
UNDERSTANDING OUR SUFFERING - WEEK 1 REVIEW

 Thank you, everyone, for your presence. It was wonderful to share with like 
minded friends and gave me a lot of joy.

It’s always useful to begin a new year of study by reviewing the Four Noble 
Truths and the insight practice we are doing.
Coming back to review, or re-visit a topic is like a spiral, you engage it at a new 
level. Nothing that we’ll be working with will be anything you don’t already know. 
But each time we look at these fundamental principles, we engage it at a deeper 
level.

 One of the mysteries of a spiritual path is why we don’t see what is clearly in 
front of us. Impermanence, for example. Intellectually, we know it is a fact of life, 
and yet we are surprised and stressed by endings and unexpected turns.

Understand that the value in reviewing isn’t having something new presented to 
you, but experiencing what you already know at a deeper depth, a depth capable 
of changing your life.

 In the Buddhist dharma there is the teaching of the three levels of experience.  
The first level we encounter something is the intellectual level, as an idea or 
concept. This is important, because if it doesn’t make sense or agree with our 
experience, we will not take it further. This is the level of discussion.

The second level is reflective, which we did last night in class. Reviewing our 
experience, and seeing where the idea actually lives in our lives and affects us.

 The third level is the level of direct experience, where we see it as it is 
happening in real time, and the insight is sudden, clear, and is ours. This is the 
level where transformation occurs.

Moving from the intellectual to the direct takes repeated visits, it takes practice. 
Each time we look at this anew with honesty, openness and vulnerability.
_____________________________

 The promise of this path is the end of suffering.

What does that mean? 



 In the four foundations of mindfulness sutta (maha satipatthana), direct 
realization the four Noble Truths is the last piece to unfold completely.

Considering that for most of us, the overwhelming percentage of us will not be 
enlightened in this lifetime, how much of this can we expect to experience 
halfway up the mountain as we are? Is there progress, or do we have to wait until 
the very end to manage suffering? 

As this is a path to end suffering, it seems the fundamental place to start is by 
looking at what we mean by suffering, and how we experience it individually.
here’s what it means in our own words:

sacrificed - painful - anxiety - self criticism - not as expected - loneliness - stuck - 
shame - fear - addictions - discomfort - cut off and isolated - not enough - lost - 
judgment - unavailable - lost - failure - exhaustion - overwhelmed - rejection - 
separateness - loss - tried - anger - doubt - helpless - aversion - ignored - wrong 
- sadness - dissatisfaction

We compiled some of the suffering that we’ve experienced:

 IN OUR LIFETIME:
 divorce - loss of relationship - disease and illness - death -  poverty - punishment 
- failure - gain - parenting concerns  and worries for our kids - upbringing culture 
that shuts us down - conflict - family dysfunction

 IN THE PAST MONTH:
uncertainty - planning to control - job dissatisfaction - arguments - family 
dynamics - parent’s health - pets ill - scheduling stress - trying to control our 
thinking - fantasies about trying to control - body discomfort and fatigue - 
overwork -  illness

 TODAY:
anxiety - too much work - out of control - headache - guilt - overbooked/late - self 
doubt - unavailable -  rattles -  uncertainty - regret - tired 
 
 In looking at suffering, we often look at it from a conceptual level, thinking about 
singular difficult events in our lives, such as a loss or illness or divorce, or at a 
cultural level, such as hunger, warfare, or societal dysfunction.



The key to understand and unlocking suffering - even at these larger levels -  is 
to connect with the small, day to day, hour to hour and moment to moment 
arisings of suffering that we experience on an ongoing basis. 

In other words, start on the personal, immediate, and direct experience of pain 
and discomfort and how we react to it.

Imagine we had an underground pipe break. We can see the water bubbling to 
the surface, but need to figure out exactly where the underground break is to dig 
down. In the same way, we start by seeing exactly where in our experience the 
suffering comes in.

 As per a famous quote by Epictetus: suffering is caused not by circumstance, 
but by our thoughts about it. Finding the precise location of suffering means we 
need to see the difference between these three things in our experience:

SITUATION: what we think is happening, has two distinct aspects:
 
CIRCUMSTANCE: actual objective facts any group of reasonable people 
would agree with.

PERCEPTION / THOUGHTS:  this is our subjective interpretation. Not 
everyone might agree with or experience subjectively the same way  - 
there’s more than one option.

here’s a couple of examples from my week:
situation: floor guys were scheduled to come and install the kitchen floor. I am 
home waiting for them. They have not come, nor have they called. Anxiety arises.
circumstance: I am home, they are not here.
perception: They are standing me up, they are rude and inconsiderate. I feel 
trapped, can’t leave in case they come.
 
Actually, if you were to have watched me through a telescope, you would see a 
woman drinking a cup of tea in her home, paying bills, getting paperwork sorted, 
cleaning out her art room. Nothing is obviously wrong. It’s a beautiful morning. 
there is no suffering inherent in the picture.

There is no suffering inherent in the floor guys not being there - most of my life at 
home has been spent without floor installers there quite happily. Its the ‘should 
be there’ that was causing the anxiety.



1) situation: tense because late in the car on the way to an appointment.       
Noticing all the thoughts that came up blaming, ‘should-ing’. 
 circumstance: I am in the car  and it is 10:45
 perception: I am late.

 2) situation: feel bad because I change the plans to take a friend’s child for the 
day.
 Circumstance: Plans have changed
 Perception: self critical, hate to say no, my friend is stressed and will be 
disappointed.

3) situation: Feeling tension with online Walmart platform not working out. Write 
a letter to Walmart IT team of the ways their online interface is not functioning 
properly.
circumstance: my company is not seeking in the online walmart marketplace
perception: missed opportunity
 ______________________________

The circumstance is part of life, not avoidable.
The bulk of our suffering does not come from life.  It is, rather, the perception that 
does that (AND PERCEPTION IS AN INSIDE JOB).
 
THIS IS GOOD NEWS. Doing this break down leads to the direct experience of 
how suffering truly is optional, because it is not so much from external 
circumstance, but happens from the skin in, where there’s only ‘me’. Suffering 
can be released at whatever level we can see it. No need to wait until the end. 
Being caught becomes less automatic the more we see with precision the 
anatomy of our distress.
 Suffering can be managed.

 This work may feel mechanical. Intellectual. But bear with it. Do it. The practice 
is seeing it enough that you can begin to separate the external from the internal 
in this way.

 I’ve spent the summer immersed in the work of Byron Katie. Her method 
involves filling our a “judge your Neighbor” worksheet examining in detail each 
stressful thought that arises. I filled out worksheet after worksheet. Then, at some 
point, it internalized. The practice had seeped in enough that it began to 
automatically arise in response to thinking. My life has shifted as a result.



That’s the work. That’s what practice means. So our agreement is to start pulling 
this suffering ball apart until we experience the truth of this directly.

HOMEWORK:
 Everyone has a little notebook. Please either keep ti with you, or take it out at 
night before you go to sleep and fill in your entries.

When a moment of suffering/stress/discomfort comes up, notice it and jot down a 
few words in the notebook. Do one at the top of each page.

 Later, when you get a minute, review each page and fill in the circumstance and 
the perception below it.

SITUATION : Jot down during or at end of day in your notebook. Do one per 
page. Just write enough words to recall the stressful situation. Leave some 
room below in the page for later, to fill in:

CIRCUMSTANCE: the objective facts
PERCEPTION: your subjective interpretation.

 Some examples:

1) situation: I’m on the way to an appointment and realize I left something 
cooking on the stove. 
 circumstance: I am in the car, and at home the burner is on.
 perception: I have to go back, will be late. I should have remembered to turn it 
off.

2) situation: I just finished cleaning the floor, and the family comes in and tracks 
mud all over. 
 circumstance: there are particles of dirt on the floor.
 perception: they are inconsiderate, and my work is undone. It;s not OK for there 
to be dirt on the floor.

I am NOT asking you to drop the perception or change it, just to notice it. Seeing 
it allows more inner space, more a sense of being able to roll with it. No fixing, 
just seeing. Illumination must come before transformation.

  Bring your notebooks to class next week and we will work with them.  If 
something comes top and you can’t tell the difference between the circumstance 



and the perception, email it to me and I’ll reply. We are so used to thinking our 
perceptions are real that its often very difficult to separate the two out at the 
beginning.

See you next Tuesday,
 Susan 


