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Earlier this year, a friend told me he had tested positive for HIV. We were having
lunch. I don't know if he had planned to talk about it, but | saw him waver, his
mouth trembling as he struggled to find the words.

Learning about his illness plunged him into depression, he said. The
maelstrom of emotions that tore through him then | can only imagine. But | don't
have to reach far to remember how distressing it feels to be racked with fear, panic
or grief. And neither do you.

Why do powerful emotions have such a hold on us? It turns out that the act
of remembering has a lot to do with it. Put very simply, the mind works tirelessly to
interpret what our senses perceive, and to trigger responses that we recognise as
emotions, among other things. This rush of feelings can seem, for that moment,
like our entire reality (it isn't, of course).

How we interpret these perceptions depends to a large extent on our mental
habits, which are shaped by our experience. Exciting recent research shows
that new experiences can help to "rewire" our brain, which will alter the way we
interpret perceptions - literally transforming our reality as we understand it.

One way of rewiring brain circuitry is through meditation. While the cover
story gets behind why meditation works, our interview with monk and physician Dr
Barry Kerzin discusses how it works. There are ways of training the mind to help us
deal with destructive emotions, he says.

But why do humans appear to be programmed for unhappiness in the first
place? The meditation master Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche found that a fundamental
problem was that "most people don't have a very clear idea of what happiness is,
and consequently find themselves creating conditions that lead them back to the
dissatisfaction they so desperately seek to eliminate”.

The everyday challenges of life are new to none of us. The same day | heard
about my friend's illness, | spent some time in the afternoon listening to another
friend relate her entanglements with a former boyfriend. Mid-way through her
narration, she stopped and said, "Oh, how boring." We both smiled, because she
is not one to rabbit on about heartache, and neither am |. After all, what is there to
say? You don't get along with your father/mother/brother/sister? Join the club. Your
lover left you for another? That's you and, oh, 10 million others. Perhaps you don't
even know what you want from life — a far more common predicament than you
might think.

The problems in your life may be prosaic and utterly boring. But your response
to them needn't be. A willingness to brave the storm inside takes uncommon
courage. If you take up the challenge of facing up to your feelings — accepting,
then transforming them — your life won't be remotely boring.

That day at lunch, it wasn't easy for my friend to talk about his illness; his
trembling mouth told me this much. But such struggle is the work of life, and isn't
for the fainthearted. American poet Mary Oliver, a lifelong observer and lover
of nature, speaks often about the majesty of life. "Humans or tigers, tigers or
tiger lilies — note their differences and still how alike they are! Don't we all, a few
summers, stand here, and face the sea and, with whatever physical and intellectual
deftness we can muster, improve our state — and then, silently, fall back into the
grass, death's green cloud?... Life is Niagara, or nothing."

Emotions are separate from us. "My anger" isn't really mine, and neither is

"my fear". Don't mistake emotions for being actually "me".
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Knowing how our brains work can help
explain the hold powerful emotions have on us,
and why, therefore, they are
not the tyrants they seem to be

Negative emotions can ambush us in the oddest
ways. Take the case of an interpreter who
returned home tired from work one day, and got
into an argument with her mother at home. That
may not sound so unusual — except that they
were fighting over compassion, of all things!

The woman had spent the day interpreting
for the Buddhist teacher Yongey Mingyur
Rinpoche, helping him give a talk on the theme
of compassion. Her mother, naturally, wanted to
know what the Rinpoche had said.

Her exhausted daughter, on the other
hand, had been talking all day and just wanted
some peace and quiet. The argument grew
nasty before they both realised the irony of the
situation: quarrelling with loved ones over a
message of loving-kindness. They finally calmed
down and made peace.

Lama Sherab, a teacher at Tergar Meditation
Centre Hong Kong, related that story, adding:
"In practice, we can't all stay in a loving,
compassionate mood all the time. That's
impossible for most people, and the Rinpoche's
teaching is always very human. So we're not
asked to suddenly be good and never express
negative emotion. But we have to just be aware
of it, at the start, when it begins. Then we can
choose not to fall into the anger.”

Most of us know some easy ways to deal
with negative emotions. Forcing yourself to
smile, or breathe deeply, can banish the blues
by throwing the brain off its negative track.
Good relationships or pets can raise the levels
of happiness — producing infusions of dopamine
and serotonin, lifting spirits.

But there's an even more fundamental
approach: simply familiarising ourselves with our
minds and emotions, with some understanding
of how our brains work. That may not sound too
impressive, but it's a highly practical approach
that is at the heart of mainstream psychotherapy
and the insight of the Buddha 2,500 years ago.
Mindfulness meditation techniques "rewire" our
minds so that, while negative emotions don't
disappear entirely, they no longer dominate us.

"We know that loving-kindness meditation

actually triggers brain effects; it's like fertiliser

in our brain, and facilitates growth at the
molecular level," says Freedom Leung, a clinical
psychologist and professor at the Chinese
University of Hong Kong. "What you plant there,
how you take care of the new growth, will affect
the sort of emotional balance you develop."

We live in an age of miracles, as far as
emotions and the human brain are concerned.
Just two decades ago, most Western
psychologists would have questioned your sanity
for suggesting we could rewire our brain circuits
just with the power of our thoughts. Yet this
and many more wonders are now mainstream
science, thanks to a revolution in the field that
has recognised the brain's "plasticity" — or ability
to change its inner connections, like plastic.

The puzzling thing is that more people
don't apply their amazingly flexible brains to
weakening the power of negative emotions that
surge through their minds and bodies, leaving
trails of ruined relationships, lost jobs and even
violence to themselves and others. Not to
mention those unhealthy spikes in heartbeat and
blood pressure.

Though science first adapted its mindfulness
training from the techniques of religious
practitioners, including Buddhist monks, there's
nothing religious about meditation itself. It's a
practical tool rooted in hard-core brain science,
buttressed by many studies and MRI brain scans
for over two decades. It is a resource available for
anyone who wants to take the sting out of anger,
anxiety, jealousy, sadness and all those other
troublesome, subjective sensations that love to
grab the reins of our minds.

Mindfulness practice is not a cure; rather,
it shows us that strong emotions are not the
tyrants they at first appear to be, giving us the

confidence to free ourselves from their control.

It's all in our mind

Chinese University's vast campus sprawls over

a high hill overlooking the sparkling waters of

the Tolo Channel, in Sha Tin. In his bright office

in Shaw College sits Freedom Leung, a cheerful,
Canadian-trained professor of psychology with an
interest in Buddhism as psychology.

On this sunny day in April there isn't a
negative emotion in sight — until Leung starts
describing the nerve-shattering effects of panic
disorder experienced by some of his patients.

"When the attack comes, all of a sudden
there's an overwhelming sensation of fear," says
Leung. "It's a fear like having a tiger chasing you.
The patient's heartbeat races, the breath comes
fast, their insides and muscles tense up like fists.
It's really horrible for them. At first they assume
it's a heart attack; but then when the doctor tells
them that's not the case, they're terrified they're
going crazy.

"But there's no tiger, no heart attack, and
they're not going crazy. In some people the cause
is just a false alarm in their brain circuitry, such
as in their amygdala or locus coeruleus (LC)."

The LC is a small region in the brain's base that
is involved with bodily responses to stress and
panic.

Leung explains that some people have over-
sensitive LCs, which set off false alarms when the
carbon dioxide level in their blood rises a bit. It's
normally a benign condition that you might feel
after running up a flight of stairs. But in these
people it's anything but benign: the LC floods the
patient's brain with norepinephrine, a hormone
similar to adrenaline. That jolts the brain into
sensing an acute, life-threatening catastrophe at
hand; it can take days to recover from the shock
and terror.

Leung's three-step therapy begins with
the patient's acceptance of their own problem,
understanding how the false alarm is caused,
and practising mindfulness-based techniques
that replace the instinctive reaction with calm
observation. Leung sometimes introduces carbon
dioxide into their blood to simulate a panic
attack, so the patients can watch the false alarm
as it plays out.

Before therapy, a patient might react to an
attack with: "Oh no! Not another attack."
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k& Buddhism really comes down to 'awareness'
— how to clean up your state of awareness
so it's not distorted by fear, anger,
sadness and hedonic impulses. 79

After therapy, the more self-aware patient's
reaction might be: "Oh, look, I'm getting that
feeling of panic now; aren't these false alarms
an interesting phenomenon? | know it will
pass shortly. It never lasts that long now that |
understand the cause."

As a result, there's no spike in the patient's
heartbeat; no surge in blood pressure. New brain
circuits, created by mindfulness practice, now
draw the brain's energy flows away from the old
fight-or-flight adaptive response that kept us alive
in the days of sabre-toothed tigers.

The same approach works for those of us
who don't suffer from such devastating disorders.
This writer felt its help last summer, after only a
few months of meditating no more than 10-12
minutes per day. An old family quarrel broke out,
triggering a familiar onrush of anger down the
well-trodden paths in my brain. But this time | was
aware of the emotion, and was able to watch it
approach like an actor on a stage before my eyes.
I told myself it would pass, and it did, without
provoking an outburst from me. The sense of
liberation was wonderful.

But since then I've become lazy, frequently
missing practice for several days in a row, which
invites a relapse to old mental habits. "If you
want mindfulness practice to be successful, turn it
into something like washing your face or brushing
your teeth every morning or before you go to
bed," says Leung. "You do it automatically.”

And it isn't just negative emotions that can
be destructive; upbeat emotions, too, will benefit

from awareness training. Praise, for example, can

Professor Freedom Leung

create a "sticky" sense of pleasure that pumps
up our egos. In meditation, we learn to recognise

this "stickiness" as simply a function of our mind.

New ways of thinking

One pioneer behind the mindfulness revolution
of recent decades is Dr Richard Davidson of the
University of Wisconsin-Madison, whose research
in the field has prompted cover stories in Time
and National Geographic magazines, with images
of Buddhist monks wired up to fMRI scanners.

A meditator himself for over 30 years, Davidson
visited Hong Kong earlier this year, and told a
public audience in Chai Wan that "meditation for
me actually goes back to the root of the word.

In Sanskrit, one of the definitions of meditation

is 'familiarisation' — a practice whereby we can

be more familiar with the nature of our mind

by resting in awareness; by observing our
awareness."

Benefits can occur more rapidly than many
people might expect, he said. In a recent study,
"we taught compassion meditation to people
who have never meditated before, and they
practised just 30 minutes a day for two weeks —
so a total of just seven hours".

"We took brain scans before and after, and
what we find is really remarkable. After just two
weeks of practising, there are robust changes
in the brain, in the circuits [involving emotion].
So it suggests that we can, in a simple, easy way

that doesn't require a lot of time, we can actually

change our brains in ways that, | think, will
promote well-being."

"Mindfulness meditation carves new
channels in the streambeds of the mind," he
wrote in his best-selling book The Emotional Life
of Your Brain. "The result is that what had been a
stressful experience or setback no longer triggers
a feeling of anxiety, fear, or fatalistic capitulation.”

In compassion meditation, the meditator
focuses on people and sends them a variety
of positive mental messages such as "May you
be peaceful and happy". Such practice creates
new electronic "streambeds" — dendrites and
synapses — that carry electronic signals in the
brain. As these passages strengthen over time,
they create what Buddhists call an expansiveness
of mind; a space that exists in the background of
our emotions and thoughts.

Freedom Leung calls this the meta-
awareness that the Buddha discovered. "ltis a
kind of self-contemplation without distortions;
without being coloured by reflexes, by emotions,
beliefs, self-obsessions and everything that went
before in human history," he said.

But if you think mindfulness training
seems like hard work, Lama Sherab reminds
us that being relaxed makes all the difference.
Mindfulness should not be a struggle, he says.
"Like grasping something in your hand. If you do
that you'll get very tired, 'l have to be aware! |
must be aware'. But if something's just resting on
your hand, it's easy to carry it; there's no effort.
Awareness is like something resting there lightly

on your hand.
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"Normally we rush to judgment, as when
we're walking in the street and we 'hate' all
that noise. But when you're just aware, you're
resting in awareness and your heart is open. Your
judgment doesn't come in so quickly, so there's
less negativity. Meditation transforms you inside,
so that you are able to recognise where anger
comes from. And once you learn to see it, you

can choose not to be angry."

As embracing as a river

The father of American psychology, William
James, was giving a public lecture at Harvard in
1905, when he noticed a Buddhist monk from Sri

Lanka in the audience. James said to him: "Take

my chair. You are better equipped to lecture on
psychology than I." Turning to the audience,
James explained: "This is the psychology that
everyone will study 25 years from now." That day
has finally arrived, although it took longer than
the quarter-century he predicted.

Freedom Leung, who is not a Buddhist, says:
"Buddhist thinking on mindfulness meditation
is essentially the same as modern cognitive-
behavioural therapy." He is referring to a host
of widely used mindfulness-based therapies
developed over the past two decades, such as
mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) and
dialectical behavioural therapy (DBT).

"Buddhism really comes down to 'awareness'

- how to clean up your state of awareness so it's

not distorted by fear, anger, sadness and hedonic

impulses," Leung said. "And that's it. If you do it
every day, there will be changes in your brain."

The Zen Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh
likens this transformation to an expansiveness of
heart and mind. In a collection of his teachings
that has been published in Chinese, he says:
"When we open up our hearts and minds, we will
be more able to accept, embrace and transform
negative emotions. Say if you put a handful of
salt in a glass of water, the water will become too
salty to drink. But if you throw this salt in a river,
the water will remain unaffected and we can all
continue to drink from the river." When our hearts
and minds become as expansive as a river, he
says, we bring joy to not only ourselves but also
those around us.
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WHY ARE WE
UNHAPPY?

An excerpt from The Joy of Living Chapter 8

Photography Kay P

After almost ten years of teaching in more than
twenty countries around the world, I've seen a lot
of strange and wonderful things, and heard a lot
of strange and wonderful stories from people who
have spoken up at public teachings or come to me
for private counseling. What's surprised me most,
though, was to see that people living in places
where material comforts were widely available
appeared to experience a depth of suffering similar
to what I'd seen among those who lived in places
that weren't quite so materially developed.

| began to see that when the pace of external
or material progress exceeded the development
of inner knowledge, people seemed to suffer deep
emotional conflicts without any internal method of
dealing with them. An abundance of material items
provides such a variety of external distractions that
people lose the connection to their inner lives.

Just think, for example, about the number
of people who desperately look for a sense of
excitement by going to a new restaurant, starting a
new relationship, or moving to a different job. For
a while the newness does seem to provide some
sense of stimulation. But eventually the excitement
dies down; the new sensations, new friends, or new
responsibilities become commonplace. Whatever
happiness they originally felt dissolves.

So they try a new strategy, like going to the
beach. And for a while that seems satisfying, too.
The sun feels warm, the water feels great, and
there's a whole new crowd of people to meet, and
maybe new and exciting activities to try, like jet
skiing or parasailing. But after a while, even the
beach gets boring. The same old conversations
are repeated over and over, the sand feels gritty
on your skin, the sun is too strong or hides behind
clouds, and the ocean gets cold. So it's time to
move on, try a different beach, maybe in a different
country. The mind produces its own sort of mantra:
"l want to go to Tahiti...Tahiti... Tahiti..."

The trouble with all of these solutions is that
they are, by nature, temporary. All phenomena
are the results of the coming together of causes
and conditions, and therefore inevitably undergo
some type of change. When the underlying causes

that produced and perpetuated an experience of

happiness change, most people end up blaming
either external conditions (other people, a place,
the weather, etc.) or themselves ("I should have said
something nicer or smarter," "l should have gone
somewhere else"). However, because it reflects a
loss of confidence in oneself, or in the things we're
taught to believe should bring us happiness, blame
only makes the search for happiness more difficult.
The more problematic issue is that most
people don't have a very clear idea of what
happiness is, and consequently find themselves
creating conditions that lead them back to
the dissatisfaction they so desperately seek to
eliminate. That being the case, it would be a good
idea to look at happiness, unhappiness, and their

underlying causes a bit more closely.

States and traits

From a scientific perspective, emotions are viewed
in terms of short-term events and longer-lasting
conditions. Short-term emotions might include
the sudden burst of anger we experience when
we're fixing something around the house and
accidentally hit our thumb with a hammer, or the
swell of pride we feel when someone pays us a
genuine compliment. In scientific terms, these
relatively short-term events are often referred to as
states.

Emotions that continue over time and across
a variety of situations, such as the love someone
feels for a child or a lingering resentment over
something that happened in the past, are referred
to as traits or temperamental qualities, which most
of us regard as indicators of a person's character.
For example, we tend to say that a person who
is usually smiling and energetic and always has
nice things to say to other people is a "cheerful"
person, while we tend to think of someone who
frowns a lot, runs around in a hurry, hunches over
his desk, and loses his temper over little things as a
"tense" person.

The difference between states and traits is
fairly obvious, even to someone who doesn't have

a science degree. Emotional states are fairly quick

bursts of neuronal gossip. Traits, on the other hand,
are more like the neuronal equivalent of committed
relationships. The origins of these long-lasting
connections may vary. Some may have a genetic
basis, others may be caused by serious trauma, and
still others may simply have developed as a result of
sustained or repeated experiences — the life training
we receive as children and young adults.

Whatever their origin, emotional traits have a
conditioning effect on the way people characterize
and respond to their everyday experiences.
Someone predisposed to fear or depression, for
example, is more likely to approach situations with
a sense of trepidation, whereas someone disposed
toward confidence will approach the same situation
with much more poise and assurance.

Biology and neuroscience tell us what's going
on in our brains when we experience pleasant or
unpleasant emotions. Buddhism helps us not only
to describe such experiences more explicitly to
ourselves, but also provides us with the means to
go about changing our thoughts, feelings, and
perceptions so that on a basic, cellular level we can
become happier, more peaceful, and more loving
human beings.

Whether looked at subjectively through mindful
observation taught by the Buddha, or objectively,
through the technology available in modern
laboratories, what we call the mind emerges as a
constantly shifting collision of two basic events: bare
recognition (the simple awareness that something is
happening) and conditioning factors (the processes
that not only describe what we perceive, but also
determine our responses). All mental activity, in other
words, evolves from the combined activity of bare
perception and long-term neuronal associations.

One of the lessons repeated again and again
by my teacher Saljay Rinpoche was that if | wanted
to be happy, | had to learn to recognize and
work with the conditioning factors that produce
compulsive or trait-bound reactions. The essence of
his teaching was that any factor can be understood
as compulsive to the degree that it obscures our
ability to see things as they are, without judgment. If
someone is yelling at us, for example, we rarely take

the time to distinguish between the bare recognition
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"Oh, this person is raising his voice and saying such
and such words" and the emotional response "This
person is a jerk." Instead, we tend to combine

bare perception and our emotional response into

a single package: "This person is screaming at me
because he's a jerk."

But if we could step back to look at the
situation more objectively, we might see that
people who yell at us are upset over something
that may have nothing to do with us. Maybe they
just got criticized by someone higher up and are
afraid of getting fired. Maybe they just found
out that someone close to them is very sick. Or
maybe they had an argument with a friend or a
partner and didn't sleep well afterward. Sadly, the
influence of conditioning is so strong that we rarely
remember that we can step back. And because our
understanding is limited, we mistake the little part
we do see for the whole truth.

How can we respond appropriately when our
vision is so limited, when we don't have all the
facts?

The three 'poisons'

The conditioning factors are often referred to

in Buddhist terms as "mental afflictions," or
sometimes "poisons." Although the texts of
Buddhist psychology examine a wide range of
conditioning factors, all of them agree in identifying
three primary afflictions that form the basis of all
other factors that inhibit our ability to see things

as they really are: ignorance, attachment, and

aversion.

IGNORANCE: Ignorance is a fundamental inability
to recognize the infinite potential, clarity, and
power of our own minds, as if we were looking at
the world through colored glass: Whatever we see
is disguised or distorted by the colors of the glass.
On the most essential level, ignorance distorts
the basically open experience of awareness into
dualistic distinctions between inherently existing
categories of "self" and "other."

Ignorance is thus a twofold problem. Once

we establish the neuronal habit of identifying
ourselves as a single, independently existing
"self," we inevitably start to see whatever is not
"self" as "other." "Other" can be anything: a table,
a banana, another person, or even something
this "self" is thinking or feeling. Everything we
experience becomes, in a sense, a stranger. And
as we become accustomed to distinguishing
between "self" and "other," we lock ourselves into
a dualistic mode of perception, drawing conceptual
boundaries between our "self" and the rest of the
world "out there," a world that seems so vast that
we almost can't help but begin to think of ourselves
as very small, limited, and vulnerable. We begin
looking at other people, material objects, and so on
as potential sources of happiness and unhappiness,
and life becomes a struggle to get that we need in
order to be happy before somebody else grabs it.
This struggle is known in Sanskrit as samsara,
which literally means "wheel" or "circle."
Specifically, samsara refers to the wheel or circle of
unhappiness, a habit of running around in circles,
chasing after the same experiences again and
again, each time expecting a different result. If
you've ever watched a dog or a cat chasing its own
tail, you've seen the essence of samsara. And even
though it might be funny to watch an animal chase
its tail, it's not so funny when your own mind does

the same thing.

ATTACHMENT: The perception of "self" as
separate form "others" is, as discussed earlier, an
essentially biological mechanism — an established
pattern of neuronal gossip that consistently signals
other parts of the nervous system that each of us

is a distinct, independently existing creature that
needs certain things in order to perpetuate its
existence. Because we live in physical bodies, some
of these things we need, such as oxygen, food, and
water, are truly indispensable. In addition, studies
of infant survival that people have discussed with
me have shown that survival requires a certain
amount of physical nurturing. We need to be
touched; we need to be spoken to; we need the
simple fact of our existence to be acknowledged.

Problems begin, however, when we generalize

biologically essential things into areas that have
nothing to do with basic survival. In Buddhist terms,
this generalization is known as "attachment" or
"desire" —which, like ignorance, can be seen as
having a purely neurological basis.

When we experience something like chocolate,
for example, as pleasant, we establish a neuronal
connection that equates chocolate with the physical
sensation of enjoyment. This is not to say that
chocolate in itself is a good or bad thing. There are
lots of chemicals in chocolate that create a physical
sensation of pleasure. It's our neuronal attachment
to chocolate that creates problems.

Attachment is in many ways comparable to
addiction, a compulsive dependency on external
objects or experiences to manufacture an illusion
of wholeness. Unfortunately, like other addictions,
attachment becomes more intense over time.
Whatever satisfaction we might experience when we
attain something or someone we desire doesn't last.
Whatever or whoever made us happy today, this
month, or this year is bound to change. Change is
the only constant of relative reality.

The Buddha compared attachment to drinking
salt water from an ocean. The more we drink,
the thirstier we get. Likewise, when our mind is
conditioned by attachment, however much we
have, we never really experience contentment. We
lose the ability to distinguish between the bare
experience of happiness and whatever objects
temporarily make us happy. As a result, we not only
become dependent on the object, but we also
reinforce the neuronal patterns that condition us to

rely on an external source to give us happiness.

AVERSION: Every strong attachment generates
an equally powerful fear that we'll either fail to
get what we want or lose whatever we've already
gained. This fear, in the language of Buddhism, is
known as aversion: a resistance to the inevitable
changes that occur as a consequence of the
impermanent nature of relative reality.

The notion of a lasting, independently existing
self urges us to expend enormous effort in resisting
the inevitability of change, making sure that this

"self" remains safe and secure. When we've
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“£ The more problematic issue is that most people
don't have a very clear idea of what happiness is,
and consequently find themselves creating conditions
that lead them back to the dissatisfaction

they so desperately seek to eliminate. 77

achieved some condition that makes us feel whole
and complete, we want everything to stay exactly
as it is. The deeper our attachment to whatever
provides us with this sense of completeness, the
greater our fear of losing it, and the more brutal our
pain if we do lose it.

In many ways, aversion is a self-fulfilling
prophecy, compelling us to act in ways that
practically guarantee that our efforts to attain
whatever we think will bring us lasting peace,
stability, and contentment will fail. Just think for a
moment about how you act around someone to
whom you feel a strong attraction. Do you behave
like the suave, sophisticated, and self-confident
person you'd like the other person to see, or do you
suddenly become a tongue-tied goon? If this person
talks and laughs with someone else, do you feel
hurt or jealous, and betray your pain and jealousy in
small or obvious ways? Do you become so fiercely
attached to the other person to such a degree that
he or she senses your desperation and begins to
avoid you?

Aversion reinforces neuronal patterns that
generate a mental construct of yourself as limited,
weak, and incomplete.

On a purely emotional level, aversion tends
to manifest as anger and even hatred. Instead of
recognizing that whatever unhappiness you feel is
based on a mentally constructed image, you find
it only "natural” to blame other people, external

objects, or situations for your pain.

Different pattern, different result

It's easy to think of mental afflictions as defects
of character. But that would be a devaluation

of ourselves. Our capacity for emotions, for
distinguishing between pain and pleasure, and
for experiencing "gut responses” has played
and continues to play a critical survival function,
enabling us almost instantaneously to adapt to
subtle changes in the world around us, and to
formulate those adaptations consciously so that
we can recall them at will and pass them along to
succeeding generations.

Such extraordinary sensitivity reinforces one
of the most basic lessons taught by the Buddha,
which was to consider how precious this human
life is, with all its freedoms and opportunities; how
difficult it is to obtain such a life; and how easy it is
to lose it.

It doesn't matter whether you believe that
human life is cosmic accident, a karmic lesson, or
the work of a divine creator. If you simply pause to
consider the huge variety and number of creatures
that share the planet with us, compared with the
relatively small percentage of human beings,
you have to conclude that the chances of being
born as a human being are extremely rare. And in
demonstrating the extraordinary complexity and
sensitivity of the human brain, modern science
reminds us how fortunate we are to have been

born human, with the very human capacity to feel

and to sense the feeling of those around us.

From a Buddhist standpoint, the automatic
nature of human emotional tendencies represents
an interesting challenge. It doesn't require a
microscope to observe psychological habits; most
people don't have to look any further than their
last relationship. They begin by thinking, This time
it's going to be different. A few weeks, months, or
years later, they smack their heads, thinking, Oh no,
this is exactly the same type of relationship | was
involved in before.

Or you can look at your professional life. You
start a new job thinking, This time I'm not going
to end up spending hours and hours working late,
only to get criticized for not doing enough. Yet
three or four months into the job, you find yourself
canceling appointments or calling friends to say, "l
can't make dinner tonight. | have too much work to
do."

Despite your best intentions, you find yourself
repeating the same patterns while expecting a
different result.

Fortunately, the more familiar we become with
examining our mind, the closer we come to finding
a solution to whatever problem we might be facing,
and the more easily we recognize that whatever we
experience — attachment, aversion, stress, anxiety,
fear, or longing — is simply a fabrication of our own

minds.
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ROLLER-COASTER DAYS

Photography Kerry Ho

Problems with work, relationship and in other areas of life can easily send our happiness index
tumbling. But when we examine our emotions, what do we really see? Here, three students of
meditation look into their mind and record what they find

Kerry Ho

This is a recollection. December 8, 2012. Because
of an incident, that night, you decided to break
up with me. And | found out that our emotions
sometimes suffer a time lag — it was only two days
later that the pain really hit.

Thinking back, | felt fear — everything seemed
to be changing, and | was afraid of losing you
forever. There was fear of uncertainty, as if a rug
had been pulled from underneath me. | resisted
the fear. But the more afraid | was of fear, the
narrower my mind became, until there seemed to
be only you and me in this world, as if you were my
everything. Losing you meant falling into an abyss
of depression.

I had an impulsive desire for you to
understand my heart. Now | realise that the desire
came from self-pity. If | did not understand what
"losing my mind" really felt like, | do now.

| was like a person who lived only to be
punished by you. Later | realised that the person
who was punishing me was myself, in a vain attempt
to seek redemption through imprisonment.

I lost my reason and did many things that

disrupted your life and your friends'. But, of course,

doing so only ruined the relationship further, and
worsened the guilt.

| could never have imagined that tears would
stream down uncontrollably when | was at work. My
mood changed like the weather: sometimes | was
able to work as if nothing had happened; other
times, | wished | could hide myself away in a corner.
During lunch hours, | had no appetite. | dragged
myself to the patio in IFC, listening to music and
watching the sea, to comfort myself. Like a drug
addict, not a moment went by without thinking
of you, not a moment went by without punishing
myself. The sense of relief and the sense of guilt
were in a constant battle in my mind.

I was hurting so bad it felt like physical pain,
the feeling was concentrated in my chest. But when
I look at this pain, | could see love. And | could see
I was living in the present.

March 24, 2013. | could finally see myself. |
was able to see my heart and really experienced
the love in there. Why was | so willing to give? It is
the nature of the heart to be touched by another,
and to love.

Since the break-up, | never stopped looking
at my mind, looking at the messy emotions, the

sense of guilt, the grief, and the shifting thoughts.

| came to understand that everything, including the
rising and falling moods, the upsetting memories,
the solitary nostalgia, was only a kind of a process.

It was as if time stood still. | started to wonder,
when we close our eyes and breathe our last, what
else could we possibly lose?

My heart widened at that moment of revelation.
I no longer wanted to worry about the outcome, no
longer cared to find out the cause. | just wanted this
love that had deeply touched me to be a part of a
learning process, learning to appreciate everything
| come across along the journey of life. When there
are passions, then enjoy the happy times together
and live freely. | was willing to let things be. | finally
felt free.

May 4. Love is a kind of entanglement. When |
thought I had always loved you, | discovered it was
myself whom | loved. Love is simple. It is an energy,
a willingness to give. It won't disappear. It can't be
dispersed. What may fade are the feelings. | need to
learn to love myself. Only then will | be able to love
another; when | know how to love another, it will also
be the time to learn how to let go.

I'am willing to let "me" go.

Translated from the Chinese: Jackie Lou Jia
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Simple Sin

We all make mistakes at work. | have high
expectations of myself, so when mistakes happen,
| easily become emotional. When external
conditions change, my focus is always on what to
do to find a solution. But if my mind is constantly
driven by the outside environment, how can | see
clearly?

With the practice of meditation, | begin to
recognise a long-time friend of mine - fear. Fear
roots me in the past and makes me afraid of
the future. | fear uncertainty, abandonment and
rejection; | fear not having enough, or that my
life won't amount to anything. These fears have
trapped me in a tired pattern, so that | make the
same choices over and over again. They stop
me from walking out of my comfort zone, or my
familiar "uncomfortable zone", and make me want
to hide in a familiar surrounding where | become
more and more narrow-minded and stubborn.

If | allow myself to be led by fear, my life won't
be the best it can be. If we wish to enrich our lives,
we need to open our hearts and allow ourselves to
see the possibility of change. The fear, | see now,

is only in my imagination.

Translated from the Chinese: Mabel Sieh
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Siu Bo

| had agreed to join a round-the-island cycling trip
in Taiwan knowing it would be a challenge for me.
| wanted to test my endurance and calmness, but

the chronic planner in me was really worried that

I would not last the trip. This time, | told myself to
just go for it.

The day after we arrived in Taipei, we spent
some time sightseeing in Jingtong, just outside
Taipei. The next day, we started our nine-day bike
trip by riding out of Taipei for the 82km journey
from Xindian to Hsinchu. The roads in the city were
busy with many lorries, very different from the
practice tracks in Hong Kong, and | grew tense.
After 10-20km, we came to an uphill stretch that
seemed never-ending. | had not expected it and
became even more tense.

Our moods are really unpredictable. | felt
good the next day but on the third day, | woke
up exhausted and was in a bad mood. My mind
was filled with thoughts and memories as | rode.
| thought about a sick friend and my broken
relationship with some people, and | found my
tears falling. | was aware of my strong emotions
but could find no reason to explain them. Perhaps
it was exhaustion, or perhaps | felt strange being
with a group of people | barely knew. | felt alone
and isolated.

My mood lifted for the next two days, but
on the fifth night | started to worry about the
ride ahead - a stretch of non-stop uphill road
tomorrow from Sichongxi to Zhiben that would be

the toughest part of the journey.

On the day, | was watching out for my mood
swings. We'd been told that we could stop anytime
we felt unwell and continue the journey in a van. |
told myself to relax, and kept telling myself, "you
can do it". Going from flat ground to 100m above
sea level was easy, but the next stretch, to 500m
above sea level, was tough. My mind was on the
hot spa hotel at the end of ride today.

After the slope ordeal, | thought the next
day's ride would be a piece of cake. But it was the
opposite, and | struggled.

The last day of the bike trip, an 81km ride from
Lotung to Xindian, turned out to be rainy and cold.
This time | rode it super slow and focused on my
breath and the music from my MP3, and | found the
uphill road to be less scary than the previous climb.
The more | was aware of my thoughts and emotions,
the more | knew | was worrying needlessly. As |
grew more familiar with my state of mind, | became
more confident about my riding. The weather was
really cold. Going downhill with my hands gripping
the brakes, my fingers felt numb. In fact, my whole
body felt cold and numb.

| got a good opportunity to see my emotions
during this trip. Some of them appeared very solid
and hit me with suffocating force. Only when |
breathed slowly and deeply could | feel my own
presence of mind. When | was resting in the present
moment, | would worry less and was able to prevent
the emotions from controlling me. | knew that my
fears were self-created; when | took a step back, |

would find that they were not that solid or negative.
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FREE TO
FEEL FINE

Photography Catherine Ng

The next time you feel the stirrings of anger, wouldn't it be nice if you could choose not
to get angry? Buddhist monk and medical doctor Barry Kerzin says you can do it — with
some practice. Dr Kerzin was in Hong Kong earlier this year to give a series of talks on the
mental world of emotions, including one at the Tergar Meditation Centre. He will return

to Hong Kong for the month of February 2014, joining the University of Hong Kong as a

visiting professor. During that time, he will also give some talks at Tergar. In this interview

with Joy of Living magazine, he talks about the practical steps involved in transforming our

destructive emotions, and how we can lead a less stressful, happier life.




JOY OF LIVING @ IN CONVERSATION Alama's views on life, experience and ideas that work

Q: Even though we understand that life has its ups
and downs, and may even be good at analysing
the reasons for our unhappiness when we feel
glum, why do so many of us still feel helpless in

the face of strong emotions?

A: Training our mind means controlling our
emotions. It takes time, but it works. When we
start cultivating an attitude of going inside,
looking in, of being mindful and aware of what's
happening inside of us, then we are on the road
to controlling our emotions. The more we start
recognising our emotions, thoughts and feelings
early, as they are just arising, the more we can
change them. This is before the emotions have
overwhelmed us. When we can recognise them
early, we have the chance of transforming them
into something positive. Once these emotions
are full-blown and we're overwhelmed, we can't
change them. We just have to wait them out and

let them pass. That's the first thing.

The second thing is a lovely meditation | think
Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche also teaches, which
is to see our emotion embodied as a cloud.

We just observe the cloud that represents our
emotion, as moving across the blue sky. We
don't judge it, we don't change it, and we don't
fight it. We don't get caught up in it. We simply
observe it. Slowly, as we observe it, the cloud

will drift across the sky and then vanish.

Let's look at when we get angry. We imagine
that the anger is a cloud and we watch it float
across the sky. By just observing, several things
happen. First we automatically create some
distance between ourselves and that cloud,
which is our angry emotion. By creating some
space, we no longer identify with the anger.
The anger no longer is our self. That helps
tremendously to let go of our anger, provided
we recognise it at an early stage. We still have
the anger, but it has less of an impact. It no
longer controls us. This is one meditation
technique that we can use, allowing emotions to

still arise, but reducing their power.

When we are ready to go deeper — and this
takes time —we can begin to realise that "me",
my ego "Barry", and my emotions - all of them
are not real. They're actually made up by my
mind. What is "Barry"? What are these feelings
and thoughts that make up my mind? What is
my mind? Anger is one of those emotions that
make up my mind. What is anger? Sometimes it
feels so strong that | could cut it with a knife, yet
there is actually nothing there if we look closely.
Once we begin to think this way, we start to
prevent the anger from arising. First we reduce
it, and eventually we prevent anger from arising.
We must be careful here: we are not suppressing
anger. That does not eliminate or change anger.
Rather, suppressing anger just pushes it down

for it to smoulder, and erupt sometime later.

Anger arises out of fear. When someone hurts
us, we automatically respond by getting angry.
But when we realise we have no ego, that there
is no one to get hurt or react, then there is no
one to get upset. This is revolutionary. But it
takes time to cultivate. There is no simple, quick
path. It takes time and perseverance, but it is

amazingly effective.

These are the two ways we can slowly reduce
the influence and power of our destructive
emotions. Gradually we will reduce them, and
eventually eliminate them. It is possible. We
have living examples of people who have done
that. There is Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche, for
one. Even people in other traditions, even non-
Buddhists, have been successful up to a point
in achieving this selflessness. Mother Teresa was
so selfless through her incredible compassion,
always giving. Of course this is most likely not
elimination of the ego, rather a diminution of
the ego due to intense, sustained compassion. |

suspect these emotions rarely arose in her.

: We feel emotions all the time, and we know

we are being emotional. What's the difference
between being emotional and being aware of

our emotions?

A: Here the difference is in the meditation of

recognising the emotion as a cloud, creating
distance or space between the emotion and
ourselves. When we're emotional, we're usually
caught up in it. It overwhelms us. We identity
totally with the intense emotion as if it were
actually me. Thus we can't separate ourselves
from our emotions. We've lost control. When
we're aware of the emotion, it means we have
started to separate ourselves from the emotion.
Then it has less power over us. We simply
observe it. We don't have to do anything with it.
We're more balanced and centred when we're
aware of our emotion. When we are caught up
in the emotion, we are thrown off balance. On
an experiential level, there is a huge difference.
When we are aware of our emotion, we can work
with it. We can keep cool. We can maintain a

reasonably steady balance.

: We're told that suppressing our emotions is not

helpful. What's the difference between derailing
them and suppressing them?

. This is a very important question. Earlier

we briefly mentioned this. We all know that
suppressing or pushing down our emotions
doesn't work, because the emotions are still
there. With a little spark they explode once
again. So the path is not to suppress our
emotions. Then how can we derail them and
turn them into positive emotions? How can we
keep from suppressing them and actually derail
them? That is precisely the Buddhist path.

In a nutshell, we discover the actual opposite
of the destructive emotion and then we try to
practise and nurture that positive quality. In

this way, the solution is called the antidote. For
example, with anger, its opposite is tolerance. It
is love, compassion, patience and tolerance. So
these are the antidotes. We practise again and
again these antidotes. And as I've said before,
when the emotions are not full-blown, when
they are just beginning to happen, that is when

we can be most effective.
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k& When we're harsh on ourselves... rather then
creating well-being, it creates more fear,
anxiety, doubt and worry.
Then our productivity really suffers. 79

For example, when we notice we're starting

to become jealous, we practise rejoicing, the
antidote to jealousy. Rejoicing is feeling happy
at the other person's success. Jealousy is the
opposite. It is the feeling that it should have
been me, or sometimes feeling the other person
is no good or doesn't deserve the success or
new possession. So cultivating the antidote, we
feel happy. In that way, we can actually derail the
insipient, about-to-happen emotion before it is
full-blown. Practising in that way, the destructive
emotion vanishes. It has not been suppressed.

It is actually gone. This is very different from

suppressing the emotion.

: We live a high-stress life, particularly those of
us in a city. Are there ways of working with our
emotions that are particularly helpful to those of

us living a fast-paced urban life?

. At the beginning of our day, it is important,

even for only five minutes, to set our direction
for the day. This makes a big difference. We can
take five minutes to meditate in the morning.
Before meditation, we set our motivation
towards compassion, not just to those we love
but also to everyone. Set that motivation, do
our meditation, then do a very short dedication
after our meditation for the well-being and
enlightenment of everyone, including ourselves.
This gives a direction and sets a tone for the rest
of the day. Soon we'll forget that. We'll go to
work, we'll get busy and we'll forget our initial
tone and direction completely. Still, sometimes
during the day we will remember a little bit,
"Oh, why am | doing this activity now?" And
we'll remember, "Oh, yes, | am doing this activity

for everyone's enlightenment, so that everyone

can be happy". This is quite helpful.

Secondly, we have big expectations. In a high-
pressure, busy life, these expectations are
often very high, both those we set for ourselves
and those set for us by others. Expectations
placed upon us often come from our family
when we were young, our boss when we are
grown up, and our spouse or partner. When
the expectations are set too high, we just keep
running and running and running, like a mouse
on a rotating wheel. We can never meet them.
So we go nuts with stress and freak out. Once
we are aware of our expectations, if they are

high, we can reduce them by 10 or 20 per cent.

: This is different from what we've been taught in

school or at work. We're often asked to raise our

targets, for productivity and so on, every year.

. This approach of always raising our expectations

may be counter-productive. It makes people too
stressed-out and therefore less productive. We
burn out, and become less happy. We change
jobs. Or get sick both physically and mentally. If
we can reduce our expectations even a little bit,
we will sometimes meet our goals. Then we have
a taste of success. It builds our confidence and
we feel more inspired. It makes us happy. We
can then set another reasonable goal. When we
meet that one, then another if we want. In that
way we don't feel like failures, like we're never
able to meet our goals. We no longer lie awake
in bed without sleeping. We no longer feel we
do not have enough time, that we must keep
running. We relax. This becomes a healthier way

to live. We can still be very productive, but at the

same time we are more gentle with ourselves.

When we're harsh on ourselves, as so many of
us can be, it has the opposite effect. Rather then
creating well-being, it creates more fear, anxiety,
doubt and worry. Then our productivity really
suffers. And of course our level of happiness
goes down.

. Health and well-being are a big concern for

many people, especially in an ageing society.
What's the best advice you can give to people

who want to live a happy, healthy life?

. Simply two words — "help others". Have a warm

heart, and nurture concern for others. Many
times we don't know what to do. But at least

if we have concern for others, and the wish to
help, we won't feel so bad. We take the focus
away from "me, me, me" and shift it to others.
This feels good. It feels like a relief. Our world
opens. There is a feeling of wide-open vastness.
We automatically take a big breath, a sigh of
relief.

When we can actually help, when we know the
skilful means and know how to be effective, then
we go ahead and act to help the other person.
But merely having the concern for others'
welfare takes us away from our own narrow
focus, thinking only about "me, me and me".
The focus widens and becomes "you, you and
you". It opens the heart. This is essential in order
to fully enjoy our lives and to prepare for our
death. One of the best ways to live is with love

and compassion.
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Finding balance in life is necessary yet

difficult — or so we think. The multiple

demands of work and family can be
exhausting, but we don't have to lurch
from day to day in a race against time to
meet them. Set aside your to-do list for
now and consider this: to find your feet,
perhaps you first need to learn where to
place the centre of gravity of your life
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A good dancer knows about balance. To make her performance come alive, she pays
attention to not just how her body should move, but also how it should interact with
gravity and the space around her. Experience tells her that to focus solely on reproducing
the steps of the choreography is to dance badly. It's no surprise that a beginner in dance
is often told to imagine a line attached to her head pulling her upwards, giving her a
"lift" that will extend her back and breathe air into her spine. After all, a dancer cannot be
separated from the space in which she moves. If there is no space, there can be no dance.
Similarly, in life, we don't live disconnected from our environment. Yet why do we

persist in trying to find balance in life by focusing on "I" — how "my" time and attention

can be spread among the many demands that "other people" make on "me"? Instead of

thinking from a point of view that neatly divides "subject" from "object", what if we pay

more attention to how we relate with others, much like the way a dancer puts her mind
on her interaction with the space around her? Thinking this way, we learn to ask, "what

relationship requires my attention now?"




JOY OF LIVING @ EHIR% 2N & - 2l iE A

RENBEEN  RMEKEZEZLEEC "2AAB .  RAEFEILE  KES
R SERRZIELECHFR . "HEEARL  BEAL  IRRE—EK . E2EOM
KR A—BRR  BIRENESRETR - AABENFAELBENEE  XE2
WARE - HE - BERPONBRALSEEENANA - £5ENE—ESBENR
o BETEA S BHREHNGES  —EANFMEAEARIZEE "EHE ) W—
7 HRREEN - AMATLUREEZFHMINEE VBN BEMBGECERA
PNEMAE  BERBASHEMESE "R/4E  NEKE - BEHRER  HMAHE
BHARERMANER  BERFRSBRMAEHEFSFEFERM -

MR- BEOLRE "EFE, LABBREMES "TRE, - MRKMEEEA
REENRIZEE2EEERMEEMN  EELSEEN - fHE2EMAES ' TEW
BEIE?

TThe problem with dualistic thinking is it often leaves us feeling torn by too many
demands. "Too much to do, too little time, but there's only one me!" is a commonly
heard complaint for those of us struggling to find balance in life. This adds stress to our
already busy lives. Fatigue compromises our ability to choose wisely. Without sound
judgment, balance will remain elusive.

In fact, dualistic thinking not only creates boundaries where none exists, but it also
tends to inflate the ego, and an inflated ego easily misleads us into believing that what
we see is the entire reality of our lives. An unthinking acceptance of our point of view as
the only point of view blinds us to what's really going on. If we don't step back and see
the bigger picture, what we see will be a badly distorted version of reality.

Placing the emphasis on "relationship" helps us to see more clearly the nature of
that relationship, particularly if we do so with the awareness that we learn to recognise
through meditation. We learn to make better judgment about what we need to do, and

what we don't. In short, we learn to prioritise.
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Changing our mindset this way won't give us more time or make our responsibilities
grow less. But we will become more perceptive, the quality of our attention will improve

and our environment will be made better. To find balance, we need to appreciate the

fact of our interdependence. In his book The Joy of Living, the meditation master

Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche used a beautiful metaphor to illustrate the understanding
that all lives are connected. "Compassion is essentially the recognition that everyone
and everything is a reflection of everyone and everything else," he writes. "An ancient
text called the Avatamsaka Sutra describes the universe as an infinite net brought into
existence through the will of the Hindu god Indra. At every connection in this infinite net
hangs a magnificently polished and infinitely faceted jewel, which reflects in each of its
facets all the facets of every other jewel in the net. Since the net itself, and the number
of jewels, and the facets of every jewel are infinite, the number of reflections is infinite as
well. When any jewel in this infinite net is altered in any way, all of the other jewels in the

net change, too." Our balance is inextricably linked to that of our environment.
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