

Why did I choose the work I do?
Why do I practice mindfulness? 
Why do I spend time on my leisure activities?

When you clarify your sense of purpose does it change how you will choose 
to work, rest and play?

WHAT ABOUT RESULTS?

When checking in to play a round of golf one day, I noticed a sign that said: “We are here to write 
down numbers – not to paint pictures”. Basically, they were trying to encourage golfers to maintain a 
reasonable pace of play on the course. I wouldn’t be too surprised if I was the only person who saw 
this and thought of Iain McGilchrist’s description of the divided brain: 

The left hemisphere is not in touch with reality but with its representation of reality, 
which turns out to be a remarkably self-enclosed, self-referring system of tokens 
(McGilchrist, 2012, p.252).

This limited version of reality is reflected in the way golfers become obsessed with the numbers on 
the scorecard and forget how to fully appreciate the game we love. 

As the famous motivational speaker Tony Robbins says, “Where focus goes, energy flows” (Robbins, 
undated). That’s all very well, but focus usually gravitates towards the measurable results of 
performance. The problem is that we tend to ignore the enjoyment that can be derived from fully 
experiencing what we are doing, and we often neglect the learning that flows from participating fully 
in the activity. I suppose this is to be expected in the busyness of working life, but it is a pity when 
the same old habits play out in other areas of life where we are supposedly free to be off duty. Even 
though results do matter, let’s not mistake them for the sole purpose of the game. Numbers never 
lie; they don’t always tell the whole truth.

During a conversation about golf and life with Andrew Greig, I once said that I see golf as an 
opportunity to “invest in outcomes in a protected space” (Greig, 2006, p.237). Playing in this space, 
where results matter enough but not too much, serves to remind me that all is well when I get out 
of my own way and give up trying to control what happens: it does seem to be possible to let go of 
worrying about outcomes whilst still caring passionately about what I am doing. Why not value the 
numbers and the pictures? Of course, changing the habits of a lifetime is easier said than done and 
takes practice; on the meditation cushion, on the golf course, in daily life.

I wanted to know more about this inside-out approach. Is it really possible that being aware of my 
aspirations could transform my game? Could paying attention to my attitude change the flight of my 
golf ball and have an effect on the course of my life? An exciting prospect but it seems too good to 
be true.
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REMEMBERING TO REMEMBER 

The word mindfulness is now part of our everyday language. Are we all talking about the same 
thing? According to Holmes (2013), the modern conception of mindfulness is perhaps closer to what 
Buddhists refer to as awareness which, without any particular ethical connotations, is simply being 
fully aware of what is happening. However, in Buddhism mindfulness involves knowing what we are 
doing and remembering or keeping in mind the commitment to a noble purpose (Holmes, 2013). 
It seems to me that the term mindfulness is being used to describe both of these two distinct yet 
interrelated qualities of attention:

•  A non-judgemental awareness of the present moment. 
•  Noticing whether or not we are being true to our chosen purpose.

Mindfulness teachers often promote a non-judgemental attitude towards experience. Rob Nairn 
considers expectations to be a major obstacle (Nairn, 1998). Chasing after results tends to create 
assumptions about what is supposed to happen; what is actually happening is neglected or even 
suppressed. Perhaps an emphasis on acceptance is necessary to counteract the guilt and striving 
that are prevalent in our culture. However, according to Jon Kabat-Zinn, in order to consistently pay 
attention to what is happening in the present moment, we will need a compelling reason for our 
practice (Kabat-Zinn, 1994). How else can we hope to override the addictive fascination with past 
and future?

It appears that we need to cultivate our innate capacity to recognise distraction and return to open 
presence. A commitment to what is truly important guides us home when we get lost. The challenge 
is to give it our best shot without indulging in counterproductive self-judgement if it doesn’t work out 
as we had hoped. This requires practice. When the golf course becomes a playground of learning 
and growth, each game offers an opportunity to challenge the patterns that hold me back and to 
establish the conditions that set me free. I have nothing to lose except a few golf balls: a small price 
to pay for an experience that might change my life for good.

Pause and Practice – Intention and Awareness

Sit comfortably and give yourself time to notice how it feels to simply be in your 
body and become aware of your breathing.

For the next couple of minutes, sit in silence with the intention to be aware 
of your breath coming and going.

When you notice that you are lost in thinking and are no longer aware of breath, 
regard this as a moment of mindfulness – you have remembered your intention. 
Now without making it a big deal, just return to being aware of your breath.

Getting carried away and finding your way back again and again. How do awareness 
of the present moment and mindfulness of intention support each other?



197

A TESTING GROUND FOR MINDFULNESS

As a long-term meditator, entrepreneur, mindfulness tutor and amateur golfer, I have found that the 
themes we have been exploring apply both on and off the golf course:

•  Finding a balance between performance and learning and experience.
•  Being clear about my intentions.
•  Seeing that results are not an end in themselves.
•  Keeping in mind my sense of direction.

Through regarding golf as a mindfulness practice as well as a metaphor for life, I recognise the 
possibilities for growth in this field of activity and I wanted to share with others the joy to be discovered 
in a game worth playing. This was what I had in mind when designing my golfing research project.

Sixteen amateur golfers had gathered in St Andrews to participate in a Fairway to Heaven golf week. 
We were there to explore the famous courses at the Home of Golf and the equally important but less 
well-known course to be found between our ears. What better people to ask to participate in my 
research? I distilled the issues I have been reflecting on into this one question: 

“What happens if you keep in mind why you play golf when you play golf?” 

Stage 1 – Knowing why you play golf

Fourteen golfers took part in a preliminary exercise, presented by myself and another programme 
facilitator. Through a guided reflection practice, they were asked to find a succinct expression of why 
they play golf. Participants were invited to complete the following statement “I play golf because I 
want to……” Rather than trying to look for the right answer, they allowed a statement with personal 
resonance to emerge and they wrote it down.

Everyone then chose a partner they felt drawn to work with. I reminded them to be curious and 
listen; mindful of any urge to judge or offer advice. The partners took turns to support each other 
in getting below the surface of their initial answers. They inquired into the completed sentence by 
asking “why do you want to….” This refined the original statement and the process was repeated 
until each participant felt that they had found a clear statement representing their own intention for 
playing golf. With consent from the participants I kept a written record of their stated intentions. 

I introduced this exercise because I wanted to give people the time and space to look deeper and 
find out what really matters to them; to be clear why they play golf. I felt it was important to encourage 
participants to identify a purpose that had emerged from within. In my own experience and based 
on what I have understood from reading and conversations with friends, an off the shelf motivational 
slogan might seem attractive at first, but it is likely to be discarded sooner than a few simple words 
that resonate with our actual aspirations. 

Stage 2 – Keeping in mind why you play golf

The process of helping people clarify why they play golf was interesting in itself but it was also a 
preparation for the next stage of my research. I suggested to all fourteen participants that they 
keep their reason for playing golf in mind when playing golf each day during the week of Fairway to 
Heaven and notice what happens.

Towards the end of the week, I invited four participants to be interviewed for the second stage of my 
research. They were told that the responses would be anonymous and that their experiences would 
be used to improve understanding of: “What happens if you keep in mind why you play golf when 
you play golf play?” Each of the four participants who were invited agreed to take part. 

I held a one to one interview lasting between thirty and forty-five minutes with each of the four 
participants to find out what had happened. At the beginning of our meeting they shared their 
personal reasons for playing golf they had discovered during the initial inquiry. Then they were 
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simply invited to reflect on how their experience had been when playing golf and keeping their 
personal sense of purpose in mind. I did my best to listen in a spirit of mindful inquiry; doing little 
more than asking for clarification when required.

I wanted to give people the opportunity to see what it would be like to take their own clearly articulated 
purpose for playing golf with them onto the course. I was curious to know what difference if any 
it might make to their overall experience of playing golf. Participants for this second stage of the 
research were selected because they had expressed an interest in mindfulness. They received some 
mindfulness practice training during Fairway to Heaven but they were by no means experienced 
practitioners.

Results of Stage 1 

Seven pairs of participants helped each other to clarify individual reasons for playing golf. This 
resulted in fourteen statements of intention that fitted into one or more of the following four main 
categories: 

•  Letting Go
•  Enjoyment and Fun
•  Learning and Effectiveness
•  Feeling Alive and Connected

Throughout the Stage 1 exercise there was a consensus that golf can be a vehicle for personal 
transformation. One golfer commented “golf helps me reconnect with life” and another expressed 
the intention to “become a better golfer and a better human being”.

Results of Stage 2

The four golfers who took part in Stage 2 of my research are referred to as Players A, B, C & D. They 
shared with me their reflections and the key themes or insights that had emerged as they explored 
the question: “What happens if you keep in mind why you play golf when you play golf?”

•  Player A - “Reconnect with Life” 

Player A spoke of “golf as a mirror” for other issues in life: reflecting in particular how honest the 
player was being about personal challenges such as unresolved anger/intolerance, wishing for 
respect and after a period of illness wanting to reconnect with a sense of fun.

The experience of playing with awareness of purpose had brought perceived benefits such as: 
increased resilience, not bailing out or giving up, bringing back a sense of fun when too serious and 
not being too concerned about what others may think or say. Player A described the intention to 
remember the motivation for playing as “a magnet that draws me back”.

•  Player B – “Relax, Perform, Interact” 

The wish to interact had the meaning for Player B of engaging with and learning about other people 
when playing golf. Player B noticed that the competitive nature of sport sometimes led to a “blurring 
of the intention to relax, perform and interact” and that when this happened, poor results followed. 
It had been difficult, but sometimes possible, to deliberately use staying with breathing as a means 
of returning to the original intention: the experience was described as “wonderful…when connected 
to breath, the golf swing takes care of itself”. Player B found that the ability to use awareness of 
breathing to “get back into the zone” was supported by acceptance of “human frailty” rather than 
self-blame for having lost sight of the intended focus.

•  Player C – “No Expectations”

The intention to play golf with “no expectations” was seen by Player C as an antidote to the feeling 
of having something to prove or wanting to please others which was perceived to lead to anger and 
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frustration. An insight had arisen that “trying to prove is not about others” and reflecting on this 
further Player C stated that “golf shows you what you are…golf magnifies the best and worst”.

Player C found that using the intention to let go of results helped to work with integrity and 
honesty on the issue of excessive striving and that this process incidentally brought about better 
results. There was an exploration of the dynamic between the inner and outer environment and an 
acknowledgement of the importance of self-acceptance: “it is internal supportive conditions that set 
me free”.

•  Player D – “Swing Freely with Joy”

For Player D the intention to “swing freely with joy” was a reminder to be aware of “the magic of being 
alive”. The benefits of playing with this intention were described as “planting a seed”. It was possible 
to “touch base with it” as a way to “recognise and observe doubts, anxiety and fears”. There was a 
sense that by noticing the departures from the intention brought about increased awareness which 
seemed to facilitate “playful learning without judgment” and performance improvement.

Player D considered that there are many parallels between golf and life regarding golf as a vehicle for 
self-improvement; a way of using the external to work on the internal. An insight arising from playing 
with awareness of intention: “I play and work better when I laugh and smile”.

BRINGING IT ALL BACK HOME

TIME TO REFLECT

I must confess that I did have some reservations about asking people to participate in my research. I 
was concerned that both the first exercise to clarify why they played golf and the subsequent inquiry 
into what happened when playing would be an invitation to over complicate the game. The last thing 
I wanted was to detract from the fun of play. As it turns out the invitation to keep their chosen purpose 
in mind helped the players to simplify their approach. I was pleasantly surprised when players A, B, C 
and D all found that difficulties were minimised, their enjoyment and learning was enhanced. 

Players B and D in particular were able to use their intention as a support in the same way that breath 
or sound can be used in mindfulness practice. Player B noticed the “blurring of the intention to relax, 
perform and interact” and Player D was able to “recognise and observe doubts, anxiety and fears”. By 
becoming aware of when they had lost sight of their intended focus they were able to return to their 
present moment awareness; what is more they both did so with acceptance and a joyful attitude. 

The stated intentions of players B, C and D did not include specific performance related goals, yet in 
each case improvement happened coincidentally. This certainly reflects my own understanding and 
the ideas that were explored earlier. Focus on results to the exclusion of all other aspects of the game 
gets in the way. When paying attention to learning and the experience of playing, performance 
takes care of itself. I am becoming increasingly convinced that in mindfulness practice and in golf, 
expectations of results inhibit our natural capacity for excellence. 

Playing golf whilst keeping in mind why they play golf enabled Players A, B, C, and D to notice when 
they had departed from their intention and to gain insights into their habitual tendencies which 
were diverting them away from their personally meaningful purpose. The golfers had the courage of 
heroes to take an honest look at their all too familiar patterns reflected in the mirror of golf. Perhaps 
even more impressive was how the players could then play golf as an expression of the freedom that 
had emerged. 

So now what?

The participants in both stages of the study found the experience to be beneficial. However, all of them 
cited reasons for playing golf that included learning and enjoyment rather than performance alone; 
this is hardly surprising since Fairway to Heaven golf workshops attract players who are interested in 
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personal transformation. You might then ask how mindfulness could benefit the majority of people 
who play sports, since they are certainly likely to be more concerned about performance and results 
than my fellow golfing pilgrims. 

It would be naïve to apply a standardised form of mindfulness practice across different sporting 
disciplines without understanding the specific mental and physical strengths they each require. For 
example, in a round of golf very little time is actually spent playing shots. Golf’s particular challenge 
is that it takes three or more hours to play. Mindfulness practiced in the playing of the game rather 
than as preparation for the game becomes particularly relevant. Dealing with our own reactions to 
the inevitable moments of success and failure is an intrinsic part of any sport played at any level. 
However, golf gives us more time than most sports to get lost in thought.

Although the players in my research received a relatively small amount of mindfulness training, they 
were able to notice when the familiar stories appeared. They reconnected with their intentions; 
they returned to the field of awareness where the game is played. I suggest this was made possible 
through the commitment to remain in alignment with their heartfelt reasons for playing. Without 
establishing a personally meaningful sense of direction how could they have stayed out of the 
hazards? Our heroes went further and noticed what was blowing them off course. 

If you find out why you love to play golf, you will find a game that is really worth playing. When 
you have a reason for playing that resonates with the core of your being, you will want to hear this 
harmony more than you want to listen to the endless inner chatter that interferes with your latent 
talents. There can be no right or wrong reason for playing golf, and so I feel the approach I used in 
my research could have value for any golfer who is ready and willing to discover the game they have 
always wanted to play. I hope to have more opportunities to share what I have learnt; not least since 
I believe this has implications that extend far beyond the golf course.

Pause and Reflect – Back to the Future

Before you move on, please do take a moment to look back over the time we 
have shared together exploring the inner game of golf, mindfulness and life.

What have you discovered?

What will you take home with you to apply in your world?

Mindfulness practice may already help you to survive the inevitable challenges you 
face in your life: could mindfulness also enable you to thrive and express 
your potential?

Is it possible to see whatever you do as an opportunity for mindfulness practice: 
a way to become more familiar with your own mind?
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Golf has its traditions and rituals. On the 1st tee, before the game begins it is common to wish each 
other “play well…. enjoy the game”. As the last put is holed on the 18th green, players remove their 
caps, shake hands, congratulate or commiserate and thank their fellow competitors. And then there 
is the clubhouse, often known as the 19th hole; a place where conversation flows free. So afore ye go, 
let me get you a wee dram, make yourself comfortable and I’ll tell you what I really think.

At first I felt a bit embarrassed to be writing about mindfulness and golf, knowing that my fellow 
mindful heroes were telling moving stories of how they had used mindfulness to help themselves and 
others when facing life’s most difficult moments. To be honest I felt like my topic was insignificant, 
somewhat frivolous. As it turns out, it seems that wholehearted engagement with any activity, even 
golf, can show the way to wisdom.

I don’t know how many times I’ve heard mindfulness teachers say to participants on their courses 
“you are ok as you are…. you don’t need to fix anything….there is nothing wrong with you”. Ultimately 
this may well be true. Provided we don’t teach people to recite the jargon whilst forgetting the 
meaning, it is certainly good to remember that there is no point in making the situation worse than it 
has to be. However, particularly if we want to apply mindfulness in contexts such as sport, business, 
creativity and education, I think we must not forget that we humans like to improve ourselves. Like 
many people, I take great pleasure in the process of getting better at what I do. To take account 
of this common ambition, we may need to take a different approach to mindfulness teaching and 
practice when the emphasis shifts from facing our immediate problems towards seeking fulfillment 
and long term sustainable happiness.

And another thing…...if we are on a mission to become the best we can be then this may well be a 
very long journey and it will be easy to lose our way unless we allow ourselves to be guided by our 
own inner compass: by keeping the most distant horizon clear in the mind’s eye we can appreciate 
each small step we take. Mindfulness resolves the paradox that it is possible to be content where we 
are now and at the same time prepared to settle for nothing less than our full potential.

THE 19TH HOLE

Figure 3: A place where golfing heroes tell their tales. Photo © Fairway to Heaven 
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FURTHER RESOURCES

For Information about Fairway to Heaven and upcoming workshops visit: 
https://www.spiritualgolf.com/index.html 
Andrew Greig’s book, Preferred Lies: A Journey to the Heart of Scottish Golf (2006), 
tells of Andrew’s inner and outer golfing odyssey, featuring his experiences on 
Fairway to Heaven.
To hear my conversation with leading Performance coach Karl Morris about golf, life 
and more go to the Podcast. http://brainbooster.libsyn.com/ “Vin Harris, the Monk 
who drove a Ferrari – ep39”
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