
CLASS SIX: remaining present in hell 

 Below is the material intended for class last session.  We actually covered much of it in 
the check in, but here it is in a more structured format. Please give it a read through, 
come to class with any questions that are not clear. In a nutshell, the ability to be 
present with a difficult emotion, to see it as another object arising, is the core skill of 
working with it.

  We'll review this briefly in class. It's important everyone understands this, even 
though we do not practice it perfectly! 

  We’re ready to move into the second half of the semester: how to be more in the 
present. Everything we've done so far is looking at the stories and habitual reactions 
that keep us on remote control. The second half of the work is finding the present 
moment and cultivating ways to experience it and to stay with it.

  Let’s start by introducing tonglen practice this coming class, a way of taking 
uncomfortable stuff and moving directly into the transformational realm with it. In future 
classes, we'll look at pure awareness mind and getting the taste of the non dual present  
in our lives and practice. 

  So what do we do when heavy emotions come up?

  We stay present. Now, this may seem counter intuitive. Generally, when 
something is unpleasant, we head for the hills. Here’s a usual scenario:

  Someone yells at you. The direct experience of anger comes up.  It’s unpleasant, 
so we immediately go into any number of tactics to avoid being present with the direct 
feeling of the anger. We may stomp around, yell back, get busy, and here’s a personal 
fave: a  story arises in the mind, which is as compelling as the anger is painful to be 
with. What really tips us off is then the story keeps repeating and repeating, like  a 
broken record.

  The problem is, all the attempts to get away from the anger, to avoid it, actually 
feed it. These tactics feed energy into the anger / avoidance loop without doing anything 
to transform the anger itself.

 Now there’s a lot of confusion, first of all, between a direct experience of an 
emotion, and our aversion to the emotion. In other words, the feeling vs. everything we 
do to get away from the feeling.

 It's helpful to do an exercise to clear this important point up. Sit in meditation 
posture, and go back to a moment when you were upset about something. Try to re-
create the condition in your mind that caused the difficult feeling to arise. Breathe some 
life into it.



  Note the difference between the emotion itself, and the aversion to it. 
 The emotion will be a direct physical experience, usually  a feeling of contraction, 
somewhere in the physical body. See if you can find where it is in the body, if there it 
has a particular vibration or movement, sense of hot or cold, or color. 

 The aversion is the wanting energy that wants it to go away, the wish it would 
JUST LEAVE NOW!, the wish to CONTROL it and FEEL BETTER ALREADY!

 Can you find the difference between those two?

 Now note the emotion, just as you would any other object that may have arisen. 
Note to yourself; angry, angry, or sad, sad, or just tension, tension if that is helpful. 

   That which notes anger is not angry itself. Can you feel the difference between 
the emotion, the aversion,  and the noting awareness?

 There are three things here, each with a different taste: 

1) the direct emotion itself.
2) the aversion.
3) the noting awareness watching the whole show.

  Here’s another important point: It’s OK to experience a difficult emotion. When 
you can separate these parts out, you can see that anger is just anger. It’s just a 
particular energy that arises with certain conditions. Just don’t buy it - meaning don’t put 
self identification with it. Can you see the difference between “I am angry”, and “anger is 
arising”?

 So;  here’s how we practice with heavy emotion. When and emotion comes up:

1) RECOGNIZE it’s there.

2) ATTEND TO IT  by dropping the story line, or other avoidance actions, and keep 
consciously returning to the direct experience of the emotion and the aversion to it. 

3) SURRENDER TO IT. Just let it be there, as long as it needs to. This takes some 
courage, and compassion for yourself. See yourself as a human being in pain. Use 
loving kindness.  

   Practicing in this way creates more spaciousness around it. Could you feel the 
sense of greater space around the emotion when doing the exercise? It can be 
compared to the difference between experiencing a movie in the IMAX theater, where it 
surrounds and engulfs you, versus seeing it on a TV screen, where you can clearly see 
the room and space all around it.



 This practice can actually transform the heavy emotion itself into it’s near 
strength and produce insight. It also interrupts our habitual reaction long enough for us 
to find a more skillful means to relate to our difficult feeling. Here’s a little handy thing 
from  Thich Nat Hanh: 

Breathing in, I see my (emotion), breathing out, I smile to my (emotion).

 There are other tools which deal with difficult emotions, but this is the basic 
insight meditation practice with it. 


