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[00:00:10] 
So in mindfulness practice, in addition to including thought as an object of meditation, we also 

open to the whole range of emotions. And emotions are this powerful constellation of thought, 

and feeling, and bodily sensations. So emotions in one way are a more complex phenomenon 

than thought. When we're experiencing an emotion, we really can begin to feel it and 

understand it in all of these different aspects.  

 

What does it feel like in the body? What thoughts are being generated by the emotion? 

What's the flavor in the mind? In the heart? With anger, or with love, or with compassion, or 

anxiety? So we begin to really understand the quality, the felt, experienced quality of each of 

these emotions. We begin to see how in one way or another they condition our actions. They 

condition our lives. Part of becoming mindful of emotion in our mindfulness practice, is to begin 

to open to them when they're arising, when they're strong, and to feel the felt energy. And to 

feel the energy of these emotions, first in our bodies and then in all the ways they manifest in our 

minds, in our hearts.

 

[00:01:51] 
And the essence of mindfulness is that we open to them without wanting, without pushing the 

way, without denial, without suppressing, without drowning in them. So mindfulness is a very 

particular way of being with these emotions. Again, I'll share with you one story from my own 

practice, which was so significant for me and really helped me understand something very 

crucial in this whole path of mindfulness.

 

For many years, both in my practice and my life, the primary difficult emotion was fear. So I was 

working a lot with fear. And it wasn't particularly fear about any special thing or any particular 

circumstance. It was almost like the raw energy of that emotion. And that's just what was 

coming up in the course of my meditation practice and process. And so I would be noting 

and noticing fear, fear, fear. Trying to be with it, but it felt really locked in. And this was going 

on for years. I was practicing with this, of course, not all the time, but often enough. When 

the fear would be arising, I would be noticing it, trying to be mindful. But it didn't seem to be 

loosening. It didn't seem to be unlocking in any way, didn't feel like I was coming to any deeper 

understanding of it. And then after, as I said, a number of years of practicing with this, one time 

I was doing walking meditation and the fear was arising. And I felt something shift. And the shift 
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was expressed in a thought in my mind. And the thought was, "If this fear is here for the rest of my 

life, it's OK." And that was the very first moment that I genuinely accepted that emotion. All the 

time before the years of practicing with it. I had noticed it. I knew what it was, but I was looking 

at it or experiencing it through the filter of aversion. Yes, fear, fear with the attitude, please go 

away. Because it was unpleasant. I didn't like it.

 

[00:04:39] 
So this points to a very important distinction in understanding and understanding the clear nature 

of mindfulness, and that is the difference between recognition and mindfulness. Because we can 

recognize that something is there, as I had with the fear. I knew it, I could name it. I was noting it 

as fear, fear, fear. So the recognition was clear. But it wasn't mindfulness. Because there was no 

acceptance along with that recognition. I was noticing it so that it would go away. And it was only 

in that moment that happened as I was doing the walking meditation, when somehow and there 

was some intuitive dropping into it. Came unexpectedly. But clearly, as the fruit of all the work I 

had put in up until that point, just in that moment when I dropped into it, if this is here for the rest of 

my life, it's OK. In that moment there was no aversion. There was no wanting to get rid of it. There 

was no denial. There was simply the open experience of the fear itself.  

And so this highlights what we need to do, particularly with strong emotion. You know, and 

sometimes they can be very pleasant, sometimes very unpleasant. Mindfulness means open to 

them, feeling all the aspects, and not being caught in our reaction to them. Where we're just 

seeing them, we could say, with naked awareness or with open awareness.  [00:06:29][27.8] 

[00:06:32] 
There's one image that might be helpful at those times when we're dealing with difficult 

emotions in ourselves. And that is imagining how we would be with a young child who is 

experiencing the same emotion. So perhaps we're feeling fear, or anxiety, or self-hatred, or 

whatever it might be. 

And very often we don't intuitively or immediately know the best way to relate to that emotion. 

And as I said for me in working with fear, it took a long time to really find that place of genuine 

acceptance. Of the move from recognition to mindfulness. So very often when these emotions 

are strong in ourselves, we struggle a little bit with how to be with them in a skillful way. So one 

image that might help us is to think of a child having that same emotion. 

Maybe with a young child who's feeling anxious, or feeling afraid, or whatever it might be. I think 

we all instinctively know the wise, compassionate way to be with that child. Wouldn't we just be 
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there in a supportive way? Basically indicating, either through our words, or our gestures, or our 

energy, it's OK. It's OK to feel this. This is what we would be trying to communicate in one way 

or another with the child. We probably wouldn't be judging the kid. Oh, that's really bad. You 

shouldn't be having that.

 

[00:08:22] 
And we probably wouldn't be judging the emotion itself. Or we probably wouldn't be denying 

it, "Oh, you're not really feeling that." All of these things that we do to ourselves, we wouldn't 

be doing, you know, if we were just trying to be supportive, and caring, and loving with that 

child. So what's surprising to me is that we already know the most skillful way to be with these 

emotions, when they're in somebody else, particularly a child. And yet we don't apply that same 

understanding, we don't apply that same wisdom in how we relate to our own emotions. So the 

next time you find yourself in a difficult emotional situation and some unpleasant mindstate that's 

arising, if you can remember, see what happens if you call up an image of a child with that very 

same feeling, that very same mindstate or emotion. Reminding yourself "Oh, this is the way. This 

is the skillful way to be with this." And I think you'll find that the mind settles back into that place 

of acceptance, of a caring acceptance, a loving acceptance. Which makes it possible for 

whatever emotion is there to actually wash through instead of locking it in through our aversion to 

it. Which is a principle that many people have not yet discovered. That aversion to what we don't 

like actually feeds it and that the release comes from the acceptance, not from pushing away.

 

[00:10:10] 
This is a great discovery and it makes dealing with all the various situations in our lives that call up 

different feelings and emotions, makes it all very workable and actually makes it all part of our 

mindfulness practice. Our meditation practice. We're all a different package of qualities. You 

know, some are wholesome. Some are not so wholesome. But as we learn to relax behind them 

all, rather than be reactive to them in one way or another, slowly our mind becomes a lot more 

spacious. We're mindful that they have arisen. We develop in a very lovely way, a much greater 

sense of humor about our own minds, about our own situation, and a greater sense of likeness 

with the experience of others. Much greater sense of compassion for the experience of others.  

One principle of this whole path is that the less we judge ourselves, the less we judge each other. 

And that actually is a big relief. We settle into a much lighter, more open way of relating both to 

ourselves and others. And I think this was captured in a line of a poem by W.H. Auden when he 

wrote: "Love your crooked neighbor with all your crooked self." 

And so it just lends a bit of lightheartedness, and sometimes even humor, to our own situation.


