Overview of the Satipatthana Sutta
The Satipatthana Sutta is perhaps the most important discourse in the Pali Canon, the collection of teachings that were created during or just after the lifetime of the Buddha.  The wording of the Sutta is archaic from a contemporary perspective, but close study of the terminology reveals a remarkable analysis of how the human psyche operates—I and other students of Buddhism believe the Buddha was the first psychologist.  Contemporary neuroscientific and psychological research supports much of what Buddhism has talked about and contemplated over the thousands of years since the time of the Buddha.
The text is intentionally repetitive, as it was formed before any form of writing in that culture.  For generations, the teachings were memorized through regularly scheduled chanting, which still occurs to this day.  Current research indicates it was first written on palm leaves in Sri Lanka about 30 BCE. According to contemporary historians, it is not likely that that the Buddha actually presented this discourse; it is more likely a composite of several similarly themed teachings.  
It is historically plausible that the Buddha did personally present the Anapanasati Sutta, the Mindfulness of Breathing Discourse, as there is evidence supporting this.  It may be useful to consider that the satipatthana concept provides a way to understand how selfing operates, and anapanasati provides the training principles that foster realizing what is described in the satipatthana sutta.  The Satipatthana Sutta begins by describing mindfulness of breathing, while the Anapanasati Sutta provides instruction for using mindfulness of breathing to its fullest potential, culminating in direct knowledge of what the satipatthana conceptual structure lays out.  At the end of both the Satipattana and the Anapanasati Suttas, the Seven Awakening Factors are developed to their fullest potential, leading to full Awakening/Nirvana.
The most common contemporary rendering of satipatthana is the Four Foundations of Mindfulness.   The word satipatthana can be translated in two ways: sati in contemporary understanding is translated as mindfulness; an alternative understanding is that sati is the ability to not forget to intentionally pay attention to how the selfing process operates in an impersonal way.  There are two possible translations of the remainder of the term: patthana, as "Conditional Relations," "Causality," "Setting Forth," or "Origin," referring to the intricate laws of how phenomena arise and interact.  An alternative understanding is upatthana: "attending," "presence," "standing by," or "being present," referring to a focused, mindful way of paying attention or waiting on something, like the body or feelings, as in the Buddhist practice of mindfulness. It implies being close to or ministering to the object of awareness, distinct from mere thought.  Both renderings are useful—patthana provides a structural conceptual understanding, while upatthana provides processes that support direct, confirmative knowledge.
An important contemporary psychological term is almost synonymous with mindfulness: metacognition.  In cognitive science, metacognition usually means:
· Monitoring: noticing mental states (thoughts, emotions, attention quality)
· Control / regulation: adjusting those states (redirecting attention, reframing, inhibiting impulses)
· Meta-awareness: knowing that you’re thinking, distracted, emotional, etc.
In short: the mind watching the mind and making adjustments that are adaptive to a particular situation.
Sati functions differently from metacognition in important ways:
· To accurately remember the basic concepts, most importantly the transient nature of subjective experience, the distress and confusion that emerges from craving and clinging, and the absence of an enduring/autonomous self.
· To develop highly introspective skills suitable for directly knowing and disregarding the formation of unethical and dysfunctional self-states and instead nurturing self-states that liberate the mind from distress and confusion in progressively more in-depth ways.
· With more advanced practice, the ability to deconstruct the normal self/object subjective duality, realizing the full potential of Awakening.
There are four areas of subjective experience described in the Sutta, as Foundations:
· Direct, experiential awareness of body sensations, including the capacity to hear, see, smell, taste, and somatic sensations, including how the various parts of the body are arranged in any posture, while in posture or activity.
· Direct, experiential awareness of the feeling tone of ongoing experience whether pleasant, unpleasant, or neither pleasant nor unpleasant with nonattached, nonreactive attention.
· Direct, experiential awareness of one’s mood or category of cognitive functioning as impersonal phenomena.
· Direct, experiential awareness of various cognitive fabrication systems, progressing from the unwholesome hindrances through to the Seven Awakening Factors.
As a result of the need to memorize the Sutta and transmit it reliably over the generations before writing, there are repetitious phrases that occur to emphasize the importance of certain insights into how the selfing process is created, along with the goal or aspiration associated with each Foundation.  One of these phrases is the refrain:
“In this way, in regard to the body he abides contemplating the body
internally, or he abides contemplating the body externally, or he abides contemplating
the body both internally and externally. Or, he abides contemplating
the nature of arising in the body, or he abides contemplating the
nature of passing away in the body, or he abides contemplating the nature
of both arising and passing away in the body. Or, mindfulness that ‘there is
a body’ is established in him to the extent necessary for bare knowledge and
continuous mindfulness. And he abides independent, not clinging to anything
in the world.
“That is how in regard to the body he abides contemplating the body.” 
 Translation by Nyanamoli, adapted by Analayo on pages 3-13 of “Satipatthana—The Direct Path to Realization”.
This refrain is also repeated at the end of the passages of each of Foundations that focus on the various concepts the Sutta provides in the categories of Feelings, the Mind, and Mental Formations, the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th foundations.  
Contemplating the body internally refers to the immediate perception of the described part of that Foundation.  Externally refers to the duality of normal experience—sounds happen “outside”, we see “people”, etc.  Another way to understand the concept includes empathy—as social animals, people “vibe” off each, constructing a subject/object identity.  This kind of contemplation cultivates insight regarding internally and externally created self-states that involve relationships, either with inanimate objects or other sentient beings.
A core practice of Buddhism involves mindfully observing the transient nature of subjective experience—arising—passing away.  Alternatively, one can just be aware of the phenomenon (body, feeling, moods, or mind conditioning functions) as an impersonal occurrence, not a self.  This contemplation suggests that a spiritually mature quality of mindfully detached awareness of what is occurring that abides independent, not clinging to anything in the world.

Another recurring phrase is “… one should be diligent, clearly knowing, mindful and free from desires and discontent.”  Diligence is the persistent, enthusiastic application of disciplined introspective attention to the practice.  Clearly knowing involves a discerning and comprehensive awareness that relates one’s direct experience to the impermanent nature of subjective reality.  Mindful of course refers to being presently aware, not absent minded.  Free from Desires and Discontent refers to setting aside the influence of craving and clinging, either for pleasant experience or to avoid unpleasant experience.  
The Four Foundations conceptual structure can be compared to what it would be like to hover above the top of a pyramid, as illustrated by this image:
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Imagine each Foundation as a face of the pyramid; no matter which “door” leads into the pyramid, the interior is accessed.  No matter which Foundation is contemplated, mindfulness is involved, revealing the transient and impersonal nature of subjective experience—a holistic process.
Mindfulness of the body, specifically breath awareness, is the first and primary access point, as embodied sensations are the most obvious and uncomplicated of the Foundations.  More highly developed mindfulness builds from that into what the mind creates in response to embodied experience.  As introspective awareness and non-reactivity develop, Feelings are more accessible for mindfulness and are often strongly linked to embodied experiences.  Mindfulness of Consciousness works best when mindfulness of breathing and of feelings is clearer and less reactive, as the “space” within which sensations, feelings and the “selfing story” occur.  The most challenging of the Four Foundations are the Mind Conditioning Factors, because the “selfing story” is so demanding of attention.  However, being able to mindfully investigate and manage those Factors is crucial for success with Awakening.  
Developing the Seven Awakening Factors, which are described within the Fourth Foundation, is perhaps the most important goal in the whole Satipatthana Sutta.  These Factors represent the highest level of spiritual development that diligent, mindful, introspective investigation provide.  Their function at that level is to dissolve the misperception that an enduring/autonomous self inhabits human bodies.  This is not a nihilistic or pessimistic insight, but provides the ability to more effectively function in the world, without being dominated by self-defense or self-gratification.
