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To all my teachers, past, present, and future




I have arrived, I am home

In the here, in the now

I am solid, I am free

In the ultimate I dwell

—THICH NHAT HAHN1
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PREFACE

After mountains, more mountains.

—HAITIAN PROVERB

I ORIGINALLY WROTE THIS BOOK IN 2020, A FEW MONTHS AFTER THE COVID-19 pandemic began. My family, friends, students, and the world were in shock and terrified of this unimaginable crisis, and I wanted to share Buddhist tools and meditations to support everyone through it. But as we waited for the pandemic to abate and for things to “return to normal,” I realized that even after it ended, there would be another crisis, because, far from being a unique situation, a crisis is a normal part of our lives, one that we will all experience many times. As we struggled through coronavirus quarantines and restrictions, other disasters, catastrophes, and tragedies continued—wildfires throughout the American Northwest, devasting floods throughout Australia, famine due to drought in Angola, and a heartbreaking military withdrawal in Afghanistan. My father’s health declined and he died, my doctor learned that her acute and worsening back pain was actually Stage 4 cancer, and my cousin’s wife suddenly left him without warning after nearly a decade of marriage.

The truth is, you will never be “crisis free,” however much you wish to escape the unexpected, dangerous, and devastating. This might seem like bad news and maybe even the last thing you want to hear right now. But it’s an inescapable fact of life that things come together and things fall apart, and it doesn’t matter whether you want them to or not. Our resistance to this creates what the Buddha calls dukkha—unnecessary suﬀering, unease, or stress—that makes our human difficulties even more painful and hard. This book is a guide to understanding and recognizing your dukkha, offering compassion to your dukkha, and letting go of your dukkha so that you can be free to enjoy the beauty and connection we all share even in the worst circumstances and to see clearly even amid terrible events so that you can make skillful decisions for yourself, your family, and the world.

Sometimes people think that facing the truth of a crisis and letting go of our dukkha means that we approve of it—that we accept cancer, reckless behavior, violence, oppression, or injustice. But facing the truth means knowing that something is happening that we can’t avoid—and that our efforts to avoid it will make it worse. If you’re reading this book, you’re probably in a situation that you didn’t ask for or want, and I understand how you’re feeling. That’s why I’ve shared what I’ve learned from my years as a Buddhist student and meditation teacher and from my own most painful experiences—when my dearest friend died of cancer, when I lived in downtown Manhattan during 9/11, and when my mother checked out of a hospital and drove straight to a tavern to start drinking again. I can tell you with certainty that you can meet this terrible moment with confidence that it will not destroy you, and you can deal with it without shame, denial, or blame. The exercises and meditations in this book will help you do it. I know intimately that it’s possible to keep your heart open and your mind clear and steady even during the worst times, to develop the capacity to acknowledge and accept the ever-changing nature of life, and to discern what you can control and what you can’t with openness and kindness for yourself and everyone you encounter.

That doesn’t mean it will be easy. You will face many moments of great doubt—times when you feel lost, afraid, and alone, when it seems like your efforts are futile and worthless and you want to give up. That’s when I hope you’ll turn to this book and let me remind you of your courage—your great, brave heart—which will sustain you even in terrifying and crushing moments, when your prospects seem bleak. I know you have this courage because I have it too—we all do—and even though you might not believe right now, you will. I never thought I could be steady, calm, or brave, but using the same traditional tools I share in this book, I uncovered my great, brave heart. With a little effort, time, and practice, I’m confident that you will find yours too.
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NOTES ON THE PRACTICES

THE PRACTICES IN THIS BOOK ARE ADAPTATIONS OF TRADITIONAL meditations that I’ve learned through my Buddhist training. Their purpose is to help you comfort yourself, develop insight into your habits and behavior, and ultimately free yourself from suffering.

All the practices can be adapted for anyone of any ability. If you can’t walk, sit. If you can’t sit, lie down. If you have asthma or breathing difficulties, use sound instead of breath to anchor yourself. Keep your eyes open or close them. There is no wrong way to meditate as long as you’re present centered, paying attention, and meeting yourself with kindness.

Though everything in this book is a suggestion, not a requirement, I strongly encourage you not to skip the practices. In my experience, meditation and spending silent time alone with yourself is healing, calming, and reassuring—but only if you do it. It might be hard at first—you might be fidgety or bored—and that’s okay. It takes time to get accustomed to paying attention to yourself in a new way. Don’t give up—I’m confident you can do it because it was hard for me at first too, and with time and practice I’m comfortable and at ease with meditation, even on days when my mind is frustrated, dull, or filled with fast-moving thoughts.

Most importantly, be sure to use your wisdom while you’re practicing. If you feel less steady and more overwhelmed, stop and try again later. If you feel too tired to meditate, take a nap. And if you’re discouraged and want to quit, remember the reason you’re practicing—so you can learn to take care of yourself kindly and skillfully through a difficult time and beyond.




CHAPTER 1

How Will I Get through This?
 


When your mind is narrow, small things agitate you very easily. Make your mind an ocean.

—LAMA YESHE1

IF YOU’RE HAVING A CRISIS RIGHT NOW, IT MIGHT SEEM SURREAL. IT may have occurred so suddenly that you’re in shock. Or it may have been brewing for a long time and you’ve been worrying about something happening, but now that it’s here you can’t believe it. That’s how Jennifer felt. She and her husband Brian had been married for ten years, and though in many ways they were compatible—both were teachers, she taught at grammar school, he at high school—they were also often in conflict. It was so frequent that many times Jennifer thought they would separate, but each time they managed to work it out. They went to couples’ counseling together and learned to be more respectful and empathetic to one another, but they always seemed to return to arguing. Finally last year, a week after Valentine’s Day, at the end of another evening of shouting, it was clear to them both that they were at the point of an irretrievable breakdown. When Brian left to stay at a friend’s house for the night and Jennifer heard the door close behind him, she sat down on the couch in a daze. Was she getting divorced? What would she do now? What would happen to her?

Could she find an affordable apartment? She wasn’t













Practice 1: Making Room




	Notice that you’re upset, angry, confused, or denying that something is happening.

	Find a comfortable place to sit and be quiet. Shut off all your devices. Close your eyes and put your hand on your belly and breathe deeply. Take at least five deep and full inhalations and exhalations.

	Say to yourself, silently or aloud, “I’m struggling right now,” “This is a hard moment for me,” “I’m feeling upset,” or any other words that describe what’s happening inside of you.

	Put your hand on your heart and take a few breaths. Now say, “It’s okay,” “I see you,” “I understand,” “I know you’re there,” or another phrase to acknowledge what’s happening inside of you.

	Keep breathing. Now say, “It’s okay for this to be here,” “You’re welcome here,” “You don’t have to go away,” or other words or phrases that reassure your distress, and let it know that you’re not going to abandon it or yourself.

	Keep repeating phrases as you take quiet moments, paying attention to your breath. Take deep full inhalations, and be sure to exhale fully and completely. Repeat this practice as often as you need.
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“Broken down into relatable scenarios, Kimberly shares her insight, experiences,
and knowledge of loving-kindness meditation to support healing during a crisis.”
—SHARON SALZBERG, author of Lovingkindness and Real Change
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