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INTRODUCTION TO THE SECOND BOOK



The first book dealt with what happens inside: emptiness, loneliness, stress, boredom, loss, and also the stimuli that arrive from outside and find their foothold there. It ended at the clinical limit, at the point where self-observation stops being enough.

This second book begins where that one ended, and with a simple observation: nobody eats alone. We eat with other people, in a particular house, among objects that have a history, inside customs that were almost never chosen. The chapters that follow cover that terrain: the people you live with, the couple relationship, friendships, what is repeated around you until it seems normal, the house, the objects, the bonds that hold you up and the ones that wear you down.

From a certain point on, a second language appears. Many people describe what they feel in the company of others with words such as field, resonance or energy. This book does not discard them, and it does not turn them into demonstrated physical mechanisms either. The two frameworks —the psychological and the energetic— walk side by side without mixing: the terms of one do not serve as proof of the other, and every chapter in that part ends by stating expressly what that framework offers and what it does not.

It can be read without having read the first book. If something that appears here refers back to a mechanism explained there in detail, this is said at the time.

You are not dirty. You are affected.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



Read one topic at a time. You do not need to finish several chapters in a single sitting.

Do the practices in writing. Repeated observation makes it possible to discover patterns that a quick reading does not show.

Do not use the exercises to punish yourself, to restrict foods or to turn every meal into a test of self-control.

Always distinguish three levels: OBSERVABLE FACT, PSYCHOLOGICAL INTERPRETATION and SPIRITUAL INTERPRETATION.

When a spiritual practice is part of your faith or tradition, adapt it in a way that is consistent with your beliefs.

If recurrent loss of control, compensatory behaviors, significant deterioration or symptoms compatible with an eating disorder appear, use the book as educational support and seek professional evaluation.


FRAMEWORK OF INTEGRATION · PSYCHOLOGY AND SPIRITUALITY



Contemporary research describes emotional eating under negative affect as a response that is not explained by hunger alone and that can be related to emotion regulation and reward processes. Highly palatable food can provide immediate relief and reinforce habitual responses. This does not mean that every preference for pleasant foods is emotional eating, nor that all people respond to stress by eating.

Spirituality and religiosity, for their part, do not produce a single effect on the relationship with food. A systematic review found different associations depending on the way religiosity is lived and on the relationship with God, and later studies describe spirituality both as a possible source of strength and as a source of conflict during the experience of eating disorders and recovery from them. For that reason this book will not use spirituality as a universal causal explanation.

The meeting point is discernment: observing what is happening, what meaning it has, what need exists and what response is consistent with the person's health, values and reality.


PROFESSIONAL NOTE AND LIMITS OF THIS WORK



This book is intended for educational, reflective and self-knowledge purposes. It does not constitute diagnosis, psychotherapy, nutritional assessment or medical treatment. The exercises are not designed to replace professional care. Eating disorders are complex, multifactorial conditions; they must not be attributed to a lack of willpower, a lack of faith, spiritual emptiness, negative energy or a single emotional experience.

People with recurrent loss of control while eating, compensatory behaviors, significant restriction, medical symptoms, functional impairment or intense preoccupation with food, weight or the body should consider an evaluation by qualified professionals. Spiritual practices can accompany treatment when they are meaningful to the person, but they do not replace it.
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CHAPTER 26

The silence that makes us uncomfortable

Silence does not have to reveal anything to you. It only has to fit between the impulse and the response.



1 · Where we begin

This first point only opens the chapter. It presents an ordinary scene and formulates the question the chapter is going to answer. You do not have to do anything yet: it is enough to read and check whether the situation feels familiar.

There is a scene that almost nobody would describe as a problem, because there is nothing dramatic about it.

Someone gets home. Before taking off their coat they turn on the television, even though they are not going to watch it. They sit down and open their phone. While they wait for dinner to heat up, they eat something standing in the kitchen. When they finish dinner, they put something else on. When that something ends, there are three seconds of nothing and the phone appears again.

Nothing bad has happened: no binge, no crisis, no argument. Only this: in the whole evening there has not been one minute without activity.

That person may spend years wondering why they overeat at night and never find the answer, not because it is difficult, but because they never get as far as discovering what they feel: every pause is filled immediately.

The question of the chapter is that one: what appears when you do not distract yourself? It is not rhetorical but empirical, and it is answered by leaving a gap unfilled and looking at what arrives. It can be an emotion, tiredness, an impulse to eat, and it can be —this happens more than is said— absolutely nothing.

The chapter does not propose that silence is good in itself, nor that holding out is a virtue, nor that there is a truth inside waiting for you. The third question of point 4 —how much silence can I tolerate without turning it into a test of endurance?— is there because the risk exists.

It proposes something more modest: that a space should fit between the impulse and the response. Not a large space. A space.

Before going into the mechanism, what we are talking about has to be defined. The next point separates four things that are constantly confused.



2 · Pause, silence, distraction and avoidance

Here the four terms that are used throughout the chapter are defined. They resemble one another and that is why they get mixed up; the whole chapter depends on their being kept separate. Read them slowly and check which one best describes what happens to you.

Pause. An interval without directed activity. It can last thirty seconds: it is the gap between having finished one thing and not having started the next. Everybody has dozens of them a day. The question is not whether they exist, but what happens inside them.

Silence. Here it is not the absence of noise, but a pause that is sustained on purpose, without filling it. Silence is a decision; the pause, an accident of the timetable.

Distraction. Anything that occupies attention and prevents the pause from turning into experience. It is not a moral defect: distracting yourself is one of the most effective emotion regulation strategies in the short term. The problem is not that it works badly, but that it works well, quickly and always, and that is why it displaces everything else.

Avoidance. Distracting yourself is a behavior; avoiding is a function. When distraction is used systematically in order not to come into contact with unpleasant internal states —thoughts, sensations, memories, emotions—, we speak of experiential avoidance (Hayes, Wilson, Gifford, Follette and Strosahl, 1996). What turns a behavior into avoidance is not what you do, but what you are moving away from by doing it.

And a fifth term, which is the aim of the chapter. Distress tolerance: remaining for a while with an uncomfortable internal state without responding immediately with a behavior that cuts it off. It is not endurance or willpower; it is trained in short stretches and it has a different ceiling in each person and at each moment.

Filling a pause is not a failure of character: it is what a system does that has learned that pauses hurt. What is being looked at here is not the behavior, but the freedom: whether you are the one who fills the gap or it fills itself.

With the terms separated, the mechanism can now be explained. The next point is the theory one.



3 · What happens inside

This is the theory point. You do not need to memorize names or dates; they are there so that you know where each statement comes from. What is worth retaining is the mechanism: why the pause is uncomfortable, why filling it becomes automatic, and how far what we know about attention practices applied to food goes. If you are reading this chapter with little time, read at least section 3.4.

3.1 · Being with nothing to do costs more than it seems

Wilson and colleagues (2014) asked participants to stay alone in a room, without a phone and with nothing to do, for between six and fifteen minutes, and simply to think. A considerable proportion rated the experience as unpleasant, and in one variant a striking proportion administered themselves a mild electric shock —one they had previously said they would pay to avoid— rather than go on with nothing to do.

That does not show that people hate thinking, but something more specific: being without activity, without preparation and without an announced ending is a situation many people are not trained for, and one in the face of which they look for any stimulus at all, even a negative one.

The proposal of Eastwood, Frischen, Smilek and Handy (2012) helps in understanding it: boredom is not a lack of stimuli, but a problem of attention, wanting to engage with something and not managing to. That is why it resembles rest so little, and that is why a boring pause can be frankly unpleasant. You are not inventing the discomfort.

3.2 · Avoidance teaches itself

Here is the core of the chapter. Avoidance learning has an uncomfortable property (Mowrer, 1947): the behavior that cuts off an unpleasant state is reinforced precisely because it cuts it off. And since it is repeated before the state manages to develop, it is never checked what would have happened if nothing had been done.

Translated into the scene of point 1: the person turns on the television and the discomfort does not appear. From that the system does not learn "there was nothing bad waiting for me"; it learns "turning on the television works". They are very different things.

Hayes and colleagues (1996) pointed out the most problematic feature of experiential avoidance: in the short term it relieves, in the medium term it narrows life. Each thing that is avoided becomes a little less manageable, and the repertoire of tolerable situations shrinks without anyone deciding it.

This explains a sentence many people say with shame: "it was not that I was hungry, it was that I needed to do something". Eating is quick, available and has an immediate effect on the internal state. As a strategy for cutting off distress it is one of the best there is. That is exactly the problem.

3.3 · When filling the gap stops being a decision

Wood and Rünger (2016) describe the shift from a behavior controlled by its outcome to one controlled by the context. At first you eat something because it relieves you; after a while, because you walked into the kitchen. The relief is no longer needed: the cue is enough. Jansen (1998) explains how cues acquire that power: if a food is consumed repeatedly in the presence of particular cues —a time, a place, a state—, they end up anticipating the food on their own, and Boswell and Kober (2016) found that this reactivity predicts both intake and subsequent weight gain.

Here the cue is peculiar: the cue is the gap. It is not a smell or an image, it is the moment without activity. And since it appears many times a day, the behavior has many occasions to repeat itself.

On boredom and food there is research, though less abundant than what exists on stress and food. Moynihan and colleagues (2015) studied boredom as a state that favors eating in order to divert attention away from oneself, with results that point in that direction; it is worth taking it as a clue and not as an established fact. And it is worth remembering Macht (2008): there is not a single route by which an internal state ends up in food, but several.

3.4 · What we know —and what we do not— about attention practices

This is the section worth reading if you are only going to read one, and it is written with more caution than the rest on purpose.

Mindfulness practices applied to eating seek what this chapter pursues: to increase the observation of internal states and to reduce automatic responses to external cues. Kristeller and Jordan (2018) develop them as a method; the framework comes from programs such as that of Kabat-Zinn (1990) and from the adaptation of Segal, Williams and Teasdale (2002), where decentering appears: looking at a thought as a mental event instead of as an order.

And does it work? The answer has two halves. The first is promising: Katterman, Kleinman, Hood, Nackers and Corsica (2014) found reductions in binge eating and in emotional eating, with inconsistent results on weight, and O'Reilly, Cook, Spruijt-Metz and Black (2014) reached a similar conclusion.

The second is usually left out. Goyal and colleagues (2014), in a broad meta-analysis of meditation programs, found moderate evidence of improvement in anxiety, depression and pain, and low or insufficient evidence for other outcomes, among them eating habits. And Van Dam and a large group of researchers (2018) published a critical review of the field: problems of definition, of measurement and of methodological quality, and a mismatch between what the research supports and what popular writing claims.

Hence the conclusion this book adopts: the evidence is promising but not uniform. There are reasons to practice; there are none for promising results.

3.5 · Where you can intervene

Gross (1998) describes emotion regulation as a sequence with several points at which to intervene, and not as a single moment of willpower: on the situation, on attention, on meaning and —last of all— on the response already under way.

Distraction intervenes on attention, and it is legitimate: there are days on which the right thing is to distract yourself. The problem appears when it is the only one available, because then there is no choice, only automatism. And if the cue is the gap, the cheap intervention does not consist in resisting the screen with the gap already open, but in deciding in advance where there is going to be a gap and how long it is going to be.

We now know what happens and why. What is missing is the concrete part: reconstructing a pause of your own, step by step. That is the next point.



4 · Reconstructing a pause that never came to exist

This point is work, not reading. You are going to take a particular moment in which a gap appeared and you filled it without deciding to. The table looks long; it is filled in in five minutes. What matters is not completing all of it, but seeing in which box the thing was decided.

Choose an episode from the last three days. Not "I usually put the television on when I get in", but "yesterday at ten past eight". And let it be an ordinary one, not the worst of the week: the ordinary ones repeat more and teach more.




	ELEMENT
	QUESTION
	YOURS





	Moment
	What time was it and what day?
	



	Place
	Where were you?
	



	Before
	What had you just finished?
	



	The gap
	How long did it last before you filled it?
	



	With what
	Screen, food, task, noise?
	



	Automatism
	Did you decide it or was it already done?
	



	Body
	What were you noticing just before?
	



	Mood
	How were you in mood and in energy?
	



	Physical hunger
	From 0 to 10, how much was there?
	



	Discomfort
	From 0 to 10, how much did it bother you?
	



	After
	How were you twenty minutes later?
	





Three rows usually teach more than the others.

The gap. If it lasted less than ten seconds, there was no pause: there was a transition. The behavior is under the control of the context in the sense of Wood and Rünger (2016), not of your internal state. That is good news: the context is changed more easily than a state.

The automatism. "It was already done by the time I noticed" is the most frequent answer and the most informative. It is not a failure of attention: it is what is normal when something has been repeated hundreds of times.

Physical hunger against discomfort. If hunger was at two and discomfort at seven, what was filled was not the stomach.

Five questions: what were you moving away from?

They distinguish a gap that was simply occupied from a gap that was fled from.


	If you had been forced to stay still for three more minutes, what would have appeared?

	Was there something pending that you did not want to think about —a conversation, a bill, a decision?

	Would you have done the same thing with company, or do you only do it alone?

	If you had fallen asleep, would the gap have been a problem?

	How often does this happen at the same time of day?



The more answers point to there having been something waiting behind it, the more useful point 5 is. If they point to pure habit at a fixed hour, the work is in the cue, not in the feeling. Not every gap hides an emotion. Some are, quite simply, ten past eight in the evening.

You now have the episode taken apart. Now tools are needed for intervening in it. Three, and no more.



5 · Three tools

Here there are three concrete instruments. Do not use the three at once. Start with the first for a week. And read the warning at the end of that first tool before using any of them.

Tool 1 · The pause with an announced ending

The difference between this tool and "hold out for a while doing nothing" lies in three details.

Duration fixed before starting. Set a timer. Two minutes, not ten: enough for something to appear and too little for the practice to be an exam.

Announced ending. Knowing when it finishes changes the experience. Wilson and colleagues (2014) describe a situation without preparation or structure; this is the opposite. You are not proving anything: you are looking for two minutes.

Explicit permission to stop early. It is not a kind detail, it is part of the method. If the discomfort rises too much, you stop. A practice that is abandoned in time is repeated tomorrow; one that is carried as far as panic teaches the system that the pause is dangerous.

What you do during those two minutes: nothing. Sitting, without a screen and without food.

Warning. If there are active traumatic memories, or if on staying still strong anguish, disconnection or thoughts of harming yourself appear, this tool is not for now and it is not to be done alone. Go to section 7.5.

Tool 2 · The four-channel run-through

It gives the pause content without filling it. Go through four channels, twenty seconds each:


	Breathing. Do not change it. Look at how it is: long, short, high, low.

	Body. Where is there tension, weight, a sensation without a name?

	Thoughts. What sentences go past? Do not argue with them. Name them: "planning", "reproach", "to-do list".

	Desires. What do you feel like doing right now? Eating, looking at your phone, getting up. Name it, without obeying it yet.



The fourth channel is the one almost nobody looks at and the only one that is of direct interest for food. By naming the desire you turn it into an object of observation instead of into an order: looking at the impulse instead of looking from it is the decentering of Segal, Williams and Teasdale (2002).

When you finish, write one line. Not a diary: one line. "Today tiredness appeared", "today nothing", "today I got nervous at forty seconds". That line is the datum.

Tool 3 · The chosen gap

The two previous ones act when the gap is already there. This one acts before, where Gross (1998) locates the cheap intervention.

Choose one fixed moment of the day at which you fill the gap automatically; in the scene of point 1 it would be coming into the house. And decide in advance: there there are two minutes without filling before turning anything on, opening anything or opening the fridge.

Nothing else changes: when the two minutes are over you do exactly what you were going to do, if you still want to. That stops it from being a prohibition. Meule (2020) shows that depriving yourself of a food tends to increase the desire for it, and there is no reason for the logic to change with screens. We are not looking to take away, but for one hundred twenty seconds to fit between the cue and the response.

The three tools work on behavior. What is missing is the question that none of the three answers.



6 · The silence that does not console

This point changes register. It does not bring a technique, it brings a question. You can skip it if right now you are only looking for tools, but it is the point that most often moves something.

There is a version of silence that sells very well and that is worth discarding: that of silence as a place where one meets oneself and comes out reconciled. Sometimes it happens, and it cannot be asked for.

What is frequent is something else. You sit down for two minutes and a shopping list appears. Or an argument from three years ago. Or nothing, and a vague sense of wasting time. The first reaction is usually to think that you are doing it wrong.

You are not doing it wrong: you are seeing what there is. And what there is, most days, is not profound.

The contemplative traditions make a useful distinction here even outside any religious framework: one thing is to look for an experience in the silence and another is to be available. The first turns silence into one more activity, with its aim and its result, and therefore into something that can be done well or badly. The second promises nothing, and that is why you cannot fail at it.

Hence a question, uncomfortable precisely because it is simple:

Am I leaving a gap, or have I set myself one more task?

If after a week the silence has turned into a number of minutes to be met or into a reproach when you do not do it, it has stopped being a gap: it is one more thing that fills the evening.

The practices

One minute before turning on. Before opening your phone or turning on the television, one minute in which the hand does not go. Not in order not to turn it on: you are going to turn it on anyway. Only so that the gesture passes through you.

Naming without resolving. When something appears in the pause —tiredness, annoyance, sadness, the urge to eat—, give it a name and nothing more. Naming and leaving it is a complete operation, not half of another one.

Many short gaps rather than one long one. Three pauses of one minute teach more than one of twenty, and they do not depend on the day.

And a reliable door when no emotion appears: the body. Herbert (2021) describes interoception as a trainable capacity, not as a fixed trait. Look for temperature, weight, tension and breathing. That is always there.

Up to here, psychology and practice. The next point gathers what other traditions say about the same thing. It is separated on purpose, and it is said clearly what each thing is.



7 · Supplement: field and resonance

This point brings together what several traditions that are not psychology say about silence. It is separated from the rest on purpose and in each section it is said what it is: research, tradition or disputed hypothesis. You can skip it entirely without losing the method of the chapter. If you read it, read it with section 7.5 in front of you.

7.1 · Silence is much older than psychology

The practice of sitting doing nothing was not invented by mental health research. It has been in use for millennia, in traditions with no therapeutic intention whatsoever.

Pascal, in the seventeenth century, devoted pages to this that are still exact. His analysis of divertissement —everything with which we occupy ourselves in order not to stay still— holds that a good part of human agitation consists in not being able to remain at rest in a room. It is written three hundred years before there were telephones, and for that very reason it is of interest: the problem was not brought by the screen; the screen made it easier.

Hanegraaff (2012) offers a classification of Western esotericism that is useful for a practical reason: it makes it possible to name each current precisely. Contemplative tradition, zen and energetic readings are different systems and it is best not to mix them.

7.2 · Four forms of silence, and none is the correct one

Contemplative silence is not a single thing. Knowing which one you are practicing helps.

Prayer. In the Western monastic traditions silence is a space of relationship, not of introspection: one keeps quiet in order to listen to another, not to oneself.

Meditation. In zen, "just sitting" —shikantaza— is a practice without an aim: pursuing a result is considered part of the problem. The idea clashes with the contemporary way of presenting meditation as a technique of performance.

Examen. The Ignatian tradition developed a regulated review of the day: what has happened, how I have been, where I was moving. It is the form most like observing without changing anything.

Simple presence. Being there, without a framework. The one that demands least and is explained worst.

These traditions also contributed vocabulary for what goes wrong in silence. The most useful is that of acedia: listlessness, restlessness and the wish to be somewhere else, halfway through the day. Anyone who has sat for two minutes at five in the afternoon recognizes the description, and the fact that it has had a name for fifteen hundred years says something reassuring. Simone Weil wrote about attention as active waiting, in which one does not seek but remains available; it is philosophy, not research, but it describes the difference between the two attitudes of point 6.

What this is and what it is not. They are traditions with internal criteria of validation that are not those of empirical science. They are not evidence of clinical efficacy. What is usable is the vocabulary and the confirmation that the discomfort of silence has been documented since long before it could be measured.

7.3 · The energetic vocabulary: field, resonance, saturation

There is a different reading, coming from energetic currents, that is worth presenting as what it is.

In this vocabulary, each person would have a field of their own, and the spaces and the people around would emit and receive within it. Silence would be a reduction of input: on withdrawing stimuli, what is one's own would be distinguished from what is borrowed. A day full of conversations, screens and haste would leave the field "saturated", and the restlessness of the evening would in part be other people's.

Within this family there are formulations with very different status. Besant and Leadbeater (1905) speak of thought-forms and desire-forms that would circulate between people; it is theosophical doctrine and it has to be read as such. Sheldrake proposes morphic resonance, a disputed hypothesis and not an established explanation; it is also best not to read "frequency" as if it were hertz. The notions of prana and of qi belong to complete medical and philosophical systems, and they are not equivalents of energy in the sense of physics.

What this is and what it is not. It is a way of speaking, with a long history and descriptive capacity. It is not a demonstrated mechanism, it does not explain the findings of point 3 and it cannot be used to support them. A term from this section is not worth anything as proof of anything in section 3, nor the other way around. The only usable thing is a question that does not require believing in any model: if at the end of a very noisy day the pause hurts more than at the end of a quiet day, you have a datum of your own, whether you call it saturation of the field or accumulated load.

7.4 · Where there is research

Robinson and colleagues (2013) reviewed the effect of eating with attention against eating distracted and found that attention during the meal is associated with lower subsequent intake, and distraction with greater. It is the most applicable finding of the chapter: it requires believing nothing, only turning off the screen while you eat. Alongside it, the works cited in 3.4 delimit where there is an effect and where there is not.

Of the whole of point 7, what has research support is the practice of attending. Not the readings of silence, nor those of the field.

7.5 · When silence does harm, and this is not optional

Nothing in this chapter replaces a professional assessment, and this section is worth reading in full. Staying still is not neutral for everyone. Lindahl, Fisher, Cooper, Rosen and Britton (2017) documented, by interviewing meditation practitioners in Western contexts, difficult experiences associated with the practice: anxiety, perceptual alterations, disconnection, reactivation of painful material. Farias, Maraldi, Wallenkampf and Lucchetti (2020) reviewed adverse events in meditative practices and concluded that they exist, that they are not exceptional and that they have been little reported. Neither of them maintains that the practice is dangerous in general, but something more limited: that it is not universally harmless and that it is worth saying so.

If there is active trauma, silence without accompaniment can facilitate the irruption of memories and images with no structure to hold them. This is not the moment to do this alone.

If disconnection, intense anguish or thoughts of harming yourself appear during or after the practice, it is interrupted and advice is sought. It is not persisted with and the time is not increased.

If there is an eating disorder under way —episodes with loss of control, compensatory behaviors, marked restriction, concealment, or if food occupies an important part of the day—, this is no longer material for a self-help chapter. The practices of this book can accompany a treatment; they do not replace it.

And a last one, of another order: if silence turns into a measuring stick —how many minutes, how many days in a row, why not today—, the framework has turned against you. A pause is not a merit.

What it offers and what it does not

Offers: vocabulary for an experience almost nobody names, the confirmation that the discomfort of the pause is not new, and four forms of silence among which to choose the practicable one.

Does not offer: diagnosis, causality, or a guarantee that there is an answer inside waiting for you. Whoever promises that silence is going to reveal to you what is happening to you with food claims more than can be claimed. Its function here is more modest: to create a space between the impulse and the response.

Everything that each language contributes has now been said. The next point puts them side by side.



8 · What each language says

A quick-reading table. It serves to see where the three languages coincide and where they do not, and so that you can use the one that is usable for you without having to accept the other two.










	THE QUESTION
	PSYCHOLOGY SAYS
	SPIRITUALITY SAYS
	EVERYDAY LIFE SAYS





	Why does the pause bother me?
	Lack of training; boredom is a problem of attention (Wilson et al., 2014)
	The agitation is ancient; it already had a name
	"I do not know how to be without doing anything"



	Why do I fill it so quickly?
	What cuts off distress reinforces itself (Mowrer, 1947; Hayes et al., 1996)
	Distracting yourself is easier than being available
	"I do it without noticing"



	And what if something unpleasant appears?
	Name it and, if it is intense, stop (Segal et al., 2002)
	Name, do not resolve
	"That is why I put the television on"





The three coincide on one point: none of them says that silence is obligatory or that distraction is bad. The three point at the same thing with different words: the problem appears when filling the gap stops being one of the options and becomes the only one.

With this all the material is now there. The next point puts it in order of work.



9 · The order of work

This is the chapter condensed into a sequence. It is the page to come back to when the impulse to fill a gap appears and you do not feel like rereading anything.


	Recognize the gap. You have just finished something and you have not yet started the next thing.

	Set a limit before starting. Two minutes. Timer. Announced ending.

	Take away the two things. Screen and food out of your hand.

	Go through the four channels: breathing, body, thoughts, desires.

	Name whatever appears. One word is enough. Do not resolve it.

	Score the discomfort from 0 to 10 halfway through. If it goes above seven, stop. Stopping in time is part of the method.

	When you finish, do what you were going to do. Turn it on, look, eat, if you still want to. It was not a prohibition.

	Write one line. What appeared, or that nothing appeared. Without judgments.

	On the seventh day, look at the seven lines together. That is where the information is, not in a single session.

	If one situation repeats in the seven lines, that is the one to work on, and it is worked on before it arrives, not inside it.



If step 6 leads you to stop early on five days out of seven, it is not that the practice does not work: it is that two minutes is too much for now. Go down to forty seconds. A gap of forty seconds is still a gap.

What is missing is seeing the method applied from start to finish. The next point is a case.



10 · One case, from start to finish

A resolved case, with the name changed. It is not an ideal example: it includes what did not work, because that is part of the method too.

The situation. Alan, 57 years old, maintenance technician, rotating shifts, has lived alone for four years. He consults about what he calls "night-time snacking": between nine and twelve he eats non-stop and without hunger, in front of the television. During the day he eats in an orderly way.

What he said first. "At night I get bored and I eat." It is the hypothesis almost everybody brings, and it turned out to be mistaken, though not entirely.

Point 4, the reconstruction. He was asked for a particular episode. The previous Thursday, at a quarter to nine, he had just cleared up the kitchen. The gap between finishing and turning on the television lasted about five seconds. What he filled it with: television first, food ten minutes later. Did he decide it? "It was already done." Physical hunger: one. Discomfort of the gap: he could not score it, because there had not come to be a gap.

That answer was the finding of the first session. He could not describe the discomfort of the pause because in four years he had not had one.

The five questions. The second one —was there something pending that you did not want to think about?— left him silent for a long while. Then he said that the nights were the only moment of the day when he noticed he was alone, and that he had gone four years without saying it out loud.

What surfaced there. The trigger was not boredom in general, it was finishing clearing up the kitchen: before, he was busy; afterwards, not. And the food arrived ten minutes after the television: the television filled the gap, but not the state.

What was done. No prohibiting night-time food. Tool 3 at a single moment: on finishing clearing up the kitchen, two minutes sitting without turning anything on; afterwards, television and whatever he wanted. Within those two minutes, tool 2, and he was asked to write "today nothing" on the days when nothing appeared, so that the practice would not turn into a search. In the fourth week, dinner at the table without television, without a rule about amounts, drawing on Robinson and colleagues (2013).

What did not work. In the first week he tried ten minutes instead of two, because "two minutes is nothing". He held out three days, on the fourth he got very nervous and gave it up for a whole week. On taking it up again with two minutes, he sustained it. That episode did more for him than any explanation: he checked in his own home that the long duration was not ambition, it was scheduled abandonment. Walking after dinner was also proposed to him; he did not do it a single day. Not every reasonable tool fits into a particular life.

Where he is eleven weeks later. He still snacks at night, three or four nights a week instead of seven, and what has changed above all is the ending: before, he finished when he went to sleep, now he finishes when he decides. The two minutes have stayed; dinner without television he sustains about four nights out of seven.

In the written lines almost always the same thing appeared: tiredness and loneliness. As a result of that he began to call his sister on Sundays, something that was not part of any tool and that is probably the most important change of the process.

It is not resolved. There are still nights when the house becomes very big and he eats until the program ends. When that happens, he now knows it while it is happening, which is not little and is not everything either.

What this case teaches. The aim was not to eliminate the snacking, but for there to be a gap where there was none, in order to see what was inside. And what was inside was not what he thought, nor was it resolved with a technique.

Now it is your turn. The next point is your worksheet.



11 · Your own silence

Practice sheet. It is designed to be written on. If you read the book on a screen, copy it into a notebook: writing by hand changes what comes out.

Week 1 · Counting the gaps, without changing anything

For seven days do not practice any silence: only count. Every time you see that you have filled a gap automatically, note it down. Changing and observing at the same time makes it impossible to know what has happened.











	DAY
	TIME
	WHAT HAD I JUST FINISHED?
	WHAT DID I FILL IT WITH?
	DID I DECIDE IT?





	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	





On the seventh day, three questions about the table:


	Which situation repeats most in "what had I just finished"?

	What do you fill it with most often: screen, food, task or noise?

	How many times did you answer "yes" in the last column?



Week 2 · One gap a day, at the moment that repeats most

Choose the moment that came up most often in the first column. One only. And there, two minutes with an announced ending, four channels and one written line. Go on noting it down, and add two columns: how long it lasted and what discomfort there was from 0 to 10.

On finishing, compare. You are not looking for the discomfort to go down to zero or for revelations to appear, but for two smaller things: that the pause holds, and that something starts to repeat in the written lines.

Four sentences to complete on finishing the two weeks

The gap I fill most is that of:  

I fill it almost always with:  

What appeared most often in the pause was:  

What I can sustain without its turning into a test is:  



12 · Your notes

Space for what is yours. What does not fit in any table is usually the most useful thing six months from now.



























13 · What you take away

Summary of the chapter in eight sentences. If in a month's time you only remember this page, that is enough.


	The discomfort of the pause is real and it is documented. It is not you, and it is not from now.

	Filling the gap relieves, and that is why it is repeated: what cuts off distress reinforces itself.

	When it repeats enough, it stops responding to distress and responds to the context: to the gap itself.

	That is why you never get to know what was behind it. There is no material time for it to appear.

	A short silence, with an announced ending and with permission to stop early, teaches more than a long one.

	Stopping early when distress rises is not failing. Regulating does not mean bearing any intensity whatsoever.

	The practice does not have to give you anything. Its function is that a space should fit between the impulse and the response.

	Attention practices applied to food have support, but uneven support. Practicing yes. Promising no.



What is missing is the table of provenances. There is no need to read it now.



14 · Where each fact comes from

Reference table. The third column says at which point each thing appears, so that you can go back to any statement in the chapter without rereading the whole of it. There is no need to read it now.

Authors

Pause, boredom and avoidance









	AUTHOR / YEAR
	WHAT IT CONTRIBUTES HERE
	POINT





	Wilson et al. (2014)
	Being without activity or structure is unpleasant
	3.1 · 5



	Eastwood et al. (2012)
	Boredom as a problem of attention
	3.1



	Moynihan et al. (2015)
	Eating in order to divert attention away from oneself
	3.3



	Mowrer (1947)
	What cuts off an unpleasant state is reinforced by that
	3.2 · 8



	Hayes et al. (1996)
	Experiential avoidance: it relieves, and it narrows life
	2 · 3.2





Cues, habit and regulation









	AUTHOR / YEAR
	WHAT IT CONTRIBUTES HERE
	POINT





	Wood and Rünger (2016)
	From outcome control to context control
	3.3 · 4



	Jansen (1998)
	Cues anticipate the food and activate the response
	3.3



	Boswell and Kober (2016)
	Cue reactivity predicts intake and weight
	3.3



	Macht (2008)
	Several routes; it rules out the single explanation
	3.3



	Meule (2020)
	Deprivation increases desire
	5



	Gross (1998)
	Points of intervention; acting at the end is the most expensive
	3.5 · 5





Mindfulness, interoception and their limits









	AUTHOR / YEAR
	WHAT IT CONTRIBUTES HERE
	POINT





	Kabat-Zinn (1990)
	Program from which contemporary practice comes
	3.4



	Segal et al. (2002)
	Decentering: looking at the thought, not from it
	3.4 · 5



	Kristeller and Jordan (2018)
	Mindful eating as a method
	3.4



	Katterman et al. (2014)
	Reduces binge eating and emotional eating
	3.4



	O'Reilly et al. (2014)
	Effect on eating behaviors, not on weight
	3.4



	Goyal et al. (2014)
	Moderate evidence in anxiety, depression and pain
	3.4



	Van Dam et al. (2018)
	Critical review of the field
	3.4



	Robinson et al. (2013)
	Attentive eating is associated with lower subsequent intake
	7.4 · 10



	Herbert (2021)
	Interoception as a trainable capacity
	6



	Lindahl et al. (2017)
	Difficult experiences in meditative practice
	7.5



	Farias et al. (2020)
	Adverse events exist and are little reported
	7.5





Philosophical, contemplative and energetic currents









	AUTHOR / YEAR
	WHAT IT CONTRIBUTES HERE
	POINT





	Pascal (1670)
	The divertissement: not being able to remain at rest
	7.1



	Hanegraaff (2012)
	Classification of Western esotericism
	7.1



	Simone Weil
	Attention as available waiting; philosophy, not research
	7.2



	Besant and Leadbeater (1905)
	Desire-forms between people; theosophical doctrine
	7.3



	Sheldrake
	Morphic resonance; disputed hypothesis
	7.3





Psychological techniques









	TECHNIQUE
	WHAT FOR
	POINT





	Pause with an announced ending
	Exposing yourself to the gap in sustainable doses
	5 · 9 · 10



	Four-channel run-through
	Giving the pause content without filling it
	5 · 9 · 10



	Chosen gap
	Intervening before the cue
	5 · 9 · 10





Spiritual practices









	PRACTICE
	WHAT FOR
	POINT





	One minute before turning on
	So that the automatic gesture passes through you
	6



	Naming without resolving
	Naming is a complete operation
	6 · 9



	Short gaps rather than one long one
	So that it does not depend on the day
	6





Instruments in this chapter









	INSTRUMENT
	WHAT IT DOES
	POINT





	The four definitions of point 2
	Vocabulary of the chapter
	2



	The pause table (eleven elements)
	Reconstructing a particular episode
	4 · 11



	Five questions: what were you moving away from?
	Distinguishing an occupied gap from one that is fled from
	4 · 9



	Ten-step protocol
	The method in order of work
	9 · 13



	Two-week sheet
	Turning the chapter into a tool of your own
	11 · 12






[image: Illustration for chapter 27: Does every emptiness have to be filled?]

CHAPTER 27

Does every emptiness have to be filled?

Before asking what it is filled with, check whether this emptiness was asking to be filled.



1 · Where we begin

This first point only opens the chapter. It presents an ordinary scene and formulates the question the chapter is going to leave well posed. You do not have to do anything yet.

It is half past six in the afternoon. Nothing special is happening. And even so there is something that is not in its right place: a restlessness with no name, neither anguish nor sadness, more the sensation that something is missing.

What happens next is almost always the same. Look for something to do. Look in the fridge. Open a shopping app. Put on music. Eat.

Now the variant that is of interest. Someone, that afternoon, decides to wait five minutes before doing anything. And after five minutes they discover that what was underneath was tiredness. What they needed was not more stimulation, but rest.

That finding is the starting point, and it is worth not drawing more from it than it gives. It does not prove that waiting five minutes resolves anything, but something more modest and more useful: that the first reading of a sensation is not always the correct one, and that there is a way of checking it.

The previous chapter was about tolerating a break. This one calls into question the premise that is almost never examined: that an emptiness should be, by definition, a problem that has to be resolved.

The question is not whether emptiness is good or bad. It is this one: does this emptiness, today, ask for action or ask for presence?

And the question has no general answer. Some sensations disappear on their own if nothing is done; others signal a real need, and not attending to it is not serenity, it is neglect. The skill of this chapter is not to endure: it is to distinguish.

Before going into the mechanism, four words that are used as if they were one have to be separated. The next point does that.



2 · Emptiness, restlessness, need and urgency

Here the four terms of the chapter are defined. They are constantly confused, and most automatic decisions come out of that confusion. Read them slowly and check which one describes what happens to you at half past six in the afternoon.

Emptiness. Here it is not a clinical concept nor a spiritual category: it is an experience. A sensation of lack, of a hollow, of something not being there. What matters is that the word already contains an interpretation: calling it emptiness suggests that it has to be filled. It would be worth being able to look at it before naming it that way.

Restlessness. Unpleasant activation with no defined object. It is not fear of something concrete nor sadness about something concrete: it is a state of the body that pushes you to move. That is why it leads so readily to behavior, and why it is so easily confused with hunger.

Need. Something that the organism or life genuinely requires: sleeping, eating, moving, company, resolving a pending matter. Needs do not disappear by being observed: they are attended to or they stay there.

Urgency. The quality of "this has to be now". It is a property of the impulse, not of the need. There are real needs with no urgency at all —sleeping better over the next three months— and extremely urgent impulses that answer to no need. Separating urgency from need is probably the most useful thing in the whole chapter.

And the term that joins them, which already appeared in the previous chapter and here is the axis. Distress tolerance: experiencing an uncomfortable state without responding immediately with an impulsive behavior. It is not resignation nor heroic endurance: it is gaining enough time to decide.

And a rule that runs through the chapter, because it is the one most often forgotten: tolerating is not the goal; tolerating is what makes it possible to choose. An emptiness that is sustained for half an hour and ends without a real need being attended to is not a success.

With the terms separated, the mechanism can now be explained. The next point is the theory one.



3 · What happens inside

This is the theory point. There is no need to memorize names or dates; they are there so that you know where each statement comes from. What is worth retaining is the distinction between what passes on its own and what does not. If you are reading this chapter with little time, read at least section 3.3.

3.1 · Tolerating distress: what it is and what it is not

The concept comes above all from the work of Linehan (1993), who developed skills for sustaining situations that cannot be changed immediately without making them worse with an impulsive behavior. In that framework distress tolerance coexists with something equally important, problem solving: they are not moral alternatives, they are two tools for two different situations.

Linehan sets it out as a menu of options in the face of any situation that hurts: solve the problem, change how you feel about it, accept it, or go on suffering. The first three are actions; the fourth is what happens when none of them is chosen.

Put like that it seems obvious, and in practice it is not, because most people always use the same option, including when it does not apply. Whoever always solves ends up solving things that were not problems; whoever always accepts ends up accepting things that were. This chapter deals with the moment before, when it is not yet known what kind of situation one is facing.

3.2 · What goes up usually comes down, but not always

The most widespread image about impulses is that of the wave: it rises, reaches a peak and comes down if nothing is done. It comes from the work on relapse prevention of Marlatt and Gordon (1985) and was popularized as urge surfing; Bowen and Marlatt (2009) put it to the test in a brief intervention with university smokers, with favorable effects on consumption in the following days.

It is a useful image. It is also worth saying where it fails.

First: not all impulses are waves. Some signal a sustained need, and those do not come down. Real physical hunger does not come down because you observe it; it comes down because you eat. Confusing the two is the most frequent error of someone who has just learned the technique.

Second: the experience sampling of Hofmann, Baumeister, Förster and Vohs (2012) describes a less orderly picture. People spend a good part of the day with some desire active, many of them come into conflict with other goals, and the outcome depends on quite a few things besides the strength of the desire. There is no single curve.

Third: if you wait five minutes so that the impulse comes down, you have turned the waiting into a technique of elimination, and when it does not come down you will feel that you have failed. The waiting in this chapter is not there for making it come down, but for seeing what is underneath.

3.3 · An unpleasant sensation is not a diagnosis

This is the central section, and it is also the one that most contradicts intuition.

Craig (2002) describes interoception as a system that reports on the physiological state of the body, with an important consequence: what reaches consciousness is above all a general state of pleasantness or unpleasantness, not a detailed message with instructions. Barrett (2017) develops it in her model of constructed emotion: affect —feeling good or bad, activated or switched off— is real information about the body, but it does not come with the label already attached; the meaning is added afterwards, out of the context and out of what has been learned.

Translated into half past six in the afternoon: the sensation is real. The interpretation "something is missing, and that something is food" is a hypothesis, not a piece of data.

Bruch (1973) had already described clinically this difficulty in distinguishing hunger from other internal states, and Herbert (2021) supplies the hopeful part: interoception is a trainable capacity, not a fixed trait.

From here comes the practical operation of the chapter, smaller than it looks: postponing the label. Not "I am hungry", but "I notice something in my chest and in my stomach, and I do not yet know what it is".

3.4 · When underneath there is a real need

It is worth insisting, because the chapter could be read badly.

There are emptinesses that signal real needs, and the most frequent and worst attended is sleep. Spiegel, Tasali, Penev and Van Cauter (2004) showed that restricting sleep is accompanied by changes in the regulation of appetite and by an increase in reported hunger, and Greer, Goldstein and Walker (2013) found that sleep deprivation modifies the brain response to food, with greater desire for the very caloric ones. Tiredness does not only resemble hunger: to a certain extent it produces it.

And there is an old finding that is very useful here. Thayer (1987) compared two responses to a state of low energy: eating something sweet or walking for ten minutes. The sweet raised energy briefly and was afterwards associated with more tension and more tiredness; the walk raised it for longer. It is not a universal prescription, but it illustrates the idea: two responses to the same state, with different results, and the difference is noticed an hour later, not at the moment.

The conclusion is uncomfortable for the two easy positions. It is not enough to observe the impulse: sometimes you have to do something. And it is not enough to do something: you have to do what corresponds.

3.5 · Why suppressing is not enough

What remains is to rule out the way out that almost everybody tries first: not thinking about it.

Wegner, Schneider, Carter and White (1987) showed that trying to suppress a thought can produce the opposite effect, and Wegner (1994) formulated the mechanism: the processes that keep watch to see that it does not appear are the ones that keep it accessible. Campbell-Sills, Barlow, Brown and Hofmann (2006) compared suppressing and accepting emotional responses in people with emotional disorders, with results that favor the second strategy; it is a line of evidence, not a closed verdict.

Gross (1998) puts it in order: acting on the response already under way —which is what suppression does— is the most expensive point of intervention. And Meule (2020) adds the specifically food-related part: depriving yourself of a food tends to increase the desire for it.

Hence the practice in this chapter never at any point says "do not do it". It says: wait five minutes and then decide. The difference is not cosmetic.

We now know what happens and why. What is missing is the concrete part: reconstructing an emptiness of your own. That is the next point.



4 · Reconstructing an emptiness

This point is work, not reading. You are going to take a concrete episode of restlessness and take it apart. What matters is not filling in the whole table, but seeing whether the first label you put on it was the correct one.

Choose an episode from the last three days in which you felt that diffuse lack and responded with something: eating, buying, looking, tidying. Not the worst one: an ordinary one.









	ELEMENT
	QUESTION
	YOURS





	Moment
	What time was it and what day?
	



	Before
	What had you done in the two previous hours?
	



	Sleep
	How much did you sleep the night before?
	



	Last meal
	How long ago was it?
	



	Where it is felt
	In the stomach, the chest, the throat, the head?
	



	Label
	What did you tell yourself it was?
	



	Intensity
	From 0 to 10, how much was it pushing?
	



	Urgency
	From 0 to 10, how much was it "right now"?
	



	What you did
	What was the response?
	



	At thirty minutes
	Was it still there?
	



	At two hours
	What was left?
	





Three rows usually decide the reading.

Sleep and last meal. If you slept five hours or had gone seven without eating, a good part of the rest is superfluous. There is no need to look for meaning where there is physiology.

Intensity against urgency. When urgency greatly exceeds intensity, it is almost always an impulse and not a need. Real needs tend to be persistent and not very noisy; impulses, noisy and brief.

At two hours. It is the box that teaches the most and the one nobody fills in. If two hours later the same thing was still missing, that was not what was needed.

Five questions: action or presence?

They do not give a verdict. They tip the balance.


	Is there an identifiable physical need right now —sleep, food, water, walking, cold?

	If tomorrow it were the same, would there be something concrete to do?

	Does it appear at this hour almost every day, or is it just today's?

	If someone you love told you what you are feeling, what would you recommend to them?

	Does what I am going to do answer to what I notice, or does it only interrupt it?



The first orders more than the other four together. The fourth works because almost all of us are better advisers to other people than to ourselves. And the fifth is the one to take with you into the kitchen.

You now have the episode taken apart. Now tools are needed. Three, and no more.



5 · Three tools

Three concrete instruments. Do not use all three at once: start with the first one for a week. The second and the third make sense when the first no longer costs you anything.

Tool 1 · Two scores and five minutes

It is the central practice of the chapter and it has four steps.


	Score the impulse from 0 to 10. Before anything else, without arguing about it.

	Observe for five minutes without trying to eliminate it. It is not distracting yourself nor resisting: it is staying and looking at where it is felt and whether it changes.

	Score again. The second number is the piece of data.

	Decide which action best answers the need. Eating can be that action; resting can be; buying rarely is, although it also can be.



Three possible readings of the second number, and all three are information:

It has come down. It was, to a large extent, a wave. That does not mean it was false or that it did not matter.

It is the same. This usually indicates a sustained need. Look for it with tool 3.

It has gone up. It happens, and it is not a failure of the technique. Sometimes, when you stop moving, what the activity was covering up appears; and sometimes it was hunger, which increases when you pay attention to it.

Warning. Five minutes is a proposal, not a test. If the distress grows until it becomes difficult to sustain, you finish earlier. Regulating does not mean forcing yourself to bear any intensity whatsoever.

Tool 2 · The four ways out

When the impulse is still there after the five minutes, do not ask yourself "do I do it or do I not?": that question has only two answers and both are bad. Ask yourself which of these four corresponds, following Linehan (1993):


	Solve. There is something concrete to do and it can be done today. Do it, even if it is a small part.

	Change how you feel about it. It cannot be solved today, but it can be looked at in another way, talked over, or the demand can be lowered.

	Accept for now. There is nothing to do and nothing to change. It is sustained.

	Go on the same. It is what happens when none of the three is chosen. It is also an option, and it is worth knowing that it is being taken.



The usefulness of the list is not in choosing well, but in realizing that there are four doors and that you tend always to use the same one.

Tool 3 · The short review

Six questions in this order. They are done in less than a minute and they resolve more episodes than it seems.


	How much have I slept?

	When did I last really eat?

	How long have I gone without moving?

	Have I spoken to anyone today beyond the functional?

	Is there something pending that I have been dodging for days?

	Is there anything today that I feel like doing, apart from eating?



The order goes from the physiological to the biographical. If the answer appears in the first three, there is no need to go on: looking for deep meaning when what is missing is hours of sleep is an elegant way of not sleeping more.

The three tools work on the decision. What is missing is the question that none of the three answers.



6 · The emptiness that is not filled

This point changes register. It brings no technique, it brings a question that the chapter is not going to close. You can skip it if right now you are looking only for tools.

Up to here we have worked as if every emptiness were a question with an answer: if it is physiological, it is attended to; if it is a wave, it passes; if it is a pending matter, it is resolved.

There remains a kind that does not fit into any of the three: the emptiness that is still there after having slept well, eaten well and resolved what was pending; the one that appears on a Sunday afternoon with no locatable reason; the one that is not resolved because it is not a problem.

About that emptiness this book has no technique to offer, and saying so is more honest than inventing one.

What can be said is that filling it has a cost that is almost never counted: each time it is filled immediately, the chance of finding out what it was made of is lost. Over the years that leaves a person without information about themselves precisely in the area they would most want to know about.

Hence the question of this point, which is uncomfortable because it has no single answer:

Am I responding to a need, or am I covering up a question?

It does not have to be answered today. It is enough to notice which of the two things is more frequent in your week.

The practices

Naming without correcting. When the sensation appears, say what you notice, not what you think it means. "Weight in the chest." "An urge to move." The label can wait.

Leaving a small emptiness on purpose. Once a day, three minutes that are not filled. Not in order to discover anything: in order to check that it can be done.

Asking which part is asking. Before responding, ask which part of you is asking: the body, the tiredness, the boredom, the need for the day to have something good in it. Naming it does not resolve it, but it changes the answer.

Not turning it into discipline. If after two weeks waiting has become an obligation with which you reproach yourself for something, the practice has changed function and it is worth leaving it for a while.

Up to here, psychology and practice. The next point gathers what other traditions say about emptiness. It is kept separate on purpose.



7 · Supplement: field and resonance

This point brings together readings of emptiness that are not psychology. It is kept separate on purpose, and in each section it is said what it is: tradition, disputed hypothesis or research. You can skip the whole of it without losing the method. If you read it, read it with section 7.6 in front of you.

7.1 · Emptiness has a history, and it was not always an enemy

In the contemporary way of speaking, "emptiness" is almost always negative: existential emptiness, feeling empty, filling the emptiness. That has not been the dominant reading everywhere.

In various contemplative traditions empty space is not the enemy: it can represent openness, detachment or possibility. It is worth saying so now, and it will be repeated at the end: that reading must be kept as a spiritual perspective, and not used as a clinical explanation. That a tradition values emptiness says nothing about what it suits a particular person to do on a Tuesday afternoon.

Hanegraaff (2012) offers a classification of Western esotericism that is useful for a practical reason: it makes it possible to name each current with precision. Taoism, Buddhism, Christian mysticism and energetic readings are different things, with different histories and different criteria.

7.2 · The vessel, the hollow and the interval

The Daodejing, the founding text of Taoism, contains a much-quoted passage that compares three objects: the wheel, whose usefulness depends on the hollow of the hub; the vessel, which serves because of the space that contains no matter; and the room, which is used for its openings. The idea is simple and difficult at the same time: what makes something work is not always what is there, but what is not there.

Japanese aesthetics has a term for the same thing: ma, the interval, the pause between two things, the silence between two notes. It is not absence of content: it is part of the content.

From Buddhism śūnyatā is usually quoted, and here a clarification is needed, because it circulates very badly translated. In its traditional formulation it does not mean that things do not exist nor that emptiness is a desirable state of the mind: it refers to the fact that nothing exists in an independent and isolated way. Using it as if it said "emptiness is good" is a popular reading, not the doctrine.

What this is and what it is not. They are philosophical and religious traditions with centuries of elaboration of their own. They are not findings about appetite and they cannot support anything in point 3. What is usable is of another order: a vocabulary in which a hollow can be something other than a breakdown.

7.3 · Detachment and night: two contemplative readings

Christian mysticism worked on emptiness by two roads that it is best not to mix.

The first is detachment. Meister Eckhart made it a central concept: letting go of attachment to objects and to one's own desires, which in his framework is a condition of openness and not a form of austerity. The most honest secular translation would be this one: not everything that is desired has to be obtained for the day to be complete.

The second is night. John of the Cross described states of dryness and absence on the contemplative path, and interpreted them not as failure but as a phase. It is a powerful reading and a dangerous one outside its context, and it has to be said why: a depression is not a dark night, and reading it that way can delay a consultation by years.

What this is and what it is not. They are frameworks of meaning within a religious life, with criteria of their own. They do not describe mechanisms and they do not replace an assessment. What is usable, for someone who does not share the framework, is the distinction between desiring and needing.

7.4 · The energetic vocabulary of emptiness

There is a different reading, coming from energetic currents, which it is worth presenting as what it is.

In that vocabulary, emptiness would not be lack but available space within the person's field. Filling it immediately would be closing it before knowing what it was there for, and the restlessness of the afternoon would be described as a disturbance of the field after a day of much exposure to other people, not as a signal of one's own.

Within this family there are formulations with very different status. Besant and Leadbeater (1905) speak of desire-forms that would circulate between people; it is theosophical doctrine and it has to be read as such. Sheldrake proposes morphic resonance, a disputed hypothesis and not an established explanation; it is also worth not reading "frequency" as if it were hertz. The notions of prana and qi belong to complete systems and are not equivalent to the energy of physics.

What this is and what it is not. It is a way of speaking, with a long history and descriptive capacity. It is not a demonstrated mechanism, it does not explain anything in point 3 and it cannot support it; and conversely, no finding in point 3 confirms anything in this section. The two languages describe the same afternoon and they do not lend each other proofs.

7.5 · Where there is research

So that the difference in status between some sections and others is clear.

What has empirical backing in this chapter is in point 3: the distinction between tolerating and solving (Linehan, 1993), the counterproductive effect of suppression (Wegner, 1994), the relationship between sleep and appetite (Spiegel et al., 2004; Greer et al., 2013) and interoception as a trainable capacity (Herbert, 2021).

On the attention practices applied to food the conclusion of the previous chapter still holds: Katterman and colleagues (2014) find effects on bingeing and emotional eating, and Goyal and colleagues (2014) and Van Dam and colleagues (2018) mark the limit of what can be promised. The evidence is promising and not uniform.

Of the whole of point 7, no statement has that status. It is here for what it contributes to the vocabulary, not for what it demonstrates.

7.6 · Clinical warning, and this one is not optional

Nothing in this chapter replaces a professional assessment.

A persistent emptiness is not self-help material. If it is constant, or is accompanied by hopelessness, loss of interest in everything, isolation or the idea that nothing has any meaning, it is not a matter of distress tolerance: it is a reason to consult, and the sooner the better.

If thoughts of harming yourself appear, do not wait five minutes or any other interval: seek help today. There are care services available and that is the first action, not the last.

If there is an eating disorder under way —episodes with loss of control, compensatory behaviors, marked restriction, concealment—, the practice of waiting can turn into another form of restriction. The treatment models (Fairburn, 2008) go in the opposite direction: regularizing intake rather than delaying it. The practices in this book can accompany a treatment, not replace it.

If, on staying still, intense anguish, disconnection or traumatic material appears, what was said in the previous chapter holds: you stop and you consult. Lindahl and colleagues (2017) and Farias and colleagues (2020) document that these practices are not universally harmless.

And a last one, which is not clinical but does harm just the same: if waiting turns into a test of character, the framework has turned against you. Eating after two minutes is not losing anything.

What it offers and what it does not

Offers: a vocabulary in which a hollow may not be a breakdown, the distinction between desiring and needing with a very long elaboration behind it, and a reason not to fill automatically.

Does not offer: diagnosis, causality, or a criterion for deciding whether your emptiness this afternoon was asking for action or for presence. That decision is taken with the information from point 3, not with the information from this one. And whoever says that emptiness is always a spiritual opportunity is affirming considerably more than can be affirmed, and may be describing something that needs treatment.

Everything that each language contributes has now been said. The next point puts them side by side.



8 · What each language says

A quick-reading table about the same half past six in the afternoon. It serves to see where the three languages coincide and where they do not, and so that you can use whichever one you find usable without accepting the other two.










	THE QUESTION
	PSYCHOLOGY SAYS
	SPIRITUALITY SAYS
	EVERYDAY LIFE SAYS





	What is this sensation?
	Affect without a label; the meaning is added afterwards (Barrett, 2017)
	A space you have not yet looked at
	"Something is missing and I do not know what"



	Does something have to be done?
	It depends: some things are solved and others are sustained (Linehan, 1993)
	Not every hollow asks to be filled
	"I will have to do something"



	And if I wait?
	Some impulses come down and others do not; the piece of data is which
	Waiting is not wasting time
	"Either it passes or it does not"



	And if I get it out of my head?
	Suppression usually gives it back with more force (Wegner, 1994)
	Forcing is not letting go
	"The more I think about it, the worse"



	Is it wrong to fill it?
	It is not a category of research
	The problem is not filling, it is not having looked
	"It is not such a big deal"





The three coincide on one point, and it is worth underlining: none of the three says that filling the emptiness is wrong. The three point to the same thing in different words: the problem appears when filling it is the only thing you know how to do with it.

With this all the material is in. The next point puts it in order of work.



9 · The order of work

The chapter condensed into a sequence. It is the page to come back to at half past six in the afternoon.


	Stop for a moment. Before opening anything.

	Score the impulse from 0 to 10.

	Do the short review: sleep, food, body, company, pending matter, desire. Less than a minute.

	If a physical need appears there, attend to it. The process is over. Eating because you have gone seven hours without eating requires no technique.

	If none appears, wait five minutes without trying to eliminate the impulse. Observe where it is felt and whether it moves.

	Score again. It came down, it is the same, it went up. All three results are data.

	Choose among the four ways out: solve, change how you feel, accept for now, or do not choose.

	Decide and act. Eating at the end of this process, having chosen it, is a correct result.

	Two hours later, write down what was left. That is the box that teaches.

	On the seventh day, look at the seven notes together, not each one separately.



If step 5 feels very long to you, make it two minutes. If step 9 is the one you always forget, it is the one you most need.

What is missing is to see the method applied from start to finish. The next point is a case.



10 · One case, from start to finish

A resolved case, with the name changed. It is not an ideal example: it includes what did not work and an ending that is not entirely an ending.

The situation. Nora, 34 years old, works in telephone customer service, on a split shift. She consults about what she calls "the seven o'clock anxiety". Between half past six and eight a restlessness appears which she resolves by eating standing up in the kitchen and buying things on her phone. There are no binges, no compensatory behaviors and no loss of control. There is an afternoon that gets away from her.

What she said first. "It is anxiety. I need to learn to relax."

Point 4, the reconstruction. The previous Tuesday, at six forty. The two previous hours: calls one after another, four complaints. Sleep the night before: five and a half hours. Last meal: a quarter past two, standing up. Where it was felt: in the throat and in the stomach. Label: anxiety. Intensity: six. Urgency: nine. What she did: bread and cheese and two orders. At thirty minutes: it was still there. At two hours: tiredness and annoyance with herself.

What surfaced there. Three things she had not seen. The first, the simplest and the most uncomfortable: she was sleeping five and a half hours and had gone four hours without eating, and a good part of the episode needed no interpretation. The second: the distance between intensity six and urgency nine; what was pushing was not the strength of the sensation, it was the hurry. The third: the label, because calling it anxiety led her to look for relaxation techniques, and those do not fix four hours of fasting.

What was done. In this order, which turned out to be important. First, no waiting at all: she was asked to have a real meal at five, sitting down, for two weeks, with no other rule and without restricting anything at night; it rested on 3.4 and on the criterion of regularizing rather than delaying. Second, from the third week on, tool 1 only on the days when that meal had already been had. Third, the short review, which she reduced to two questions —sleep and last meal— because the other four "said nothing to her". It worked better that way.

What did not work. The five o'clock meal was not possible three days out of five, because of the way the calls fell; she moved to a less elegant plan, something prepared in her bag at whatever time she could manage. Worse on paper and sustainable in practice.

And in the fifth week she turned the five minutes into a rule, with the idea that if she waited "long enough" the impulse would disappear. When it did not disappear she got angry with herself, and on two afternoons she ended up eating much more than she would have eaten without waiting at all. She had to be told explicitly that the waiting was not there for making it come down, and section 3.2 had to be reread together.

Where she is fourteen weeks later. The afternoons of restlessness have gone from almost every day to three or four a week, and most of that reduction happened in the first two weeks, before any work with the impulse: it was the afternoon meal. She sleeps about twenty minutes more, not because she set out to, but because going to bed stopped being the last thing in a long afternoon.

There are still afternoons when she buys things she does not need, and there is still a restlessness at seven that is not explained by sleep or by food. About that one she has not found out much. Her sentence in the last session was: "I no longer think it is anxiety, but I do not know what it is either". It is progress, even if it does not look like it, and




















	DAY
	TIME
	HOURS OF SLEEP
	LAST MEAL
	IMPULSE (0–10)
	WHAT DID I DO?





	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	







	How many of the seven episodes occurred after sleeping less than seven hours or more than five hours without eating?

	At what time are they concentrated?

	What was the most frequent response?
































	Tolerating distress is not the goal. It is what gives you time to choose.

	Some sensations come down on their own and others signal a need. Telling them apart is the whole skill.

	An unpleasant sensation is real information, but it arrives without a label. You put the label on, and it can be the wrong one.

	Before looking for meaning, look at sleep and the last meal. A good part of the episodes is resolved there.

	Urgency is not the need. They usually go in different directions.

	Suppressing the impulse tends to give it back with more force. That is why the practice does not say "do not do it", it says "wait and decide".

	Waiting is not there for making the impulse come down. It is there for seeing what is underneath. If it comes down, good; if not, that is a piece of data too.

	And there remains an emptiness that is not explained by any of the above. This chapter does not resolve it. It only asks that you do not fill it without having looked at it.


















	AUTHOR / YEAR
	WHAT IT CONTRIBUTES HERE
	POINT





	Linehan (1993)
	Distress tolerance and problem solving; the four ways out
	3.1 · 5 · 8



	Marlatt and Gordon (1985)
	The impulse as a wave; urge surfing
	3.2



	Bowen and Marlatt (2009)
	Brief intervention of attention to the impulse in smokers
	3.2



	Hofmann et al. (2012)
	Everyday desires do not follow a single curve
	3.2



	Gross (1998)
	Points of intervention; acting at the end is the most expensive
	3.5



	Meule (2020)
	Deprivation increases desire
	3.5














	AUTHOR / YEAR
	WHAT IT CONTRIBUTES HERE
	POINT





	Craig (2002)
	Interoception reports on the body, without instructions
	3.3



	Barrett (2017)
	Affect arrives without a label; the meaning is added
	3.3 · 8



	Bruch (1973)
	Difficulty in distinguishing hunger from other internal states
	3.3



	Herbert (2021)
	Interoception as a trainable capacity
	3.3 · 7.5














	AUTHOR / YEAR
	WHAT IT CONTRIBUTES HERE
	POINT





	Spiegel et al. (2004)
	Restricting sleep is accompanied by more reported hunger
	3.4



	Greer et al. (2013)
	Sleep deprivation increases the desire for caloric foods
	3.4



	Thayer (1987)
	Sweet against a walk in the face of low energy
	3.4














	AUTHOR / YEAR
	WHAT IT CONTRIBUTES HERE
	POINT





	Wegner et al. (1987)
	Suppressing a thought can produce the opposite effect
	3.5



	Wegner (1994)
	Mechanism of the ironic processes of mental control
	3.5 · 8



	Campbell-Sills et al. (2006)
	Accepting against suppressing in emotional disorders
	3.5














	AUTHOR / YEAR
	WHAT IT CONTRIBUTES HERE
	POINT





	Fairburn (2008)
	Regularizing intake rather than delaying it
	7.6



	Katterman et al. (2014)
	Effects on bingeing and emotional eating
	7.5



	Goyal et al. (2014)
	Moderate evidence in anxiety, depression and pain
	7.5



	Van Dam et al. (2018)
	Critical review of the field
	7.5



	Lindahl et al. (2017)
	Difficult experiences in meditative practice
	7.6



	Farias et al. (2020)
	Adverse events exist and are little reported
	7.6














	AUTHOR / YEAR
	WHAT IT CONTRIBUTES HERE
	POINT





	Hanegraaff (2012)
	Classification of Western esotericism
	7.1



	Daodejing
	The usefulness of the hollow: wheel, vessel, room
	7.2



	Meister Eckhart
	Detachment as openness, not as austerity
	7.3



	John of the Cross
	The night as a phase; it is not a description of depression
	7.3



	Besant and Leadbeater (1905)
	Desire-forms between people; theosophical doctrine
	7.4



	Sheldrake
	Morphic resonance; disputed hypothesis
	7.4














	TECHNIQUE
	WHAT FOR
	POINT





	Two scores and five minutes
	To see what is underneath the impulse, not to eliminate it
	5 · 9 · 10



	The four ways out
	To stop deciding between doing it and not doing it
	5 · 9



	The short review
	To rule out the physiological before looking for meaning
	5 · 9 · 10














	PRACTICE
	WHAT FOR
	POINT





	Naming without correcting
	To postpone the label
	6



	Leaving a small emptiness on purpose
	To check that it can be done
	6



	Asking which part is asking
	To direct the answer to the part that is asking
	6














	INSTRUMENT
	WHAT IT DOES
	POINT





	Four definitions in point 2
	To separate emptiness, restlessness, need and urgency
	2



	Table of the emptiness (eleven elements)
	To reconstruct a concrete episode
	4 · 11



	Five questions: action or presence?
	To tip the balance without giving a verdict
	4 · 9



	Ten-step protocol
	The method in order of work
	9 · 13



	Two-week sheet
	To turn the chapter into a tool of your own
	11 · 12
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