
 CLASS EIGHT: emotional presence as awareness
 

 We’re continuing to explore ways to contact pure awareness directly.  A couple of 
classes ago, we worked with mindfulness practice as bringing us into the Present. This 
last week we looked at the path of being deeply present with painful emotions as 
bringing us into pure awareness mind.

 The formal way we did this was with Tonglen practice. Tonglen, a  support 
practice for insight, works with giving and receiving, breathing in and out with, difficult 
states of mind. I won’t go into tonglen instructions here; there’s any number of good 
books explaining this. (Pema Chodron’s  “The Wisdom of no Escape” is one.)
 
 Tonglen can be worked with not only as a formal ‘on the cushion’ practice when 
you’re feeling stuck, but also during the day when you’re in situations where you can 
breathe in painful emotions and breathe out clarity for yourself, someone you’re talking 
to, or a group of people you’re with, or the news on the radio.

 How does this bring us into awareness? Eckhart Tolle says it very beautifully in 
“The Power of Now”,  paraphrasing from pages 32-33:

  “Just as you cannot fight the darkness, you cannot fight the pain-
body (the pain-body is the resultant  from identifying ourselves with 
painful thoughts and stories). Trying to do so would create inner conflict 
and thus further pain. Watching it is enough. Watching it implies 
accepting it as part of what IS at that moment. 

  The pain-body consists of trapped life-energy that has split off from 
your total energy field and has temporarily become autonomous through 
the unnatural process of mind identification....Stay present, stay 
conscious... You need to be present enough to be able to watch the pain-
body directly and feel it’s energy. It then cannot control your thinking. 
(italics mine)....Sustained conscious attention severs the link between the 
pain-body and your thought processes and brings bout the process of 
transmutation. It is as if the pain becomes fuel for the flame of your 
consciousness, which then burns more brightly as a result...

  Let me summarize the process. Focus attention on the feeling inside 
you. Know that it is the pain-body. Accept that it is there. Don’t think about 
it - don’t let the feeling turn into thinking. Don’t judge or analyze ( i.e. use 
bare attention). Don’t make an identity for yourself out of it. Stay present, 
and continue to be an observer of what is happening inside you. Become 
aware of not only of the emotional pain but also of “the one who 
observes”, the silent watcher... Then see what happens.”

  This is basically another description of the tonglen process. So what DOES 
happen if we do this? Here’s a powerful experience that happened early on in tonglen 
practice that illustrates the power of this process:



 I was standing at the kitchen sink one morning feeding the kids breakfast when 
the phone rang. It was a friend who was living in Europe at the time. She told me she 
was at the Paris airport, about to board a flight to Detroit. She’d be arriving in a few 
hours with her husband and daughter and wondered if they could stay with us. It was 
short notice because it was an emergency trip. Her teenage son, who was living here in 
town, had just committed suicide the night before with a shotgun.

 It’s hard to describe what went through my being at that moment. It was as if the 
earth had suddenly shifted on it’s axis. There was a flood of overwhelming  sadness, 
fear and pain. It was as if the pain were a palpable presence in the room.

  Somehow the kids got off to school. I went upstairs and sat on the cushion, 
wondering how we were going to be able to support our friends through this.

 Taking this into tonglen, something most unexpected happened. I had hoped the 
tonglen would “bring it under control”, allowing me to put the grief in a safe place so I 
could set it aside and “get through” the next few days.
 
 But the tonglen did the opposite. It took away all barriers to letting it fully into the 
open heart. Everything disappeared except this extraordinary pain. Suddenly the pain of 
the whole world became present. There were literally millions of hearts crying in pain 
together. But instead of being crushed flat under this burden, my heart became a huge 
expanse that included it all. 

 My friend’s pain was in there also. The heart could hold open to it all. 

 Sometimes when emotional stuff gets us into a small space, its helpful to 
remember this: our mind tells us that if we open up to pain, we’ll be crushed, destroyed. 
But the truth is the opposite. As the heart barriers go down, there is a joining with the 
larger, non dual ‘suchness’ of the world, which is our true identity and our spiritual 
heritage. Thus, the path of being present with what closes our hearts is the direct line 
home.

 Next class, we’ll look at dropping the “cultural consensus trance”, or how we take 
for granted the reality of what we think we perceive in the world. Another way of saying 
this is  driving a wedge between sensing and  perception in the cycle of dependent 
origination.


