Pain and suffering are not synonymous. Pain is inevitable, suffering optional.
Where pain is consciously felt hurt, suffering is the dramatization of that hurt, casting us
the role of the hurt one, stranding us from the raw reality of our pain.
Turning toward and entering our pain — our contractedness, our fear, our distress, our
numbness, our unhappiness — helps put us on the road to authentic happiness.
Turning toward our pain reduces our suffering. Entering our pain further reduces our
suffering. Moving through our pain ends or at least radically reduces our suffering,
even if our pain remains.
The more intimate we are with our pain, the less we suffer.
To emerge from our pain, we have to enter it.
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way through murky caverns, bringing us face to face with our own dragons. Once
there, we receive the most valuable teaching of all — that the dragon’s fire is ultimately
indistinguishable from the treasure it protects, that the gatekeeper is actually the
gateway. Right there in the heart of our pain are the very lessons that we most need to
grow. What a beautiful thing to remember! I highly recommend this wondrous book.”
— Jeff Brown, author of SOULSHAPING
“The language is passionate, evocative, and richly poetic. The message is wise and
profound: pain is an inevitable part of human life, but suffering is optional. By entering
your pain, really experiencing it, getting to know it — ceasing to resist it, avoid it, or
compensate for it, Masters suggests you can discover in it the seeds of a profound shift
of consciousness.”
— Terry Patten, co-author of INTEGRAL LIFE PRACTICE
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Take me to the bottom of your pain
Take me to the weave of your true name
Take me, take me to what you require
Take me to the heart of the fire
Let’s stretch to make the leap
Let’s go where love must also weep
Take me to the bottom of your pain
Take me to the weave of your true name
Take me, take me over the rise
Take me through all your goodbyes
Let’s shine through our every disguise
Let’s go where love has open eyes
Take me to the bottom of your pain
Take me to the weave of your true name
Take me, take me right to your core
Take me through your hidden door
Let’s throw away our every alibi
Let’s go where love cannot lie
Take me to the bottom of your pain
Take me to the weave of your true name
Take me, take me past your past
Take me where only the sacred will last
Let’s go beyond all that binds
Let’s live where insights lose their mind
Let’s go where love is no longer blind

Deeting the Dragon
ENDING OUR SUFFERING
BY ENTERING OUR PAIN

Introduction
Turning toward and entering our pain — our contractedness, our fear,
our distress, our numbness, our unhappiness — helps put us on the
road to authentic happiness.
Turning toward our pain? Isn’t the point to eliminate pain, or at least to
get away from it? Isn’t pain already unpleasant enough? Why make it
worse by moving closer to it, let alone entering it?
These and similar questions are quite understandable, especially given the
commonplace aversion to pain, be it physical, mental, or emotional. The
very notion of turning toward and, in particular, entering our pain may
seem counterintuitive, foolhardy, naive, misguided, even masochistic.
However, such a movement usually does not increase pain, but in fact
decreases it, as will be described in the first chapter. The closer we get
to our pain, the greater are the odds that we will be able to relate to it
rather than from it.
And when we thus relate to our pain, we start freeing ourselves from
the pain of avoiding our pain.
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Not all that many of us are in healthy relationship to our pain, but
without cultivating such a relationship, we will remain stranded from real
happiness, regardless of our “up” times and various gratifications.
And why? When we turn away from our pain, seeking an escape from
it — thereby avoiding relating to it — we only entrap ourselves in our
apparent solutions to our pain, getting overly attached or addicted to
whatever most pleasurably or reliably removes us from it, which only
generates more pain, regardless of our feel-good times.
The good news about this is that its inherent dissatisfaction sooner or
later points us, however roughly, in more life-giving directions.
Real happiness arises when we stop turning our pain into suffering.
And what is suffering? It is what happens when we are identifying with
our pain (or relating from rather than to it), dramatizing it to the point
of overpersonalizing it. Suffering is something that we are doing with
our pain, something that makes our pain worse, something that keeps
us removed from any significant exploration and illumination of our
pain. As such, suffering is a choice, however automatic its animation
may seem to be.
Real happiness does not require an absence of pain, but rather that
we face and consciously enter our pain, and enter it not headfirst, but
heartfirst, employing our attention like a miner’s headlamp. Put another
way, when we compassionately approach and step into our pain, and
begin allowing it to awaken us from our entrapping dreams, we find
ourselves settling into a sobering happiness, a happiness that does not
necessarily disappear or disintegrate just because we’re having a bad
day.
Just as embracing — not fusing with, but compassionately holding — our
insecurity secures us, embracing our unhappiness (or any other painful
state or condition) brings us into the realm of authentic happiness.
~  ~
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Pain is inevitable, but suffering is mostly optional.
Pain does not necessarily obstruct happiness, but suffering does.
Turning toward our pain reduces our suffering. Entering our pain further
reduces our suffering. Moving through our pain ends or at least radically
reduces our suffering, even if our pain remains.
Suffering, if left unaddressed, keeps us from developing intimacy with
our pain.
Intimacy with our pain? As strange or unappealing as this may sound, it
is actually a very practical undertaking. The more deeply and thoroughly
we know our pain from the inside, the more likely it is that we’ll be able
to use our pain to enhance our lives. As unpleasant or intense as pain
may be, it possesses the capacity to awaken us from our everyday trances
and ruts, if only through jolting us out of our numbness, complacency,
apathy, and mechanicalness.
Pain is not the problem! What really matters is what we do with our pain.
Do we turn it into suffering? Do we recoil from it? Do we demonize
it? Do we frame it as a mere drag, bad karma, crappy luck, an obstacle
to having the life we really want? Or do we use it more wisely? Do we
make our way into the heart of our pain, finding therein a healing that
realigns us with What-Really-Matters?
The point is not to romanticize the awakening power of pain, any more
than it is to bewail the presence of pain. Real freedom does not mean
the absence of pain, but rather adopting, fully adopting right down to
our toes, a nonproblematic orientation toward pain.
And this means, in part, facing and meeting the dragons that are guarding
the treasure which we seek. And what are dragons, but the archetypal
presence of what appears to most scarily or threateningly oppose us,
densely endarkened and hardened not outside but within us?
~  ~
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To reach the treasure we must face and fully encounter whatever dragons
are guarding it. This is not just a fairy tale, nor mere metaphor, but a
living reality. In the beginning we may view the dragons — whatever
shape they take — as obstacles, hindrances, problems, inconveniences,
lower-brain roadblocks, but later on we will come to view them not as
obstructions on the path, but rather as an essential part of the path.
The path to what? To what we most deeply long for.
As we shall see, the primary role of dragons is to make sure that we
are truly capable of appreciating and making wise use of what they are
guarding.
And to be capable of this, we have to let go of our suffering until there’s
nothing between us and our pain except sentient space. This journey,
this radical shift, this life-giving movement, is ours to take, not just for
our sake, but for everyone’s. No more turning away.
This book is about the ending of suffering, and it is also about freedom
and happiness. May it truly serve you. May you face your dragons and
find through your encounters with them the healing, awakening, and
freedom that is your birthright.

~  ~

Part One

Working With Pain
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Chapter One

distinguishing Between
Pain & Suffering
In everyday speech pain and suffering are generally used interchangeably:
to suffer is to be in pain, and to be in pain is to suffer. Suffering and
pain are also synonymously conceptualized in much of psychological
literature and spiritual practice. Nevertheless, pain and suffering differ
greatly from each other. Yes, to suffer is to be in pain, but to be in pain
is not necessarily to suffer.
Pain is fundamentally just unpleasant sensation. Suffering, on the other
hand, is something that we are doing with our pain.
Pain comes, often inescapably so, with Life. It more often than not also
is necessary, especially in its alerting (and awakening) capacity. Suffering,
however, is far less necessary than we might think and is, whatever its
mechanicalness, a choice. As gripping as suffering can be — and it can
at times be overwhelming — it is usually optional, in the same sense
that reactivity is optional.
When we cannot sufficiently distract or distance ourselves from our
pain, we generally turn it into suffering. How? By dramatizing our pain,
making an unpleasantly gripping story out of it, a tale in which our hurt
“I” all but automatically assumes the throne of self. I hurt, therefore I
am — the indulgence of this is suffering’s core credo.
In so doing, we are simply identifying with our pain, overpersonalizing
~  ~
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it, thereby entrapping ourselves not only in our pain, but also in our
conceptualization of it.
Where pain is consciously felt hurt, suffering is the conversion or
manipulation of that hurt into some level of melodrama, wherein we are
likely so busy acting out — and being literally occupied by — our hurt role
that we’ve little or no motivation to stand apart from or illuminate it.
In the myopic theatrics of suffering, pain itself mostly just stagnates,
like an unwanted but nonetheless space-hogging exhibit in an art gallery.
It is not really seen, not really touched. We may feel close to our pain
when we are busy suffering, but it is not the kind of closeness that heals
or liberates. It is, in fact, an unwelcome proximity, through which we
mostly just reinforce our suffering, if only because of our desperation
to be elsewhere.
The degree to which we turn our pain into suffering is the degree to
which we obstruct our own healing.
When we are busy suffering, we are without healthy detachment, being
removed from the naked reality of our pain — our attention being far
more focused on our storyline than on the nonconceptual rawness of
our pain — but not removed in a way that permits us to focus more
clearly on what is actually going on.
As such, suffering is unhealthy or dysfunctional separation from our
pain. Suffering is pain that’s gone to mind, pain that’s doing time in
mental cells, mental hells. One of the clearest markers of suffering is
the amount of time spent repetitiously thinking about it.
As we step back from the dramatics of our suffering, we start to see
through our role as the sufferer, and to also see our investment in that
role. We might still be hooked, but we are not as hooked, especially as
we — in the form of undividedly alert attentiveness — move closer
and closer to the bare reality of our pain.
~  ~
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The more intimate we are with our pain, the less we suffer.
To work effectively with our suffering, we need both to stand apart from
its script — so as to more clearly bring it into focus — and to cease
distancing ourselves from our pain.
Suffering may seem to keep us near to our pain, but it actually keeps us
from getting as close to our pain as we need to be, if we are to live a
more liberated life.
Suffering keeps pain in the dark.
When we turn on the lights, the dramatics of suffering become
transparent. Then the uncensored reality of our pain gets our full
attention, particularly at the level where it is but unpleasant sensation.
Then we can enter our pain with care, clarity, and precision, getting to
know it from the inside — its fluxing weave and interplay of shape,
color, texture, intensity, pressure, location, layering, and so on.
Often when we say that we are in pain, we are not really in our pain,
but rather are only closer to it than we’d like. We are then in fact still
outside it, still cut off from its depths, still removed from its deeper
interiority.
It is in the conscious and compassionate entry into our pain that we begin
to find some real freedom from our suffering. Our hurt may remain,
but our relationship to it will have changed to the point where it’s no
longer such a problem to us, and in fact may even become a doorway
into What-Really-Matters.
The healing of pain is found in pain itself.
As we become more intimate with our pain, we find that we are less and
less troubled by it. Suffering is, among other things, a refusal to develop
any intimacy with our pain. In fact, suffering only jails our pain.
~  ~
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But the cage door is open, already open, as we’ll see if we just turn
around, away from the screens upon which our suffering projects its
stories. Then we begin to awaken, to exit from our entrapping dreams.
Awareness upstages suffering, dissolving its grip on us, taking us to the
heart, the core, the epicenter, of our pain.
And there, in that place of hurt, we meet not more hurt, but more us.
More healing, more peace, more welcome.
Thus do we free ourselves from our suffering. Thus do we become
capable of dealing more sanely with our pain. Thus do we increase the
odds that our pain will serve rather than obstruct us, both personally
and collectively.

~ 10 ~
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Chapter Two

naming Our Pain
In naming our pain, we begin, however slightly, to develop a relationship
to it. We don’t just stay with the name — thereby possibly distancing or
overseparating ourselves from our pain through labeling it — but rather
use such naming to move closer to our pain, to directly face and, at the
right time, enter it. As we shall see, there is no turning away from our pain
when we sincerely engage in such a naming, no abstraction distraction,
no intellectual or spiritual bypassing of our pain, no dissociation.
Initially, just say to yourself under your breath: “Pain” or “pain is here”
or “pain is arising” or “I’m in pain.” It almost sounds too simple. But
it’s not so easy to only do that; you may be tempted to quickly shift from
naming it to pumping energy and attention into its storyline.
Not that the storyline doesn’t matter — but in the beginning, when we
have just named our pain, it’s important to stay for a significant amount
of time with the raw feeling of our pain. Getting conceptual about our
pain at this point is not very helpful, for doing so mostly only distracts
us from what is really occurring. Let the bare reality of your pain register,
letting yourself openly feel it, not permitting your desire to get away
from it separate you from it.
So name your pain thus and then stay present with it, remaining as
knowingly embodied as possible. Instead of thinking about your pain,
remain aware of it.
There’s no anti-intellectual bias in this, but rather just some practicality.
~ 11 ~
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If we name our pain and then jump into thinking, thinking, and then
thinking some more about it, we’ll very soon be suffering, all wrapped
up in a melodrama — a tempest in a me-knot — of hurt, starring us.
Let the felt acknowledgment of your pain, as initiated through your
naming of it, resonate through you as much as possible. Give it time to
thus settle. If you start to lose touch with this process, name your pain
again. Don’t try to analyze or interpret or explain it; later on, you can
do so, but for now, it’s enough to simply be with it as it is.
In short, stick to the data. Saying to another, “You’re not there for me” or
“I feel like no one cares about me” is open to debate; saying to another,
“I feel sad” or “My shoulders are hurting” is not debatable (assuming
that the speaker is not lying). If I’m angry and I tell you that I’m angry,
I am simply sharing data; if I’m angry and I tell you that you are making
me feel like dropping our whole relationship, I am sharing not data, but
perception, opinion, a particular view. So after you’ve named your pain,
stick to the data as you say more about what is going on for you.
As you settle into the simple acknowledgment of your pain — which
you’ve named as “pain” — then you can take the naming a step further,
by getting as specific as possible about what kind of pain it is. You can
classify it according to its intensity, physical locations, and so on, and
you can also classify it according to its position in the pantheon of pain
categories: grief, frustration, hurt, shame, rage, numbness, worry, anxiety,
dread, depression, physical pain, and so on.
Once again, don’t get lost in subjective reporting (“I don’t feel seen” or
“I feel let down”). Make it simple and factual (“I feel hurt” or “My belly
feels tight” or “I’m angry”). Once you’ve named it, take your attention
into the actual sensations of it.
Sense your pain, bring it into focus, and name it — but if it remains
amorphous or otherwise descriptively elusive, just saying “pain” or “I’m
hurting” is enough — then note as best you can how it is manifesting
~ 12 ~
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physically, mentally, emotionally. This marks the beginning of getting
intimate with your pain. It may still feel horrible, but at least you are
not so identified with it, nor so lost in it. Darkness may still be thickly
enwrapping you, but there is some light, some flickering of recognition.
Pay closer attention, and that flickering will sooner or later flame more
brightly.
In the process of naming your pain, the primary intention is that of
focusing. You notice the dragon and acknowledge its presence, but have
not yet moved closer to it; you’re gathering data, as in a preliminary field
survey, and are just beginning to make room in yourself for what you
have to do, without escaping into abstraction.
Once again, stick to the data.
And what can help us in naming our pain? Knowing ourselves and
our conditioning; emotional literacy; being with others who will not
let us off the hook when we’re being reactive or otherwise sloppy with
our pain; practicing naming whatever is arising in us, and not just the
unpleasant or difficult stuff; recognizing, firsthand, how distracting
ourselves from our pain just strands us from being fully alive; choosing
to no longer deceive or numb ourselves, no matter how much it hurts.
When we look back and see how not naming our pain has hurt us (for
example, through unnecessarily prolonging our pain and turning it into
suffering), we will be more open to naming it.
What are you feeling right now? Whatever it is, name it. Keep it simple.
Then turn toward it with your undivided attention...

~ 13 ~
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Chapter Three

Turning Toward Our Pain
Turning toward our pain is an act of radical caring — and not just for
ourselves, because we are then no longer fueling or supporting the
turning-away-from-pain that has addicted so many of us to whatever
keeps or seems to keep us removed not only from our pain, but also
from the pain of others.
In turning toward our pain, we are also, however indirectly or slightly,
turning toward others’ pain (in both personal and collective contexts),
one result of which is that our compassion for others not only deepens
but also widens, and our interconnectedness and intimacy with all that
is becomes much more than just a belief or intellectual construct.
Turning toward our pain is about bringing into our heart all that we have
rejected in ourselves, all that we have ostracized, disowned, neglected,
bypassed, shunned, excommunicated, or otherwise deemed as unworthy
in ourselves. Our heart somehow has room for it all.
Opening ourselves to such qualities does not, however, mean that we
then allow them to run the show, to act out, to run wild, anymore than
we would allow a child — including our own reclaimed child-side — to
drive our car. So we must proceed here with great care, sidestepping
the minefields/mindfields of neurotic tolerance and let’s-accept-it-all
naiveté, keeping our eyes simultaneously open and discerning.
When something has been caged for a while, kept for prolonged periods
from much of what it needs, it usually will not behave particularly well
~ 14 ~
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when it is released. Knowing this, we will not expect our pain to tamely
resonate with us when we are no longer protecting ourselves from it.
Initially, it’s enough to simply name our pain and stay turned toward
it, taking our time making its acquaintance, not expecting it to look
or behave like a pet. As it comes more clearly into view, you may see
something roughly akin to a dragon, something far from meek or civil
or predictable, and perhaps even glimpse the treasure behind it.
In turning toward our pain, we are also turning toward our avoidance
of our pain, allowing ourselves to see it for what it is, even as we feel
its pull and hear its siren call, its promises of pleasurable release, its
advertisements for itself.
Seeing this avoidance with any consistent clarity may be very difficult
at first, as our distractions again and again seductively approach us, but
it helps to know that they will thus show up — more often than not
dressed to kill or thrill — and that we are capable of naming the pain
from which they are promising to remove us.
If, before reaching for your favorite fix, you simply ask yourself what
you are actually feeling besides your urge to thus reach, and you then
turn toward that feeling — which is probably painful, and tied in with
certain strands of your personal history — and stay with that feeling,
breathing it in, letting yourself fully feel it, you increase the odds that
you won’t significantly distract yourself from your pain (including by
converting it to suffering).
In naming our pain, we may still be turned away from it or be at an angle
to it, but when we turn toward our pain, rotating until we are facing it
squarely, we are in full frontal contact with it, preparing ourselves to
step forward by deepening our stand.
And deepen it we must, or we will be uprooted all too easily. As we
strengthen and stabilize our stand, getting more used to facing our pain,
we may notice that our longing to be truly free is, however slightly or
~ 15 ~
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sporadically, getting stronger than our longing to distract ourselves
from our pain.
We are now facing the dragon, perhaps feeling its heat and meaty threat
as we open ourselves to its presence, breathing in its energies — but
not so much as to overwhelm ourselves — and then breathing out in a
manner that settles and further anchors us. We may feel like distracting
ourselves, but we have too much at stake, and know that we have too
much at stake, to postpone, obstruct, or otherwise turn away from our
pain. So we stay put, but not rigidly. If we find it too difficult to stand
where we are, we step back a bit, and then root ourselves there. Moving
back from the fire is fine so long as we keep facing it.
Once you’ve turned toward your pain and have found a place or position
where you know you can stand with sufficient solidity, root yourself,
feeling your stand streaming down through your belly and legs into your
feet, and then through your feet into the earth — and at the same time
feel your stand rising up through you even as you become more and
more firmly planted, rising up and up, up through your torso, lengthening
your spine and lifting your sternum, with your head effortlessly balanced
atop your neck, your eyes both focused and spacious.
Even if you are shaking inside, sweating at the thought of more fully
encountering what is in front of you, keep your full height, filling out
your body with presence, so that you begin to embody your true size.
No matter how slight this shift is, stay with it, breathing integrity and
care into your intention to stand your ground.
Do not move forward yet.
Beware of the ambition that would have you move forward prematurely.
Beware of playing the hero, the dragon slayer, the impeccable warrior.
Do not take the dragon lightly. It won’t lie down and roll over just
because of your dreams of glory and breakthrough. What matters is
that you take an open-eyed stand and do your best not to wander away
~ 16 ~
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from it. You may sway in the wind, but do not let it turn you away from
your pain.
As you ground yourself, keep some awareness of the back of you, doing
so in as easy a manner as possible. “See” with the back of your head,
your shoulder blades, your sacrum, the back of your heart, sensing what
is behind you, while remaining focused on what is before you. Study
the dragon as closely as you can from where you are. It is in sight. See
it both in its totality and in particular ways: its position, its shape, its
colors, its bulk, its movements, its odor, its teeth. And see how you have
tended to treat it.
Don’t try to outstare the dragon, though. If you lock eyes with it for
too long, you may lose touch with yourself to the point where you lose
your footing. Better to look with clear focus for a little while, then look
away for a bit, then look back at it again.
Give yourself enough time to acclimatize; facing your pain — which
includes facing your aversion to it — so directly may be a very new
experience for you. If your pain seems monstrous, it may be because
you have treated it as such, keeping it from loving human contact so
long that it has taken up residence in less-than-human forms.
As you stand your ground, cultivate a second-person relationship with
your pain; before, you’ve probably had a first-person approach to it,
namely identifying with it, as well as a third-person approach, keeping
your pain as an unpleasant or undesirable “it” somewhere in the
distance, just as you may have considered your body an “it” somewhere
below your “headquarters.” So now bring in a second person approach:
instead of relating from your pain, you relate to it. As such, you listen to
it, you observe it without disengaging from it, you let yourself sense
more than its surface features, you start to get inside it, you choose to
be in relationship to it, no matter how alien it might seem. And thus
you make the acquaintance of the dragon.

~ 17 ~
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And you keep whatever distance you need, deepening your stand,
relocating it if you have to, without turning away to any significant
degree.
If this sounds like something you think you can’t do, think again: to turn
toward your pain does not necessarily mean that you remain thus turned
all the time! Rather, it means that you turn toward your pain, taking a
stand there for long enough to start to get used to facing your pain. Of
course you’ll take breaks, sometimes frequent breaks. But so what? So
long as you keep turning toward your pain, and practice staying there,
rooted as best you can, it won’t really matter that you weren’t able to
always stay with it for very long. Acclimatization takes time. Take time
for the necessary adaptation. Treat the process more like a long run
over rough terrain than sprint training.
Turning toward our pain is a step toward real freedom. Turn as slowly
as you need to, but do turn. You are worth it. So are we.

~ 18 ~
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Chapter Four

enteriNg Our Pain
Once you have turned toward your pain and are not about to be swayed
from doing so, you already have, in a sense, entered your pain. You may
still be in the shallow end of the pool, but you nonetheless are in it, not
so far from the deep end. And the dragon’s breath is now not something
that you only see or hear, but something that you also directly feel.
The journey you’ve taken to arrive here has prepared you to go further;
if you had been simply deposited here, like a tourist lowered from a
luxury airplane onto Everest’s peak, you would very likely not fare very
well, given your lack of preparation and seasoning.
If you’re going more slowly than feels natural, it may be because your
suffering is loading you down, burdening you with its dramatics. If this
is so, you would do best to take a bit of a break, in order to learn to
look at your suffering with unsuffering eyes, realizing that letting go of
our suffering is usually far from easy.
It may also be useful to remember that we tend to prefer the burdened
beasts of suffering’s dramatics to the monsters of the deep. Notice if
you are resisting your pain in any way, and notice any investment you
might have in so doing, without shaming yourself for this. Then, at
whatever pace feels right, disengage from your suffering “I” and allow
yourself to feel your pain without any dramatization.
Stay with this for a while, and you will notice that however much the
unpleasantness of your sensations has increased, you simultaneously
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feel lighter; your pain is perhaps sharper, but it is more vivid and
clearly defined, trimmed of any excess, any buffering, any of suffering’s
dark furnishing and cushioning. Once you’ve ceased shouldering your
suffering and have decisively put it down, stand tall and move forward,
even if you are just millimetering along.
Move so close to your pain that there is negligible distance between it
and you — just enough to keep it in focus. As you touch your pain, feel
it touching you until you are beneath its surface. Breathe a little more
deeply. Make each step, each reaching forward of attention, as conscious
as possible, without pressuring yourself to do it just right.
As you move into your pain, inching into its contracted and sometimes
fantastical geography, you may find that you are not moving in a straight
line. So be it. The ground might be far from level. So be it. Pay close
attention to your pain’s detailings — its directionality, texture, coloring,
temperature, density, tone, shaping, intensity, mental correlates, and so
on — without getting lost in them. To enter your pain is to directly
feel it and its various qualities; feel your way in, breathe it in and out,
noticing how it shifts as you penetrate further in.
You’ll notice that your pain is not as simple as it might seem, having
physical, emotional, mental, and social dimensions. At first it is usually
best to focus primarily on the physical and emotional, bringing your
attention to the actual sensations which constitute your pain. So you
are taking note of somatic data rather than conjecture. Again, there is
a difference between sensing hurt and saying, “I’m feeling sad” and “I
feel that no one cares about me.” Stick to the first sort of description,
which is basically quite factual, and avoid the second, which is perceptual,
interpretive, constructed, open to debate. Keeping to the first keeps you
focused on your pain, whereas getting into the second generates and
reinforces suffering, especially insofar as it animates the suffering “I.”
Continue scanning your pain, staying close to it. Instead of keeping
yourself removed from it, stranding yourself in a sterilized objectivity,
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get as intimate as possible with your pain, employing a kind of radical
subjectivity in your approach to it — you are very close to it, you are
immersed in it, you are openly feeling it, but you are also keeping
just enough distance to be able to focus clearly on it. So you are then
simultaneously connected to and separate from your pain. Intimate.
In this, you are cultivating a relationship with your pain, instead of
identifying with it or trying to get away from it. You are feeling it,
touching it, listening to it, and not from behind glass or from a tour
bus, but directly, like a traveler immersed in a foreign yet oddly familiar
culture, venturing into a fresh adventure.
The further you go into your pain, the less you suffer. You may still hurt,
you may still shake with rage, you may still squirm with shame, but you
are not making a binding story out of it.
The further you travel into your pain, and the more accurate your reading
of what is going on, the more you are able to psychoenergetically expand,
so that your pain has more space in which to unfold, throb, flow. And
as your pain is given more space, more breathing room, it usually sheds
some of its intensity, becoming less gripping, less commanding, less
problematic, even when it still really hurts.
After a while, we will feel our pain shifting into a purity of presence that
sharpens our focus even more, while at the same time easing us. It’s as if
we’ve just reached a wild river’s headwaters; there’s still a lot of churning
and turbulence, but we can sense an immense spaciousness nearby. This
is the heartland of our pain, the epicenter out of which our experience
of our pain flows forth. This is a great turning point; we have gone in
as far as possible — now our movement is all about emerging on the
other side of pain, carrying with us the gifts and learnings of having
entered our pain so deeply.
Once we are at the heart of our pain, a kind of ease arises, an ease that
easily coexists with our discomfort. We then still may hurt, but we don’t
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mind to any significant degree. We don’t let our pain go to mind. We
are not trying to get rid of our pain, nor to get away from it. Rather, we
are simply with it, allowing its contractedness to soften.
We are inside the dragon now, feeling its pulse, its dark density, its
ancient appetite. And we are refusing to be its latest meal. Instead of
it eating us, or eating at us, we are eating it, taking it in, digesting it,
emerging through it, untrapped by its scaly bulk. We don’t have to slay
it, for as we enter it, passing behind its eyes and fiery front, we make
its energies ours, bringing ourselves more and more alive. Then the fire
of the dragon is not only heat to us, but also light.
Thus do we mine our pain.
This is the alchemy of grounded transformation, anchoring us to
psychospiritual bedrock.
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Chapter Five

taking the Pain out of Pain
When we reach the heart of our pain, we decisively discover that our
pain is no longer just pain.
It may still hurt, but it does not hold sway over us. Its voice is no longer
our voice. We are neither looking through its eyes nor fleeing it. We
have stopped fighting it.
And furthermore, it is, to an impactful degree, energetically no longer
just an apart-from-us “it”, but rather reclaimed us. Taking our pain to
heart makes this inevitable.
We have, in short, taken the pain out of our pain.
This is the fiercest sort of grace. The journey into and through our pain
has not necessarily rid us of the unpleasant sensations of our pain, but
has largely liberated us from their gravitational imperatives, their dark
pull, their contracted maelstroms.
So we are freed not from our pain, but through our pain. We are then
simply present with our pain, having used it to further ourselves, to
more deeply anchor ourselves in What-Really-Matters.
I’m not advocating any sort of masochism or sticking with pain no
matter how hellish it is. No teeth-gritting, no grim-faced holding on, no
stoic heroics — such stands just reinforce the very egoity that prevents
any intimacy with our pain, through treating it as an adversary.
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It is very important to realize that there is no need to always avoid painreducing medication — and nor are there any spiritual brownie points
for not taking such medication. If taking the edge off our pain a bit
allows us to journey more readily to its core, so be it.
Take but one example: Those with very painful cancer can, if they wish,
take just enough morphine to make possible a fuller entry into their
pain, a journeying toward the heart of their cancer; they do not have
to let its consumption of their physicality eat them. While their cancer is
colonizing their flesh, they are becoming more alive, more connected,
more immersed in What-Really-Matters — they are healing, whether
or not actual cure occurs.
Taking the pain out of pain means taking a solid seat in the midst of
our discomfort, a seat firmly rooted in the present moment, allowing
us not only to take refuge in the present moment, but to also access a
deeper now.
Taking the pain out of pain is not a triumph over pain, but rather the
result of going into and through it.
The dragon is now in the background or perhaps even gone to nothing,
its energies now ours, both fueling and illuminating our steps.
We have now become grateful to the dragon, for its sheer presence
forced us to go deeper, to call upon the very best in us. And the treasure
it was guarding? It was, and is, none other than yet another aspect of
our inviolate being, pervaded by a love that has no opposite and a power
that serves all.
At first it was “my” treasure; then “our” treasure; and finally “the”
treasure. We did not orchestrate or plan this progression, but instead
allowed it. What we had to go through in order to reach the treasure
ensured that we would, upon reaching it, not be inclined to claim it as
just “mine.”
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Evolving from me-centered to we-centered to being-centered is not
just a progression in intimate relationship, but in every relationship
that matters, including with our pain. (And being-centeredness does
not do away with me-centeredness and we-centeredness, but instead
simultaneously transcends and includes them.)
When pain is no longer just pain, we are clearly on our way home.

~ 25 ~

Deeting the Dragon

Chapter Six

emerging from Our Pain
Having done all of this — naming, turning toward, entering, passing
through our pain — we are not done.
It’s an ongoing process. The good news is that the more we move
through this sequence, the easier it tends to get, until it is not so much
a sequence as a fluidly alive, in-depth responsiveness.
And as we cease viewing our pain as a problem, we shed our resentment
over having pain. Knowing that everything can serve our awakening then
becomes less of an idea and more of a living reality.
Each time we are in pain and choose to enter it, we reduce our suffering.
Each time we go to the heart of our pain, we are reawakened, released,
refreshed, no matter how tired or ill we may be.
And when we do not thus journey, the reminders of this — our closures
of heart, our energetic knottedness, our overseparateness — usually
don’t take all that long to register. Having a bad day well becomes more
and more commonplace. Pain then mostly ceases to submerge us so
easily — again and again we emerge, lit by the sobering joy of having
fully and fulfillingly encountered a challenging circumstance.
We do not reach such a state or stage through engaging in any sort of
bypassing — spiritual, intellectual, or otherwise — but through entering
into and becoming intimate with our pain. When we say that we are in
pain, we need to make sure that we are indeed in it, rather than outside
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it, or removed from it; and then we need to go further in, however tiny
our steps might be.
To emerge from our pain, we have to enter it. To do otherwise is to
suffer. And emerging from our pain, we will, sooner or later, have to
reenter it.
Eventually we learn not to turn away from whatever is troubling or
hurting us, simply as a life skill that we have taken to heart. We cease
even turning away from our turning away; this is akin to keeping our
heart open to our close-heartedness, or being comfortable with our
discomfort. This may sound paradoxical — at least to our mind! — but
it is not. It’s all about radical acceptance. In accepting, among other
things, our non-acceptance, we open ourselves to What-Really-Matters,
despite its painful dimensions.
In thus emerging, we ever more fully step into what we never really
left, but only dreamt we did, grateful for the pain that catalyzed our
journey, grateful for the capacity to make good use of it, grateful to
simply be here.
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Robert Augustus Masters

Chapter Seven

Pain’s directionality
Some pain seems to just squat in us like a solid mass, dense with inertia,
but other pain, most pain in fact, possesses a felt sense of movement,
a directionality.
Some such movement might not seem to be going in any particular
direction. For example, it may be spikily-prickly with erratic back-andforth stabbing movements (like a jerkily morphing porcupine), or it may
be more rounded or blunted, pulsing with some degree of noticeable
regularity, but still with no discernible direction. Plenty of pain, however,
has a relatively clear directionality, its energies moving mostly inwardly
or outwardly, with varying degrees of verticality.
Let’s look more closely now at pain that seems to be moving inwardly.
Such pain is usually characterized by a strong degree of contractedness or
withdrawal; it is as if its forces are being drawn toward a core, narrowing
and intensifying the deeper we go.
The sensations here may be of being crushed, beaten down and back,
sucked into a vortex, dragged down, driven in by some outer intensity,
or simply being scrunched in like a snail recoiling back into its overly
tight shell. And suffusing these sensations is the emotional quality of
our pain, which ordinarily is predominantly that of fear, shame, sadness,
or anger. In this we’re not down and out, but down and in.
We know that fear contracts us, but shame also does. Fear tends to knot
us, but shame drops us, sinks us, droops and sags us; fear closes in on or
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distintegrates us, whereas shame surrounds and shrinks us. In both cases,
we are diminished, retreating from our periphery, our edge, our zones
of interrelatedness with the world, withdrawing from relationship.
Here, we are so estranged from our true size that it may be difficult to
remember it even in a superficial sense. Our direction is from contraction
to a deeper contraction.
There may be a sensation of being pressed down, pressed in. Hence,
de-pression. If our fear is strong or compelling enough, we likely won’t
spend much time in depression, but if things are flatter, more numb
or congealed, we may take up residence in depression, preferring its
burdened beasts to the monsters of the deep.
The pressure may be broad, or it may be sharply applied, but however
it manifests, it amplifies our contractedness, pushing us in, driving us
into more intense or binding constrictedness. Where are we then going?
Into an endarkened “in.” It is literally the pits. Or so it seems.
If the primary directionality of our pain is inward, our initial task is
to become aware of this, so that we might navigate it well; we cannot
change the wind, but we can hoist our sails. And it helps to remember
that inwardness is neither better nor worse than outwardness when it
comes to the directionality of pain.
Pain that seems to be moving outwardly is a little more difficult to
describe, in part because we usually associate pain with contraction,
which has a going-inward feel to it, if only in the sense of compression.
Pain that is outward-bound is more expansive than inward-bound
pain, but it nonetheless still hurts. And why? Because its expansiveness
actually contains — and is pervaded by — plenty of contraction, just as
our inhale, though expanding our belly, rib cage, and chest, at the same
time contracts the tissues inside our nose and the back of our throat.
A fist moving outwardly is still a fist, still an energetic knottedness. So
expansion and contraction are not mutually exclusive.
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A clear example of outwardly-moving pain is that associated with
anger. We may burst forth with anger, giving it full-blooded expression,
expanding our energy field considerably; we might feel ourselves
enlarging, swelling, even as we cut our offending other down to size.
But we are still contracted, seriously contracted. Our heart is, in almost
all such cases, closed. There’s a compelling tension in our hands, jaw,
eyes, belly — we are in the grip of something very powerful. Only if
we are vulnerable and relatively conscious during our anger-expression
will our anger’s contractedness not eat at us. In expressed anger, the
directionality of our pain is outward, moving both in straight lines and
curves, fierily fueling our intentionality.
The directionality of sadness, though often inward, can also be
outward. This is demonstrated in unrestrained grief, in which there is
a powerful upswelling of deep feeling, deep hurt, surging up and out,
like an undammed river. It hurts, but it is a hurt that generates opening,
cracking open our heart’s energetic encasing. We may feel as if our heart
is breaking, but it is actually breaking open.
The opposite of this is depressive sadness. In its sunken inturning and
suppressive qualities, it does not break us open, but breaks us down,
squashing and flattening us. The directionality here is not sharply inward,
but amorphously inward, with the primary sensations blending weighty
pressure and sinking. Accessing the grief that is here, along with the
anger, and fully expressing both, changes the directionality.
Pain’s directionality also may at times seem to be upwardly aimed, as
when we in anger feel as though “we’re going through the roof ” or “are
about to blow our lid.”
Consider the metaphor of anger as a heated fluid (usually water) in a
non-expanding container, beginning with the fluid’s temperature and
direction. It might be simmering, nearing the boiling point, or actually
boiling. If it is boiling, it will very likely be “letting off steam” or
(suggestive of more volition) “blowing off steam.” This might cause
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me to “blow my stack” or even “hit the roof,” especially if my outlets
for release are too narrow or confining. If all exits are blocked (read:
suppressed), then I may just have to “explode” or “erupt.” An outlet
may be created at the top (or up) end of the hyperpressurized container;
thus do I “go through the roof ” or simply “blow up.”
The upward motion of this boiling or near-boiling water may transport
us into a “towering rage” or a soon-to-erupt “building-up” of anger.
Water’s change of state from liquid to gas not only aptly conveys anger’s
shift from containment (or relatively strong cohesion) to release (or
dispersion), but also conveys “up-ness.”
At this point, we might ask: Why “up”? Why does your angering me
get a “rise out of me?” Part of the answer lies in the commonly held
assumption that our neck and head, which provide openly expressive
oral and visual outlets for anger (shouting, roaring, glaring, giving “a
cutting look,” and so on), are “up” or “on top” and the rest of our
body is “down there,” somewhere below our “headquarters” (wherein
we “normally” tend to position our presumed locus of self).
Another, perhaps more substantial part of the answer has to do with
the gathering of energy in the upper half of the body during anger.
For example, with anger there is an increased bloodflow to the hands,
face, and neck; hence the metaphors of redness for anger. If I’m afraid,
my blood may “run cold,” but if I’m angry, I’m far more likely to be
“hot-blooded” or “hot-headed.” There may also be a sense of inflation
(or being “pumped up”) in the upper torso and arms, suggesting an
increased strength (as exemplified in bodybuilding, where size is generally
equated with power, or, put another way, looking powerful is all but
synonymous with being powerful).
Contemporary comic book heroes and villains often sport enormous
torsos and arms, their thickly engorged biceps and triceps easily
dwarfing their heads. It is interesting to note that most of these topheavy, exaggeratedly muscular and literally thin-skinned characters also
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commonly have very angry faces. The angrier they are, the bigger they
seem to get; the “Incredible Hulk,” an ultra-mesomorphic marvel who
mutates full-blown from mild-mannered scientist Bruce Banner when
there is sufficient threat, is perhaps the most blatant example of this.
In short, we could say that anger “bulks us up,” generating a compelling
sense of physical enlargement.
Working with pain’s directionality does not necessarily mean changing
it. All that we need to do initially is become sufficiently aware of it to
name it.
If it is moving, is it doing so inwardly or outwardly? Notice where in
your body this is most evident. Notice how strong or compelling the
force is. Is it accompanied by any beliefs or assumptions about yourself ?
How far into your body does it seem to go? Are you being pushed or
pulled inwardly, or are both occurring, and if so, is there any rhythm
to it? Ask these and similar questions until you have a clearer sense of
your pain’s directionality, both in a general and specific sense. Then do
what was suggested in the chapters on turning toward and entering
your pain.
We can be swept or pulled along by our pain’s directionality, as if we
are unable to do other than go wherever it takes us, or we can become
aware of our pain’s directionality, so that even though it continues, we
become the space in which it is happening while letting ourselves directly
and openly feel it.
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Chapter Eight

Pain’s texture
To detect pain’s texture — or tactile feel and weave — we have to pay
very close, finely focused attention to it, as if we were slowly running
our mind’s hand over and over it. At first, we will probably only have
a very broad, somewhat amorphous sense of this, classifying our pain
according to its degree of sharpness or roughness. Later on, though,
we’ll access a finer, more nuanced way of feeling into and describing
its texture.
How sharp is your pain? Is its sharpness spear-like or bristly? Finely
stabbing or more bluntly edged? When you attend to it more closely,
does it change at all, and if so, how? Between its sharper emanations,
what is it like? How soft is your pain? How thick is its softness, and
how heavy, and how is it surfaced? Does it feel at all rubbery or silky, or
sandpapery, mushy or bouldery, crinkly or jagged? How porous is it?
If you had to wear it, how would it feel against your skin? If you were
to hold it close against you, what would happen to it? When you soften
the areas around the area of your pain, what happens to its texture?
As unpleasant as it may feel, is there anything about it that doesn’t feel
unpleasant?
Think of how much is being said when you share touch with an intimate,
plenty of which eludes or transcends translation. We can say that it feels
good, or nice, or say that we love whomever we are doing this with, but
to get more precise, we have to at some point get more poetic, because
the prosaic — in which language marches rather than dances — just
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doesn’t do justice to what is happening. The same with pain. Saying that
it hurts or doesn’t feel good is a starter, but this is much like trying to
touch another through thick, stiff gloves. We need to take the gloves off,
and let ourselves really feel what is there — literally getting more in touch
with it — while allowing our language to reside in a colorfully nuanced
locale, a place that gives us as much poetic licence as we need.
We might then, for example, say that our pain feels like a wriggling scaly
fist, or an itchy blanket with an oblong bonfire inside it, or a darkly
undulating quicksand — however wild or imaginative our similes and
metaphors may be, their very expression is helping us to become more
intimate with our pain.
Metaphor is especially useful, for its preconceptual roots, its origins in
experience undiluted and unmuddied by languaging, help to ground us.
The less abstract our descriptions of our pain, the closer we get to it.
Getting metaphorically precise about our pain is not a distraction from
it, but rather a psychosemantic engaging with it, a poetically alive feeling
into it, a touching of it with both thought and more than thought.
If you are getting “hot under the collar,” you may well be “losing your
cool,” with the result that you are getting close to “going through the
roof.” Such language does not just mean that we are angry, but also
conveys, with a streetwise poetics, something about the experiential
nature of our upset. That is, it is more than merely symbolic.
Metaphor resists reductionism, providing opportunities for nuance and
color even in the ruts of banality.
What symbols are to thought, metaphors are to feeling and intuition.
Telling you that I am “hot under the collar” gives you more information
than just informing you that I am angry — the internal pressure and
heatedness I am feeling easily find viscerally literate expression through
my metaphor, along with some indication of the intensity or degree
of my anger. I am more than “simmering,” but not yet at the stage of
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“boiling.” I am not yet about “to blow a gasket,” but I am definitely more
than just mildly irritated. I am “losing my cool,” but I am not “blowing
up” or “going through the roof.” As varied as these metaphors are,
they all support each other in conveying information about our anger
that is revealing not only cognitively, but also emotionally, physically,
and physiologically.
So pain’s texture asks for fitting description, description that is far from
abstract. Allow yourself to use image-rich language here, language that
is easy to feel, like a good poem. The more fully you do this, the more
eloquent will be the spaces between the words and lines. Yes, we have
to stand apart from our pain to do so, but the required distance is not
so far. What is asked for is not the cool remove of supposed objectivity,
but the up-close finely tuned focus of a radical subjectivity.
Touch your pain the way you would touch something delicate in a room
devoid of light — carefully, sensitively, consciously, letting as many
sensations as possible register, feeling your way in, along, and through.
Stay in touch with the texture of your pain, however uncomfortable
it may be. And let what you are touching touch you, so that whatever
contact is being made reaches your depths.
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Chapter Nine

Pain’s temperature
The consideration of pain’s temperature may seem to be just a clearcut
matter of pointing to a particular place or area on a flat sliding scale,
at one end of which we have very cold, and at the other end very hot.
Anger is closer to the hot end (with the exception of icily held anger),
and depressive sadness to the cold end.
Other kinds of pain may wander all over the scale; anxiety is a key
example, sweatily ricocheting between heated agitation and churnedup chill.
The sense of heatedness or coolness may be steady or may fluctuate.
Are its waves infrequent? Or do they arrive more closely together? Does
the heat warm or burn, soothe or scare? Does the cold refresh or chill?
Is the cold dry or damp? Desiccated or sweaty?
Exploring these and related questions gives the category of temperature
more of a three-dimensional feel, especially as we connect temperature
with other qualities of pain.
For example, directionality may have a discernible sense of temperature,
with increased heatedness manifesting not only in some outwardlydirected pain, as in anger, but also in some inwardly-directed pain, as
in shame.
Sensing not just the general temperature of our pain, but registering the
fine shifts and turns in temperature, brings us closer to our pain.
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We might think that an increase in pressure would mean an increase
in temperature, but this is not necessarily so. A pressing outward, as is
commonly felt in anger, generally does bring up the temperature (hence
all the fire and heated-liquid-in-a-container metaphors for anger), but a
pressing inward is more likely to chill us, as exemplified by depression
or claustrophobia. Contraction-pressure here slows down movement,
shutting or squeezing us in, even to the point of paralysis — hence the
cooling, the coldness, the chill. Our heart may be beating hard, but we
are still shivering.
It’s interesting to consider shame in this regard, for shame initially
brings a certain heatedness, even though it is contracting us inwards.
Shame increases blood flow to the face, greatly reduces the tone of
the neck (so that the head drops forward), and causes bewilderment in
the mind, all of which serve to interrupt or brake what we were just
doing, for better or for worse. Shame exposes us, and does so in a very
unpleasant way. We quickly shrink, as if to minimize our exposure, our
painful nakedness.
As our shame continues, the initial rush of warmth — a somewhat
humid heatedness — subsides, and we continue to shrink, cooling down,
unless we begin converting our shame into other-directed aggression (as
is especially common in men). Shame’s heat is uncomfortable, muggy
and invasive, arriving more as a suffocating blanket than a bolt.
Embarrassment, a close cousin to shame, is worth considering here. In
shame we want to disappear, whereas in embarrassment we are much
more inclined to try to set things right, often with a painfully rueful or
cringing smile. We are feeling some heat, but it is usually not terribly
unpleasant, except perhaps in others seeing our suddenly red face. In
shame, though, the heat is far more unpleasant, and does not usually
evoke a smile from us, our inclination being not to stick around and
straighten out things, but rather to get the hell out of there as quickly
as possible. Not surprisingly we talk of “a burning shame” far more
readily than of “a burning embarrassment.”
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When shame is infused with fear, guilt is an all but inevitable result. We
may burn with shame, but we blanch with guilt. Guilt’s temperature is
generally coolish, except perhaps when we are doing the “bad” deed for
which we’ll later punish ourselves. Where shame exposes us, guilt splits
us, dividing us into a child who transgresses and a parent who beats the
child. In guilt’s stalemated domain of unresolved parent/child conflict,
the average temperature is generally low, due to fear and a severe lack
of light.
Fear and anger represent the greatest emotional polarity when it comes
to pain’s temperature. Anxiety and worry (socially acceptable anxiety)
may rev us up, but they leave us far from warm. Dread and terror are
much chillier; we may sweat, but it is damp and cold.
(It would be interesting to compare the chemical composition of fearbased sweat with that of sweat produced from running or lovemaking
or yardwork. The tears brought about from peeling onions are quite
different chemically from the tears of emotional pain; might there be a
similar difference between fearful sweat and exertion-based sweat?)
Anger is plentifully supplied with heat metaphors, as we saw in the
chapter on pain’s directionality. People who in their anger have reached
“the boiling point” also “let off steam,” at least some of the time; if
they don’t do so, they may well “blow their lid” or “hit the ceiling.” More
literally, we may talk of having “a heated conversation” or being “hot
under the collar.” The pressure implied in all this also is suggestive of
an increase in temperature.
Where water metaphors (anger as a heated liquid in a non-expanding
container) give more of a sense of the physics of anger, “anger is fire”
metaphors give more of a sense of the chemistry of anger.
For example, water metaphors convey the intensity and directional
imperatives of anger’s heat (“getting steamed up” or “blowing my lid”),
whereas fire metaphors convey more of a sense of the actual quality
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of anger’s heat — smoldering, fuming, “doing a slow burn,” being
“consumed” by rage, or “having smoke coming out of one’s ears.”
The seeming liquidity of fire, imaginally felt, can be used to articulate
anger through electricity metaphors — “having a short fuse,” “blowing
the circuits,” “overloading the system,” or “being wired.” Anger’s
liquid-like yet fiery somatic coursings — which we might call “a fullblooded electricity” — are physiologically grounded in the combining
of nerve impulses and biochemical streamings, particularly in the
intense immediacy and suddenness of such combinings during anger.
Abruptly, I am “charged up” or “bursting with rage” or “flooded with
fury.” Once I am “plugged in,” I can “blast” you, or perhaps make some
“inflammatory” remarks — I may even get so “amped up” or “fired
up” that I “go ballistic!” That’s how hot anger can get.
Bring a finely focused attention to your pain’s temperature, almost as if
you have heat sensors mounted on your attentional scanning. Do more,
if you can, than simply using “hot” and “cold” labels; note the kind of
heat, the kind of cold, letting your languaging provide some feel for
your actual experience of your pain’s temperature. If other qualities,
like directionality or pressure, show up, incorporate their presence and
impact in your description.
Like the other qualities of pain, temperature does not exist as a clearly
boundaried thing unto itself, but rather shares considerable overlap,
level upon level, with whatever else is characterizing our pain. Yes, take
temperature as a category, but don’t hold it in isolation from pain’s
other qualities.
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Chapter Ten

Pain’s color
Pain’s color is a matter not of collectively agreed-upon visual certainty
(as in seeing, for example, the blueness of a clear sky) but rather of
idiosyncratic internal sensing, of feeling the fit of a particular color or
colors with a particular state. Though some colors are almost universally
associated with certain states — dark green with jealousy, red and black
with anger — pain’s colors and color palette are in most cases uniquely
cast for each individual.
We may not even have any color in mind when we are in pain, but if
we pay closer attention to our pain, and ask ourselves what color or
colors it seems to be, usually some sort of color will emerge. We may
not visually register the purple or dull red or yellowishness, but we feel
them and “see” them through such feeling. And if we watch closely, we
may see them mutating, especially as we more fully enter our pain.
When we are angry, we may “see red” or sense ourselves in “a black rage.”
If we go far enough with this, we may “black-out” or “red-out.” And
why red? Because of the fieriness of our anger, the heat and pressure
of it, the full-blooded imperatives of it. Few would describe their anger
as pale red or pink; it is usually a bright or dark red. And if we watch
our anger closely, we may notice other colors coming in, mixing with
or overlaying or veining the red, particularly when we can cultivate a bit
of distance from the raw intensity of our anger.
We can literally turn red with anger, and with shame also, but redness is
usually not quite so strongly associated with shame. This may be because
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shame moves not upward and outward like anger, but downward and
inward; we rise up in anger (as in “he got a rise out of me” or “I’m about
to blow my lid”), but we drop down or sink in shame (as in “I shrank
with shame”). Whatever colors we associate with this are muddied by the
confused mental turbulence that arises with shame, so that much of what
we sense is an amorphous, somewhat shady blending or overlapping of
relatively indistinct colors.
Also the fact that shame tends to be quite quickly converted into other
states — withdrawal, avoidance, aggression, dissociative or obsessive
mentalizing — brings in a different color palette. So shame, although
initially flushed red, doesn’t have much universality in its coloring once
it has been in existence for more than a few minutes.
A color which is strongly associated with a particular state is that of
dark green with jealousy. This is less of a natural thing (like full red with
anger) than a culturally imprinted phenomenon. Shakespeare famously
wrote of “the green-eyed monster” that is jealousy, and green and
jealousy have been strongly linked since then. But why green? Why not
red? After all, when we are really jealous, we often “see red.” Or is this
just the presence of anger in our jealousy? In fact, red is cross-culturally
associated with jealousy, though not to the exclusion of other colors.
What really matters here is our own investigation of whatever colors
we associate with our jealousy as it is actually happening.
If we have any preconceived notions linking concepts of color with
emotion, it is best to put them aside as we examine the colors of our
pain. Turning toward our pain, we may not sense any particular color,
but as we enter it, we will usually begin sensing various colors, including
black. We can then notice the intensity of the color, the shading of it,
the thickness or streakiness of it, the way it varies with other qualities,
like directionality and texture.
As colors arise, it is important not to ascribe any particular meaning
to them; if we simply let them arise, even as we know they are largely
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context-bound, we are more likely to stay alert. This is similar to being
inside our mind, being not controlled by but nevertheless still clearly
affected by our thoughts. Watching and feeling the color display of our
pain brings us closer to it, but not so close that we lose focus.
Notice if the colors that you sense or intuit have any movement in
them. Do they arrive in flashes, or like a tide rolling in, or are they just
slapped on? Do they shift as you bring attention to them? When your
pain intensifies, does its coloring change, and if so, how?
Sometimes your pain may seem to become more illuminated, lit up, even
incandescent. Sometimes it may emanate the softest of light, in varying
shades of white or pale yellow. Sometimes it may rainbow, and sometimes
it might seem to be washed free of any color or just be plain black.
But whatever the coloring, keep an eye on it, watching it the same way
you would watch a scene in one of your sleep-dreams if you knew you
were dreaming and wanted to stay in the dream — that is, observe it
with undivided yet still relatively spacious attentiveness. It may be an
illusion, but it’s a real illusion, carrying unique gifts for you, gifts that
help catalyze a deeper intimacy with your pain.
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Chapter Eleven

Pain’s density & inteEsity
By “density” here, I mean the felt sense of the weightiness, the thickness,
the specific gravity or mass-increasing contractedness of our pain.
And pain’s intensity? The degree of our pain’s felt power, ranging from
minimally irritating to unbearable. We can also classify it according to
the degree of our ability to stay with it.
The greater our pain’s density, the greater its intensity — is this true?
Not necessarily. Depression is dense, but usually not as intense as, say,
panic or fury. Density may be alive with tremendously vibrant energy,
or it may simply be inertia doing time beneath leaden covers.
Sometimes when we have gotten inside our pain, it may seem to thicken
and/or intensify. It helps to know that an increase in the density of neural
firing — usually sensed as an increase in adrenaline — can generate
fear, excitement, anger. And the stimulation for this does not have to
be negative; when it’s positive, we may still be pushed over a kind of
threshold into emotional pain. Too much of a good thing can, in other
words, easily backfire, turning our positive excitation into a less-thanpleasant agitation, a distressing intensity.
Take your attention into your pain’s intensity, noting its degree of
difficulty and how you are relating to that. Also notice the quality of
its presence: is it steady, rhythmic, pushing, pulling, arriving in waves
or bolts? Does it seem wide or narrow, steep or shallow? How does it
affect your breathing, your posture, your solar plexus, your eyes, your
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throat, your tongue? Does it seem at all unbearable, and if so, to what
degree?
Also, perhaps even at the same time, observe your pain’s density,
slowly but surely penetrating it, feeling your way into its thickness and
weightiness. Does it seem as if you have to squeeze your awareness into
it? Does it seem to weigh on you, and if so, is it pushing down on you
or pulling you from below?
As you go into your pain’s density, see if you can create more space
within it, as if you are elbowing out more room for yourself. Sometimes
the simple act of taking your attention into such density will make it
more porous, less heavy.
If your pain’s density is a forest, how far apart are the trees? How much
light are they letting in? How solid are their trunks, how deep their roots,
how entangled their branches?
Lightening the density of our pain by not only consciously entering it,
but also by accessing genuine compassion for ourselves and others in
similar positions, can make our pain’s intensity more manageable.
In working with our pain’s intensity, it is very helpful to keep some focus
on the areas immediately surrounding our pain, while doing whatever
we can to soften and ease them. This gives such intensity a bigger
pasture in which to run around and spread out in, thereby decreasing its
contractedness. It may still be a fist, but it is now less firmly clenched,
like a stone statue that, though holding its shape, senses a cracking or
unwinding from within, an upcoming de-densification, a shift from
rock to sand.
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Chapter Twelve

Pain’s shape
Pain has a shape? More often than not, yes, but it is not a particularly
measurable or snapshotable shape. It is felt/intuited with a blending of
our senses, existing as a subtle construct that can significantly register
with us, regardless of its imaginal topography.
To sense and stay current with our pain’s shape and shaping, we have
to scan it three-dimensionally, touring its contours as if we are in a lowflying plane equipped with both depth and peripheral vision. Our aim
here is not so much conventional precision as it is a visceral accuracy.
It’s a bit like taking note of the shape and shaping of a wave, even as it
breaks and is gone; we may recall it briefly, holding a fleetingly crystallized
image or two of it, but we’re now already scanning the next wave.
Consider pain that takes shape as something approximating a sphere.
Sense its diameter, location, solidity, symmetry; check it out from all
sides. Does it show up as roundness wherever you scan it? Scan it for
dents, dimples, cracks, elliptical breakaways, mini-spheroidal buddings.
Also try scanning it from the inside; is it hollow, solid, semi-solid? How
dense is it? Is the sphere expanding, contracting, or holding steady?
Does your pain have corners? If so, how sharp or precise are they? Go
into your pain being openly receptive to such questions, bringing as
much curiosity as you can to your inquiry.
Does your pain flow? And if so, how? Is its flow silky, amoeboid, disclike, porcupinish, staccato, twirling, jagged? As you sense the shaping
~ 48 ~

Robert Augustus Masters

generated by your pain’s presence and flow, can you also sense what
surrounds it? How much room is there for this shaping to expand? And
where upon or in this shaping do you feel least comfortable?
Attuning ourselves to our pain’s shape allows us to track it more closely,
for to remain thus attuned requires that we stay very present with our
pain, since its spatial reality usually doesn’t keep static for very long.
To sense its shape with sensory precision, we need to get close to our
pain, but not so close that we cannot bring it into focus. And what is
this, but more cultivation of intimacy with our pain? Here we’re not
distracting ourselves from our pain, but rather are stepping back just a
little from it without, however, losing contact with it.
Bring your attention toward and into your pain. Sense where it is in
your body. Once you are steadily present with your pain, ask yourself
what shape it is. Don’t worry about getting it right; trust your intuition.
Three-dimensionally frame your pain with awareness, being careful to
keep this framing perimetered to a size that keeps it from touching or
in any way pressing in on your pain.
Then deepen your scanning of your pain’s shape, as if examining a
deepsea marvel that has shown up in your imaginal netting. The shape
does not have to — nor is under any obligation to — fit any known
category. It may be moving so much that you cannot stabilize it even
for a second.
But whatever is happening, let yourself sense its shape and shaping.
Don’t try to pin it down or freeze it; simply encounter it. If it is a lump,
fine; if it is a winged alien, fine; if it is nothing in particular, fine. Hold
the shape in a spacious enough attentional container so that you can track
it. As you do so, you will almost for sure sense other correlates of your
pain (directionality, texture, color, density, temperature, corresponding
thoughts), so that you start feeling more intimate with it, whatever its
shape.
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See the shaping, touch it, ski and surf and trek it, keeping an eye on
its totality even as you zero in on various details. Do what you can to
raise the quality of your investigative spirit; the more curious you are,
the better. If you are sad or shaky, breathe into it and spatially sense
it; instead of just letting yourself feel a general sense of contraction
or discomfort in your chest or belly, move closer in, formulating and
answering questions about the shape of your pain.
Is your pain shaped like a club, a funnel, an hourglass, a deflated ball?
Does it come all the way up to your throat? How far down does it go
in your belly? Is the back of it shaped like the front? Are its contours
smooth? Edgy? Undulating? Has the shape of your sadness or shakiness
changed at all in the last minute or so? And if so, how?
Sensing the shape of our pain keeps our attentional capacity in shape.
Whatever shape our pain is in, we can benefit, deeply benefit, from
keeping a close eye on it. Staying informed about the form of our pain
makes room for our pain to transform, or to at least take up a less lifedraining place in us.
In being a deliberately conscious container for our pain, we become
more capable of seeing what our pain contains.
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Chapter Thirteen
an exaDple of putting it
into practice:

when depression is
no longer depressing
Let’s say you’re feeling depressed, not suicidally or severely depressed,
but still nastily depressed, down enough to be seriously stranded from
what normally brings you joy or at least some degree of satisfaction.
And let’s say that your usual tendency when feeling like this is to stay
depressed for a while, perhaps even quite a while, knowing that though
certain things (like some yoga or a brisk walk) would probably pull you
out of the gloomy quicksand in which you are immersed, you are not
about to do such things, for reasons that you know are suspect but that
you are going to indulge anyway, for as long as you damn well please.
In short, you are seemingly too depressed to do anything about your
depression; you’re depressed about being depressed. How depressing!
And there is no way you are going to make light of your depression, and
you’re sure as hell not going to let anyone else do that for you (after all,
don’t they understand that you can take care of yourself ?).
Others may send various rescue boats your way, but there’s no way you
are going to give them the satisfaction of climbing aboard. After all,
what’s the point? You may not want to see, let alone admit, that your
very resistance to assistance (RTA) shows that you have more energy
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than you are letting on — adequately maintaining your RTA takes up
more than a little energy.
Depression is a kind of hell, but it frequently also manifests as a
“solution” to a deeper hell, a way of not having to fully feel our core
wounds; we may, quite understandably, prefer the burdened beasts of
depression to the monsters of the deep.
As such, depression is often not much more than the wretchedly
insomniac gatekeeper of incarcerated pain, pain that is kept in the dark
so much that it behaves badly when it manages to get out in the open
here and there (which is usually then taken as sufficient justification for
further incarceration).
As much as you may not want to hear that you are doing so, in your
depressiveness you are turning your pain — the actual feeling of your
contracted, pressed-down, darkly flattened state — into suffering. Such
a realization, however, need not be an occasion for self-shaming and
therefore further depression, but rather can be a potentially liberating
step. At this point, you may begin to see, however reluctantly, any
investment you might have in remaining a victim of what you are feeling,
as epitomized by the credo: “I suffer, therefore I am.”
Perhaps you are secretly, or not so secretly, hoping that a certain someone
will take care of you — finally! — if you’re depressed enough; or that
certain others will let you off the hook regarding something you were
supposed to do; or that other certain others will feel guilty for the
condition in which you are embedded or submerged; or that you’ll be
the beneficiary of any other number of possible scenarios that seemingly
would provide you with something that you need or want.
And none of this is to say that you are not really in pain, or that you are
just creating the whole damned thing — the point is that you do not have
to stay where you are, that what you are dramatizing, however subtly,
does not really need an audience (gape-jawed, critical, or rescuing), nor
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any sort of stage, but rather enough illumination and focus to reveal
what you are actually doing with your pain — not what it is doing to
you, but what you are doing with it, to it, for it, as it.
I’m not recommending that you get busy thinking about your depressed
state, but that you become more aware of it and take responsibility for
what you are doing with it. Because you are doing something with it!
So for starters, name it. And name it as soon as possible. To delay
naming it, when you damn well know what it is, is just indulgence, and
a sure way to unnecessarily prolong your pain. If you are resistant to
naming it, perhaps because you don’t really want to leave it yet or let go
of it yet, name the resistance (RTA and other abbreviations are fine),
acknowledging it without analyzing it, and then name your depression.
All you have to do is say: “Depression” or “I’m depressed.” Keep it
simple. And keep it in the foreground.
Once you have named it, stay for a bit with the impact of having named
it. Your depression may seem much the same energetically and mentally,
but your relationship to it has begun to shift, however slightly. You’re
starting to relate to it, and not like a victim. You’re still in it, but you’re
not so submerged by it. Do not look or hope for good feelings to emerge
here, though; just stay present with what is happening, including your
naming.
Now turn toward your depression, facing it directly. Turn as slowly as
you need to, but turn. Yes, you might feel so much inertia that such a
movement seems like too much to do, too much to animate — but it is
a movement through awareness rather than through space, a movement
from here to a deeper and more vivid here.
As sluggish or reluctant as you may feel, you can still turn your attention
toward your depression. This does not mean that you permit your
attention to get absorbed in your thoughts or glumness or stuckness,
but that you have your attention consciously scanning what is going on,
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both internally and externally, with as little loss in focus as possible. To
the best of your ability, you don’t allow yourself to identify with your
depressiveness. You see the dragon, but do not let yourself become
mesmerized by it.
This may be far from easy, but it is doable. What matters is that you
keep breathing life into your intention to thus face your depressiveness.
Of course there will be pulls to do otherwise, but as you keep turning
toward such pain, the power of these pulls, these habitual patterns, will
start to fade, especially as you not only turn toward your depression, but
begin entering it, however dark or dank its cave may be.
Entering your depression? Doesn’t this make it worse? After all, if you
are already down, wouldn’t it be better to do something to bring yourself
up? Yes, you can bring yourself up, but if you’re depressed, you probably
don’t very often engage in such elevation (especially in healthy ways),
often getting further depressed because of this.
And such “lifts,” as good as they can sometimes be for you, don’t really
help you to know your depression, don’t really expose and illuminate its
roots, and may in fact reinforce it, in much the same way as pruning a
bush strengthens it. More than pruning, more than superficial remedial
efforts, is needed. No matter how high up you go, you still come down,
drawn into the dragon’s jaws, parachuting or freefalling into its dark
appetite, food for more than thought.
Entering your depression, step by mindful step, takes the edge off it;
you may be scared, but at least you are clearly and unmistakably alive,
feeling more and more of a sense of adventure and discovery, however
bizarre or disorienting or foreboding the scenery may be. And so you
proceed at a pace that allows you to remain grounded, alert, and capable
of digesting what you are experiencing.
But it’s a definite edge — you might sense within the surrounding gloom
some sense of doom or dread, or an existential aching that sees too
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much to be able to invest with any confidence in conventional remedies.
You might feel a loneliness made sharper as you penetrate the fogs of
your depression, but that loneliness, if you let yourself become intimate
with it, is the harbinger of an eventually liberating sense of aloneness.
Instead of rejecting your loneliness, you date it, you get curious about it,
you ask it real questions, and you listen, really listen, to it. And so on.
Various emotions will likely come more clearly into sight as you go
further into your depression, until you are not depressed, but rather only
vividly experiencing a weighty painfulness, an energetic pressing-down,
an endarkened density, beneath which there is so, so much that you are
feeling, and starting to feel in the unmistakable raw.
As you go more deeply into your depressiveness, begin investigating
its various qualities — its directionality, texture, temperature, color,
density/intensity, shape. There is no prescribed order as to where you
ought to start with this; simply notice which one registers with you most
compellingly, and begin there.
The directionality, or felt sense of movement, of your depression will
likely have an inwardly-inclined feel, a sensation of pulling back from
your periphery, a withdrawing or recoiling from relationship and external
reality. You may feel not so much down and out, as down and in.
Become more aware of such directionality, sensing its strength, degree
of sharpness or amorphousness, and primary somatic locations. What is
the rhythm, if any, of your depression’s directionality? Does its inward
pull feel more like a sinking or a tugging from below? Does its velocity,
however sloth-like, shift at all as you become more aware of it?
Sense the texture, the tactile feel and weave, of your depression. How
sharp is it, how blunted, how rough or smooth, how firm or mushy?
Run your mind’s hand all over it, letting as many texture-impressions as
possible register through doing so. Getting in touch with your depression
can be quite a literal practice.
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Also sense the temperature of your depression. If it’s at the cool end of
the scale, is it a damp or dry cool? Is it the same temperature throughout,
and if not, how does it vary? Is it muggy?
And there’s more: let yourself sense the coloring of your depression. At
first it might just seem blackish or darkly muddy, but look more closely,
and see what other colors might be there, and track their depth and
intensity and mutation into other colors. Do the colors seem slapped on?
How thick are they, how sluggish, how streaked, how transparent? As
you penetrate more deeply into your depression, into its core energetics,
do its colors change, and if so, how?
Sense the density, the weightiness, the thickness of your depression.
Sense its intensity. Does this shift as you more deeply enter your
depression, and if so, how? When you get inside the density, can you
make any room for yourself there? Can you breathe it a little more
open?
And last but not least, become aware of your depression’s shape. At
first, it may seem to be resolutely amorphous, imbued with massive
deflationariness. But as you pay closer attention, you may discover some
discernible shaping, something with some semblance of perimeter and
rough topography. Does it have corners, slopes, cliffs, holes? What is
its size? Is it topheavy, bottomheavy, flattened, spheroid, amoeboid,
splattery, dimpled, cracked, dented? Watch how its shape shifts. Keep
an interested eye on it.
Allow all of these qualities to co-arise and intermingle, keeping your
attention both finely focused and spacious. The more curious you are
in your approach, the better. Sensing your depression’s qualities, rather
than merely thinking about them, brings you into a growing intimacy
with your depression. However contracted or densely constructed your
depression may seem to be, you can still expand to some degree from
within it, as you generate more space from which to view, sense, feel
into it.
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Shift from treating your depression as a thing, an endogenous mass, to
treating it as an activity, a process, an energetic arising. Relate to it as a
verb rather than as a noun.
As you approach the hearts of your depression, you will find yourself
in increasingly intimate contact with your core wounds, perhaps
accompanied by insights not previously accessible, insights that you
now know firsthand. In this, you are not trying to fit what you are
experiencing into a preconceived belief system. It is enough to simply
be present with what is arising, however challenging it might be.
Now you are no longer depressed about being depressed.
It is here that the dragon of depression is most vividly alive. You are
close enough to it to feel its breath, its heat, its scaly bulk. In its eyes
you see threat and doom, and you also see, if you look deeper, the
omnipresence of death — and perhaps also rebirth — on scales of all
sizes. In its eyes, you see the flattening and obliteration of time, along
with a sense of neverending recurrence and reappearance that may feel
like the ultimate trap. You might even get a sense of somehow literally
appearing as all form forever and ever, and this may be far from a happy
discovery for you. But there’s more to see than this, more than the vast
darkness that you sense through the dragon’s gaze. There is also an
increasing brightness, a just-around-the-corner brilliance...
Treasure.
You are so, so close to it. Now you begin to look through the dragon’s
eyes, while remaining conscious of doing so. You see, to whatever
degree, the world stripped of glamor and consolation, stripped down to
foodchain basics and unfathomable contingency, level upon level, with
black holes eating it all up. A meta-depression — featuring a sense of
entrapment at once prepersonal, personal, and transpersonal — that is
the separate self ’s wildest nightmare may set in. You are at the edge of
the edge, but still may not be treasuring yourself.
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As you recognize this while at the same time allowing yourself to see
through it, going beyond all of the dramatics, however cosmic, you have
your first naked encounter with the treasure. The dragon’s vision now
starts to become suffused with a love beyond imagining. Then being
here forever, and appearing as all of it forever, does not faze or merely
amaze you, but rather radically frees you, leaving only your unavoidably
compassionate drive to do whatever you can to liberate all others.
And why? Because you now recognize, right to your marrow, that you
and they are but appearances of the same Reality. It’s as if you are in a
dream and recognize everything in your dream as yourself, as elements
(personified or not) of yourself, and still are motivated to infuse each
dream-being, each dream-element, with what is illumining you.
This is neither ascent nor descent, but rather the result of journeying
from here to a deeper here, from now to a deeper now, beginning
with your turning toward your depression, toward your pain, and then
moving into it, carrying your conscious, undivided attentiveness into
its deepest lair, while recognizing more and more deeply that without
the dragon you would not be able to fully appreciate and make wise
use of the treasure.
What you need to do in order to face and get past the dragon ensures
that you are truly ready for the treasure.
You have, in short, made wise use of your depression. When depression
is no longer depressing, we are not only on our way home, but are
already sitting at the hearth.
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Chapter Fourteen

don’t distract yourself
from your distractions
Despite the critical press it sometimes gets, distraction itself is not
necessarily something negative, indicating nothing more than a particular
movement or focusing of attention.
In looking at distraction, we need to ask the question: Distraction by
what and from what? Whatever it is that we are being distracted by and
from determines the value we place upon distraction.
For example, if we’re distracted by certain thoughts or activities to the
point of neglecting our children — which means being distracted from
caring for our children — we’re very likely going to place a negative
value on being thus distracted (unless of course we’re not conscious of
our being distracted). If, by contrast, our devotional spiritual practice
distracts us from our usual internal self-commentary — which means
being distracted from engaging in such mental chatter — we’re very
likely going to place a positive value on being thus distracted (we might
call this “Divine distraction”).
In looking at distraction, we also need to consider the quality of
awareness we bring to it. Do we know we are being distracted while we’re
being distracted, and if so, at what point? We all know the sensation
of being pulled at by particular distractions, and we all know that some
exert a much more attractive or compelling pull. We may recognize
what’s going on, and still get seduced, “finding” the cigarette or junk
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food in our mouth, or daydreaming through our meditation time, or
talking ourselves out of going to the gym or taking some needed time
for ourselves, or engaging in practices that overly distance us from our
pain, and so on.
So how to work with the kind of distraction that clearly does not serve
us? First of all, name it as soon as possible. Acknowledge its presence
and what it seems to be distracting us from, without getting analytical
or shaming. Just the facts.
Then turn toward it, giving it your full attention, your undividedly
conscious attention. That is, don’t distract yourself from your distraction.
Let yourself feel it (and your attraction to it), sensing its energies, its
tug and pull, feeling where it registers most compellingly in your body.
Get acquainted with it, deeply acquainted.
And notice whatever it is that you are feeling below the pull of your
distraction — are you sad, angry, hurting, depressed, numb? Are you
in pain? Enter this feeling, breathing it in, getting more intimate with
it and also with your history with it. Develop a more loving and stable
relationship with your wounded self, rather than just getting seduced by
whatever would pull your attention away from that self and its pain.
As best you can, allow your longing to be truly free to be stronger than
your longing to distract yourself from your pain.
And don’t make a problem out of the presence of distractions — the
goal is not to be distraction-free! What matters is what we do with our
distractions. Treat them as resident guests, giving them whatever attention
seems fitting, but do not forget that they are guests! They have their
quarters, and you have yours; if you let them overoccupy the premises,
there will be trouble. So keep an eye on them, a compassionately open
eye. And be grateful for their presence, because of what it asks of you: to
maintain wakefulness, to stand your true ground, to be your true size.
So don’t distract yourself from your distractions!
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Attune yourself to whatever it is from which you are being distracted,
and turn toward that, whatever the discomfort. As you do so, your
attraction to distraction will become so transparent that it is stripped of
all glamor, its promises exposed, its underlying distress now out in the
open. And thus once again you enter the cave of your pain, letting go
of your suffering, opening to What-Really-Matters, step by conscious
step, breath by fully-taken breath.
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Chapter Fifteen

undressing Our inner critic
Who — or more precisely, what — is our inner critic?
First of all, it is not an entity, not a somebody, nor even a thing, but
rather a process, a doing, an activity, usually manifesting as a heartlessly
negative appraisal of us — a powerfully compelling dramatization of
us as defective — that we internalized and personalized long ago, its
voice carrying an authority that many of us tend to question no more
than would young children question their parents’ authority.
But when we begin relating to rather than from our inner critic, we start
taking back our power, taking back and reclaiming what we — for
reasons of survival — gave away or turned away from long ago. As we
do so, we realize more and more clearly that we have been letting our
inner critic shame and overpower us, mechanically feeding and enlarging
it with our attention.
Our inner critic, like the Freudian superego, tends to masquerade as
conscience, but it actually possesses no morality other than that of
“should”-ing us down. Many are tortured by its pronouncements,
impaled upon its standards. And what standards! Even when we manage
to meet them, there is a pressure to continue to do so. Getting 100%
on a test only spurs our inner critic into not tolerating anything less on
future tests. Not surprisingly, our inner critic is a pain in more than the
neck, as well as one hell of a perfectionist.
Nothing haunts like perfectionism.
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And perfectionism is not about to give up the ghost without potent
intervention, which begins with seeing perfectionism through eyes
other than its own.
The addiction to perfection that pollutes much of contemporary culture
is perhaps most eloquently and disturbingly illustrated through the
hypernegative body-imaging and anorexic behavior that possesses so
many young women. A flat tummy, envied by many, is not good enough
for the woman hooked on somatic idealism; her tummy has to be a more
concave shade of flat, and has to be closely monitored to ensure that
no traces of fat somehow infiltrate or shadow her waistline.
She may have a flatter-than-flat belly, and still suck it in, as if leaning
toward invisibility — she not only aches to be seen as immaculate beauty
incarnate, but also aches to disappear, knowing that she cannot ever
really measure up. She is starving, eaten alive by her shame. See me, she
silently implores, but also don’t see me.
She is dying to be loved.
No reassurances from others of how beautiful she is can make any real
difference, for she has already convinced herself that she is not, and
cannot be, beautiful. Perfectionism is eating her up, and doesn’t give
a damn about her screams and suicidal urges. She is almost always in
perfectionism’s cold mirror, having not yet learned to hold up a mirror
to her perfectionism itself.
But once she does, she is on her way out of her hell. All she has to
do initially is keep that mirror in place, and to name her perfectionism
when it arises. She might choose to call it something more personally
fitting, like “my inner critic” or some other name that resonates — but
whatever she names it, the point is to make sure that she does name
it (so that it is not allowed to continue referring to itself as her, or her
higher self, or her conscience, and so on). Once she has established
some distance from it — mainly through naming it and working on its
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underlying dynamics — she can then start developing a relationship
with it. As she does so, the constituent elements of her perfectionism
will become increasingly obvious; for example, she might recognize in
its voice a certain tone that her parents used when they were, however
inadvertently, shaming her.
To work skillfully with our perfectionism is to work with our shame.
Shame is not always easy to recognize, for it usually very quickly mutates
into other states, like withdrawal or aggression (whether inwardly or
outwardly directed). When shame and fear hook up, guilt results, and
guilt is perhaps the state most commonly employed in keeping us stuck.
Guilt keeps perfectionism in business, by splitting us into a “bad” child
and an overseeing, unforgivingly critical parent. A deadening duo this
is, bound together in a stalemate that keeps us small, turning our pain
into a self-flattening suffering.
To move beyond this, we need to recognize within ourselves — and
more than just intellectually! — both the childish and the parental sides
of guilt, and identify with neither, choosing instead to be the space, the
wakefully compassionate space, in which they arise. Not so easy to do,
but do it we must, if we are to graduate from guilt’s stalemated domain
and the perfectionism that supplies both its whips and the excuses that
justify the whipping of the “bad” side of guilt by the “good” side.
Just like guilt, our inner critic may successfully masquerade as conscience,
but it is too much of a nagging parent, compulsive faultfinder, and
resolute perfectionist to assume the position of conscience with any
genuine authority. Our inner critic is devoid of compassion, whereas
conscience is inherently compassionate, however fiercely it might enforce
accountability.
We all have an inner critic, but not so many of us are actively critical
of our inner critic. Just as when we were children we may not have
talked back — or didn’t dare to talk back — to those adults who were
shaming us, we may not talk back to our inner critic when its accusing
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finger is pointed our way. In fact, we might not have even considered
doing this.
But talking back thus is necessary if we are to cease being controlled
by our inner critic. And to talk to our inner critic, we must have enough
distance from it for dialogue to be possible. This means putting more
energy into our capacity to relate to our inner critic and less energy into
solidifying its messages and critique of us.
As was suggested earlier, it is useful to identify the indwelling voices
pretending to be our conscience. If a particular voice speaks cruelly
or overcritically to us, we’d do best to direct its contents to our trash
bin. This means, among other things, that we must learn to relate to
our mind, emotions, and perceptions, rather than just allowing them to
speak as us. To this end, non-dissociative meditative practice is essential.
When we clear away the rubble — through working in-depth with our
physical, mental, emotional, social, and spiritual dimensions — we find
our conscience intact and clear. A diamond in the debris. The voice of
our innate moral wisdom, intuitively conveyed.
  
Keeping an eye on our inner critic not only helps prevent it from playing
“I” or getting behind the driver’s wheel, but also allows us to mine it for
any gems that it might contain, like intuitions or insights that we might
not otherwise be able to access. But to thus mine it, we need to keep
the lights on, so that we can see where we are going.
Our inner critic, especially in its perfectionistic mode, can easily tyrannize
us if we let it, keeping us a captive audience to its views and certainties.
Like young children who don’t question what their parents are doing,
even when it’s abusive, we usually don’t question what our inner critic
is doing. It plays parent, and we play child, and the play that follows is
often far from playful or kind. Our inner critic finds fault with us, and
if it can’t, lets us know that we had better maintain our lofty standard,
or else — which, of course, generates enough pressure to help ensure
that we will, sooner than later, slip. Our inner critic insists that what
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it is doing is for our own good, even as it immerses us in should after
should. So much to should-er...
The inner critic’s grail is perfection, not just momentary excellence,
but ongoing ultra-excellence, mistake-free performances, etcetera. It
degrades us for not making the grade — if we let it. We may act as if
we are victims of our inner critic, but we are not; it only exists as it is
because of the unwitting attention we have learned to give it.
But even when we have seen it for what it is and have gotten critical of
it, perhaps thinking that now we have the upper hand, we may have only
given our inner critic new clothes and a “higher” seat in our headquarters,
instead of keeping it peripherally related to us, a chronically chattering
pipsqueak in the back bleachers of our mind.
And freedom from our inner critic does not mean an end to being
judgmental — for being judgmental comes with having a mind — but
rather a relocation of judgmentalness to a place in us where heartfulness
and wakefulness coexist.
Once we learn to relate to our inner critic rather than from it — that
is, speaking to it rather than as it — we can become intimate with it,
knowing it from the deep inside, so that when it arises, we recognize
it almost immediately (through changes in our feeling tone, posture,
bodily tensions, and so on). Through such recognition, we are not at its
mercy, but instead can choose how to deal with it. We may withdraw our
attention from it — thereby reducing its ordinarily authoritative voice to
less than an echo — or we may explore it, checking out its anatomical
peculiarities, sifting through its predictabilities for nuggets of insight.
In the beginning stages of dealing with our inner critic, we may entertain
the fantasy of getting rid of it (which is akin to the longing to eradicate
ego, a favorite pursuit/obsession of more than a few spiritual paths),
but later, as we realize that we just ain’t going to get rid of it, we start
to change our relationship to it. Eventually, we reach such intimacy with
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our inner critic that we have no significant concern about its presence,
any more than the sky is concerned about the presence of dark clouds
in it.
And then we recognize, deeply recognize, the perfectly imperfect way
in which our life, like all lives, is unfolding, and start living according to
a guidance that is lucidly compassionate, a guidance that does not allow
our inner critic to butt in, a guidance that is none other than our own
awakened authenticity in the full-bodied raw, taking us to the us that’s
simultaneously beyond us and yet still us.
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ENDING OUR SUFFERING
BY ENTERING OUR PAIN

conclusion
Pain can be a real pain, and it can also be something altogether different,
if we will but meet it, rather than turning away from it.
Pain comes with Life, often inevitably so, and can serve Life if we don’t
turn it into suffering — meaning that we don’t make a self-binding
story out of it starring us in the victim role — but instead turn toward
and enter it.
Ending our suffering by entering our pain is not just a concept, but an
immensely practical undertaking, a practice through which we allow our
pain to liberate rather than to suppress or contract us.
And how do we do this? We name our pain; we turn toward it; we enter
it; we get intimate with all of its qualities, going into it until we reach
its heart; and we do all this with great respect for the pace that best
suits us. Eventually we emerge; our pain may not be gone, but we now
have a very different relationship with it, a relationship that serves our
healing and awakening.
Naming it, turning toward it, entering it, going to its heartland — these
are the essential steps, carved not in stone, but in the fluid energetics of
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our core of being, available to us ever now, as soon as we adopt — and
not just intellectually! — a nonproblematic orientation to our pain.
Pain can be grace, perhaps an intensely fiery or fierce grace, but grace
nonetheless, if we do not allow it, to any significant degree, to become
suffering. Pain hurts, sometimes terribly so, but we do not have to be
victims of it; we may not be able to get rid of it or avoid it, but we can
use it wisely — and after a certain point, what else is there to do?
So much of our culture is a “solution” to pain, a multibranched strategy
to get away from our pain, whether through egoistic narcotic, erotic,
quixotic, hypnotic, or despotic means. These “solutions,” however,
only generate more pain, in part through our getting addicted or overly
attached to them and their feel-good payoffs. Some “solutions” may
seem very complex — perhaps signaling the need to create a major
distraction from the underlying pain — but the “turning away” that
they support or reinforce is actually very simple, being no more than
aversion. And the “turning toward” that slowly but surely weans us from
our aforementioned “solutions” is also very simple, being no more than
a movement of attention toward our pain.
The fact that this is simple, however, does not necessarily mean that
it is easy! In fact, if it was easy, we’d probably have done it long ago.
Journeying to the core of our pain is more a challenging trek than a
flatland hike, asking that we breathe strength and integrity into our
stride, taking each step as consciously as possible.
The more we take this journey, the less we resist or fight it, and the more
grace-filled it tends to become. There is no glamorizing of pain here,
though — going into it can be very difficult, sometimes overwhelmingly
difficult, at times making even the tiniest step all but impossible, but
nonetheless it still can be done.
My intention in this book has been to clarify, illuminate, and support
this journey, this courageous undertaking. I am glad to have written it,
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squeezing time to do so out of an extremely busy schedule, extracting
what I hope are useful notions and insights and inner mappings for
those who want to deepen their lives.
May we make wise use of our pain; may we find freedom through our
pain. And through engaging in this process, may we realize right to our
core that our suffering is optional, even as we learn to accept and work
with the often inevitable presence of pain in our lives.
The dragons are not blocking our path. They are part of our path, an
essential part. Our encounters with them strengthen and illuminate our
way, paving it with heart, guts, and vision, until we allow all things to
awaken us, including pain.
October 19, 2008
White Rock, British Columbia
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