
We have a choice in how we look at life’s pain:

Like the villagers in the movie “King Kong”, they were deathly afraid of the ape in 
the jungle, and spent most of their resources building huge walls around their 
village to be ‘safe’ . A common default is to approach discomfort in life this way.

I also shared the story of how my son was confident that if we lived in the same 
age as dinosaurs, we would have tamed them to our uses, using their huge 
energy to enlarge our world as fearless travelers. W can also deal with difficulty 
in this manner.

What’s the result of the first approach, of building walls, or armor around the 
heart?

It closes us to what is called bodhichitta, the inner tenderness, aliveness in our 
heart, that soft quivering spot.

 This is where our happiness lies, the open heart, which can respond fully to life. 
Armoring the heart closes it off.

 Training to  open bodhichitta is the path of the warrior. It doesn’t come easily, 
and there are no guarantees. This is a life’s work. 
Like the monks in Japan who do a long, treacherous mountain morning run 
carrying a knife. They are determined to either make the run or not survive it. 
This is the bodhichitta path spirit.

 Our warrior training is in Vipassana: deep, clear seeing.  By learning to hold 
steady enough with discomfort, we can see into it’s true nature.

 We often come to practice thinking that deliverance will come by reaching the 
mountaintop. And, indeed, those peak experiences are important. the moments 
we feel clear and connected to all of creation give us a horizon, a knowing of the 
possibility.

 But the path, as Pema Chodron describes it, is like traveling downward into a 
mountain, a mountain of pain, and training ourselves to hold steady in the heat 
and sweat of it.
When we hold steady,  we begin to find the healing and wholeness we’ve been 
looking for is not in the heavens, but has been in here all along. 

We do not do this to fix it, or banish it. Yet, paradoxically, as Echard Tolle says, 
whatever we can accept, we can move through. What we cannot accept, be 
present with, stays frozen in place.

 Those King Kong walls also shut us in, it makes the world we are willing to 
experience smaller and smaller. 
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 This is why we look carefully at the ways we close down, because these are the 
places that cannot heal and be made whole.

This has both a cost and a gift.  I don’t want to mislead you: this is not easy.

There’s a famous quote from Dietrich Bonhoeffer about cheap grace and costly 
grace:

"Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring 
repentance, baptism without church discipline. Communion without 
confession. Cheap grace is grace without discipleship,.”

“Costly grace is the treasure hidden in the field; for the sake of it a man’ 
will gladly go and self all that he has. It is the pearl of great price to buy 
which the merchant will sell all his goods.”

“Costly grace is the truth which must be sought again and again and 
again, the gift which must be asked for, the door at which a man must 
knock. ... It is costly because it costs a man his life, and it is grace 
because it gives a man the only true life.It is costly because it costs us 
everything we own, but grace because it bestows the life worth living.”

We build walls to shield ourselves from pain: through opinions, strategies, 
justifications, judgements, emotional habitual reactions, to try to keep from 
feeling pain. We feel afraid.

 Bodhichitta is like  the toe in the door that keeps it from closing. It’s the ability to 
love and connect. Always there. Everyone has it. This is part of buddha nature. I 
mentioned doing work inside jackson prison many years ago, and seeing even 
people who had committed truly heinous acts, were still wanting to give and 
receive love.

 Only bodhichitta can heal, can transform. It is sometimes called the mind of 
enlightenment, and never leaves us, is innate.
 This is the meaning of a bodhisattva: one who devotes herself to cultivating 
bodhichitta.

 From Pema Chodron:
“Most of us prefer practices that will not cause discomfort, yet at 

the same time we want be healed. The central question of a 
bodhisattva is not how we avoid fear and change, but how we relate to 
it.”
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HERE’S A HANDY 3 STEP PROCESS WHEN DIFFICULTY ARISES TO 
REMEMBER:

1) Becoming familiar with the flinching away. Bodhichitta comes not from 
following resistance, but from getting to know how we resist.
  Pay attention.

2) Stay present and attend. Notice the flinching mechanisms and come back, 
over and over. As Reagan once said (who would have thought we could hear 
dharma from Ron Reagan?): “Tear these walls down.”

3) Surrender into the directness of the experience. A tool that can help us do this, 
to move into instead of away from, is tonglen practice. We begin in practice, but 
end up in life as needed.

 TONGLEN PRACTICE
 1) Visualization
Remember a time when you felt open hearted, at ease, and connected to 
something larger than yourself. Breathe in the energy of this experience. You 
may wish to visualize it as light, or imagine it as a wonderful smell, or sense it as 
loving connection all around you.
Now allow yourself to visualize  the discomfort that is present. You might see it as 
darkness, or as a heavy, oily smoke.

Breathe in the  darkness/heaviness. Pause.
Breathe out the light/connection. Pause.

 2) The present situation
Move into feeling the discomfort as fully as you can. Open and breathe it in. 
On the out breath, breathe out clear seeing and open hearted connection with 
that is larger.
Keep breathing. The work is to feel both the discomfort and also the bodhichita 
together. 

3) For all beings
 Many, many beings are feeling the difficulty that you are feeling. Keep 
connecting and breathing  with both the clarity and the pain, but do it for all 
beings who share your pain.
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