Here’s an illustration of mindfulness ‘following’, or staying with the breathing:

The teacher, (Thay),  held up a pen in his left hand, horizontally (lengthwise), and said: ‘Let’s say this is the length of your breath’.

then he held up the first finger of his other hand and said, ‘And let’s say this finger is your mindfulness.  When mindfulness touches the breath, it’s like this: (so saying, he placed his finger on one end of the pen).

‘When we breathe in, if we choose to, we can think ‘in’ (and as he said this he moved his finger along the length of the pen to the other end), and when we breathe out, we can think ‘out’ (and so saying he moved his finger back along the pen to the starting point).  ‘In’ (moving along the pen to the end), ‘Out’ (moving back to the beginning).  This is how we should practice, mindfulness staying with the breathing.

He continued, ‘When we leave our object, it’s something more like this: It would be like thinking ‘In’ (finger moving along the pen), 

‘Out’ (and back), ‘In’ (and then) ‘Oh!, I forgot to turn off the light in my room’ (and with this the finger leaves the pen and flies off into the air…)  This is called leaving the object, or distraction’.

Instead of being distracted, we should remember what it is to stay in touch with the breathing (with, and then without words).  Then practice will be much easier.
