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			To Ava and Aya.
Your daily bursts of joy and loving smiles heal all emotions on the spot.
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			Introduction

			IT WAS a beautiful fall day and I had just come out of my philosophy class. I was walking back home with my head full of theories supported by syllogisms about how “pain and pleasure duos” are created by mind and are simply mind’s projections . . . blah blah blah. As I walked into my room, to my surprise, my uncle, with whom I’d had a history of difficulties, was sitting there waiting to give me the news that my father had passed away during his business trip to Bhutan. It was exactly one year since I had lost a teacher who had been the most important person in my life. All of a sudden my seemingly solid and beautiful theories and syllogisms of nonduality just vanished! No thoughts, no wisdom, just shock. Slowly but surely, a sensation of pain spread deep within my body and mind. This pain was nowhere close to my philosophical understanding of pain or, rather, the nonexistence of pain. This pain, accompanied by such vivid feelings, started me off on my lifelong exploration of my emotions.

			My dad was born into a family from Litang in the Kham region of eastern Tibet, which is often likened to the “Wild West” or no man’s land. People of Kham, known as khampas, are proud of their warrior culture, and people in Tibet usually say, “Don’t mess with khampas.” Even though my father grew up in the central-western part of Tibet, his parents raised him as a khampa boy. From a very young age, he showed signs of the warrior culture—always fearless and courageous, yet kind. My father ended up becoming general secretary, the highest-ranking administrator for His Holiness the Sixteenth Karmapa, revered head of his then eight-hundred-year-old spiritual institution. As a khampa person, he was a collector of swords and guns, simply for his love of the art of warriorship, and he genuinely appreciated the stories of brave warriors, which he read to me often from the time I was a little boy. Due to his sensitive and influential job as general secretary, I was aware that he’d received several credible threats against his life, and so there was some reason for him to have the necessary licenses for owning his guns. But what I saw in it all primarily was the sentimental value they held for the warrior culture of his childhood and family lineage. In the typical father-son way, we always had fun when he took me target shooting in the mountains.

			Strangely enough, before my dad went on his business trip to Bhutan we were cleaning his guns. He reminded me how to take them apart and put them back together. We had a beautiful afternoon. Just before he departed, I didn’t know why, but he gave me all the guns and said, “Now you are in charge. If you are a good son, you’ll take good care of them.” And I said, “Yes, of course.” Later, there were so many questions about his death—whether it was natural or some conspiracy was involved because of his high-ranking position in an international spiritual organization. Here I was at seventeen, a devoted son left behind with so many thoughts, emotions, and guns. As they say, misfortunes don’t come singly. So it happened that soon after, my mom fell ill, and she was in bed for about a year. While my siblings and I took care of her, I also had to deal with the settling of my dad’s business affairs. My brother’s presence and support throughout that period made everything easier. But at a certain point I realized I was at a crossroads, pulled in different directions by my wild emotions.

			I thoroughly enjoyed my time in school, studying and practicing with my classmates, but at the same time I was bogged down with my many duties caring for my family. I envied my fellow students who had no extra responsibilities, nothing to do other than fully engaging in their education! The schedule and curriculum were challenging and also stimulating. Our first session started at four a.m. and classes continued until evening, with only a few breaks here and there. The teachers were the finest and very demanding. I continued my journey diligently but I had lost sight of my goal. Due to the stress of simply maintaining life, I almost dropped out of school and abandoned my spiritual pursuits. All these efforts really amounted to a single quest: to know something that would relieve the feelings of discontent that kept me up late at night studying and worrying.

			Around this time, I came across a Buddhist teacher who later became the most influential person in my life and a genuine spiritual friend. His presence and instruction helped me to deal with my racing emotions and thoughts. The impact of his friendship was immediate. Under his guidance, I found a way to make the right choices. I became brave enough to follow the path of compassion and turn away from the route of a vengeful warrior. Somehow I ended up graduating first in my class, a great surprise to me to this day. In the end, I came to understand that all of this was happening in my little mind—thoughts, emotions, life, and spirituality. When I saw what a big role the emotions played in the drama of this life, I began to go deeper into this mind to find out everything I could about these energies.

			I realized that whatever approach I took to deal with my emotions, I needed ways that would work with my whole life—methods that would actually make a difference. I needed to be able to see myself clearly, and to feel the emotions that touched me and colored my world every day. I recognized that when we’re present in our life, we have an opportunity to discover who we are with all our confusions and suffering, and who we are beyond that confusion and pain. The alternative is to avoid direct contact with our experience, to hang out in a buffered world that doesn’t quite soothe or inspire. As human beings, we seem to want both—we long for what’s real, for adventure and meaning, but we also want to be comfortable. We want to find our spot on the beach and have a beer.

			The contents of this book—Emotional Rescue—are rooted in my experience of the Buddhist path. The purpose of the book is to introduce certain methods for working with emotions so that gradually, step by step, we can move from being victims to partners to creative collaborators with these profound energies. While you won’t find these methods in the Buddhist sutras—the discourses of the Buddha that form the body of his teachings—I think the Buddha would recognize his instructions in them. (The Buddha is very generous with his intellectual property.)

			This book represents years of my own study and teaching as well as what I’ve learned from my students and others, people of many faiths and cultures who inhabit this modern world together. They exhibit qualities of goodness, intelligence, and compassion and yet suffer and struggle with their pain. Unfortunately, there is no one-size-fits-all solution for this pain. We are all unique, individual creatures living in remarkably varied environments. But we all have within us the power to take steps to overcome our pain and emotional suffering and in the process discover who we truly are. No matter who you are or where you’re starting from, you deserve the genuine happiness that comes with that discovery.

			I was born a Buddhist and in one sense have never been anything else. My family has been Buddhist for generations. I have lived in Buddhist countries—India and Bhutan—and have been privileged to meet and learn from many of the great, historic Buddhist masters. On the other hand, I had to become a Buddhist like anyone does, by discovering the real meaning and goal of the Buddhist path. But the more we approach that real meaning and that goal, the less any label—Buddhist or otherwise—seems to stick. And the less these labels are necessary. I may call myself a lucky survivor of emotional drama, rescued by this wisdom of emotions, but the truth is I’m still finding my way on this joyful wisdom journey, with a little help from my friend.

			Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche*

			Seattle, Washington
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			Getting to Know Your Emotions

			Be yourself. Everyone else is already taken.

			—OSCAR WILDE

			WHAT WOULD LIFE be like without our emotions? Kind of boring? Like a flat soda? Without that fizz and sparkle, we wouldn’t be very interested in drinking life in. Emotions bring energy, color, and variety to our lives, but we also spend a lot of time confused by them. They can transport us to blissful peak states and drag us down to the depths of delusion and despair—and everything in between.

			People are driven by their emotions to marry each other and to murder each other (sadly, sometimes the very same person they married!). Every day we get in line for this roller-coaster ride of emotion that thrills us one minute and turns us upside down the next. What are these unpredictable feelings and why do they seem to control us, rather than the other way around?

			It depends on who you ask. You’ll get a different answer from a scientist, a therapist, a priest, an artist, or the usual beneficiaries of your love and loathing—your family and frenemies. There’s an Asian proverb that says, “Medicine, if taken with knowledge; poison, if abused.” This is how our emotions are. If we learn how to relate to our emotions skillfully, then they’re like medicine, containing great wisdom; but if we lack this understanding, then they’re like poison, causing great harm and suffering. While we’re under the spell of our emotions, it’s like we’re sick. We can’t wish away the aches and pains and fever. We have to let our sickness run its course or intervene with some kind of treatment.

			If you understand your illness, you can take steps to heal yourself and end your suffering. But if you don’t know what you’re doing—if you take the wrong medicine—you could make yourself sicker. In the same way, when you understand your emotions and what makes them tick, you can work with their intense energy and start to heal your suffering.

			To get real help with emotions, we have to go beyond a simple textbook understanding of them. It isn’t enough just to know how many and what kinds of emotions there are. When we strip away what we think we know and look freshly at our personal experience of anger or passion or jealousy, what do we find? This is not just about recognizing what kinds of thoughts we’re having. It’s about discovering what our emotions are at their very core. Seeing that anger makes us want to strike back or that desire makes us want to please is just the beginning. Really getting to know our emotions is challenging, but it can be motivating, too. When we see that we’re continually getting beat up by our emotions, we can become determined to learn how to rescue ourselves.

			Before we reach real understanding and wisdom about our emotions, we first need a clear idea of what they are and how they work. Emotions get their power from a simple but deep-seated source: our lack of self-knowledge. For this reason, when we bring awareness to our experience of emotions, something truly amazing happens. They lose their power to make us miserable. So it’s vital to see how emotions operate in our lives and how devastating their influence can be when they are in command. With this knowledge we begin to regain our independence. We begin to see how to free ourselves from those old patterns of fear, doubt, anger, pride, passion, and jealousy that have robbed us of so much happiness. We regain the power to navigate the direction of our lives.

			Yet our emotions have been around so long, they’re like old friends. We’d miss those familiar faces if one day they failed to show up. But we also know how they can deceive us—how they can trip us up, over and over, with their promises: Listen to me, this time it will be different! This time, blowing up in anger is clearly within your rights! You’ll feel so much better. This time, it will fill that empty place inside.

			THE THREE-STEP EMOTIONAL RESCUE PLAN

			When you’re feeling tormented by your emotions, what do you do? You probably look for an escape route. But you can’t see your emotions the way you can see smoke or fire, so which way do you turn? You can’t exactly decide, My anger is hammering at the front door, so I’ll go out the back. If you react out of panic, without thinking it through, you might end up jumping from the frying pan into the fire. You never know what might be waiting for you in your backyard. Instead of leaving your well-being to chance, it’s a good idea to have a rescue plan for those times when you find yourself on shaky emotional ground, looking for a lifeline.

			The Three-Step Emotional Rescue Plan introduced in this book can help you learn the skills you need so that you can leave behind painful old habits in favor of new and more joyful ways of expressing yourself. The three steps are Mindful Gap, Clear Seeing, and Letting Go. They are progressive methods, each one building on the one before it, gradually empowering you to work with and transform even your most difficult emotions.

			Briefly, Mindful Gap is the practice of creating a safe distance between you and your emotions, which then gives you the psychological space to work with their energy. Clear Seeing is the practice of looking at both the emotions and their surrounding landscape. You’re trying to see a bigger picture, one that includes identifying patterns in your behavior. Letting Go is the practice of releasing stressful physical and emotional energy through physical exercise, relaxation, and, primarily, through awareness.

			With each step you learn, you become increasingly familiar with the inner workings of your emotions. You begin to see through the dense outer layers that mask their true nature. Eventually, you see straight to the heart of your anger, passion, jealousy, and pride. Even ignorance and fear become transparent.

			Taken together, mastering these three steps can bring about profound emotional healing. Each step can become a turning point, a place where your relationship with your emotions can change and evolve. Instead of simply struggling with your emotions, it’s possible to develop a creative partnership with them. With time and practice, anxiety and doubt give way to trust and confidence. Gradually, you discover that your emotions themselves are the doorway to the freedom you’re looking for—they open the way for you instead of holding you back.

			In a way, this book isn’t going to teach you anything totally foreign to your experience. You already have within you much of the knowledge you need to free yourself from habitual ways of reacting to your emotions. These habits are yours, after all. Who could be more familiar with them than you? It helps, however, to learn new ways of using that knowledge—your own common sense as well as insight—to see what’s holding you back and what can move you forward into freedom.

			WHAT’S IN A NAME?

			Before going into the details of the Three-Step Emotional Rescue Plan (we can call it the ER Plan, for short), it’s helpful to look first at the definition of “emotion.” What do the dictionaries say? Once we have this basic definition, we can look at what an emotion is from the point of view of the ER Plan, which adds another dimension. If the dictionary definition said it all, it might be possible to learn just enough about our emotions to control them and minimize their pain, but we’d still have to look elsewhere for a glimpse of transcendent experience.

			The basic dictionary definition, from the Oxford English Dictionary to FreeDictionary.com, tells us that an emotion is an intensified mental state that we experience as agitated, disturbed, or anxious, which comes with similar physical symptoms of distress—increased heartbeat, rapid breathing, possibly crying or shaking. Even the origin of the word “emotion” (from Old French and Latin) means to excite, to move, to stir up. And such feeling states are generally described as being beyond our conscious control or the power of reason.

			But what about the emotions that make you feel happy? Aren’t love and joy emotions, too? Yes. But states of mind like love, joy, and compassion don’t ruin your day. You feel better, more clear and peaceful, because of them. So they’re not regarded in quite the same way. When you’re “getting emotional,” you’re usually not feeling so great. When the Three-Step Emotional Rescue Plan mentions “working with your emotions,” it means unpacking and letting go of the heavy baggage of your pain and confusion.

			THE GOOD NEWS

			The Three-Step Emotional Rescue Plan views emotions from two perspectives. In an ordinary sense, of course there are “good” and “bad” emotions—those that bring happiness and those that bring despair and pain. On a deeper level, however, all emotions—whether we view them as good or bad—have a single essence that’s beyond good or bad. No matter what they look like on the surface or how you judge them, emotions—at their core—are basically positive. This is good news! You’re fundamentally okay, even when you’re doubting yourself and struggling with messy, difficult feelings.

			At heart, your emotional energies are a limitless source of creative power and intelligence that’s “on” all the time—like the electrical current we put to so many uses. When you finally see straight to the heart of your emotions, this power source is what you see. Before an emotion escalates to a fever pitch or you’ve managed to chill it out, there’s a basic energy that gives rise to it. This energy runs through all your emotions—good, bad, or neutral. It’s simply an upsurge that’s been stimulated by something in your environment—like an upsurge in the voltage flowing through a power line. If it’s just a slight increase, you may not notice it, but if it’s a strong burst, it can give you quite a shock. That’s why we have surge protectors for our sensitive equipment. It’s too bad we can’t wear surge protectors to modulate our temper tantrums.

			It may be something internal and personal that stirs you up—a memory evoked by a familiar song. Or it could be something external, like your partner telling that same dumb joke he knows you can’t stand. Think back to the last time you were really upset. Right before you got so heated up and the angry thoughts kicked in, there was a gap. Your mind’s regular chatter stopped for a moment—one quiet moment without thought. That gap wasn’t just empty space. It was the first flash of your emotion-to-be: the creative energy of your natural intelligence.

			You might be thinking, I like the sound of all this, but it doesn’t apply to me. I’m not the creative type. But you are creating all the time. You create your world all around you. You make choices, build relationships, and arrange the spaces you inhabit. You dream up goals, jobs, and ways to play, and generally envision the world you want. With a little help from the power of electricity, you can turn night into day. You can transform a cold apartment into a cozy home. In the same way, your emotions can brighten your world, warm you up, and wake you up with their vital, playful energy. When you feel lost, they can bring a fresh sense of direction and inspiration into your life.

			CATCHING THE CRUCIAL “DUH” MOMENT

			So emotions don’t have to be a problem for you. Any emotion can bring a welcome sense of positive energy or the opposite—a dose of gloom and doom. It just depends on how you work with it, how you respond to the upsurge of energy. It can turn one way or the other. You might wonder then, If the first flash of my emotion is just basic creative energy, what happens to screw it up? Actually, quite a lot if you’re not paying attention.

			Imagine you’re out for a walk with your partner on a nice day. You’re just strolling along when suddenly you trip on a rock, and you’re knocked off balance. It happens so fast that your mind goes blank for a second. But then thoughts rush in. What the . . . ! Who left that there? I really could have hurt myself!

			At that point you have a choice. You could laugh about it, or you could get mad and look around for someone or something to blame—the Parks Department, the city council, your partner (who didn’t notice and just kept walking), or the offending stone itself. Or you could stoop down to remove it from the path so the next person doesn’t trip, too. You might do all of the above, in rapid succession. It’s not exactly a neat, well-thought-out process.

			When we see we’re getting upset, we usually look outside of ourselves for the reason. We point our finger at our partner, or our neighbor, or the guy in the car who cut us off. But each time we do this, we make our habit of blaming others deeper and more troublesome. If you tend to get angry with your spouse when you don’t see eye to eye, then with every disagreement it gets easier to slip into that combative pattern. You could be out for a special evening at your favorite restaurant and end up having a big blowup. But it doesn’t have to be this way.

			Before ruining your anniversary dinner or endangering a friendship, you can learn to recognize that moment when you’ve tripped mentally and are knocked off balance. There’s that moment when you’re startled and speechless—kind of a “duh” moment. For just a second, there’s no thought, no concept to explain your experience. Yet the buzz is there, the fizz in the soda, the power surging through the lines. You’re awake and alert, but you haven’t yet gotten distracted by your mind’s chatter about what’s happening. Look at that “duh” moment, and then watch how, in the very next moment, all of the habitual reactions kick in.

			When we give in to anger, each hateful, unkind thought brings on yet another jolt of angry energy, and even more negative, blaming thoughts. Almost instantly we manage to think up a story that feels true—as legitimate as the nightly news. Something happened to me, and pardon me if I’m a little upset about it. If we let our thoughts run on like this, our mind begins to spin. We’re not sure what we’re doing anymore. We lose touch with what originally happened and start reacting to our own reactions. We can’t sort out or resolve an issue that’s so far removed from the present moment. It’s like trying to decipher a message passed from friend to friend before it’s finally delivered to you by a third party. Is the meaning clear? Has anything been added or left out?

			When we’re upset like this and preoccupied with assigning guilt to some and acquitting others (most notably ourselves), we miss how the process works. But if we can catch this process playing out before it goes too far, we can turn our mind in a more positive direction. Then, even if we still get carried away, at least our thoughts will be more constructive and optimistic. If we don’t catch any of it, we end up feeling victimized, wondering, Why does this keep happening to me?

			You can make a commitment to being awake and engaged with your life, or you can just close your eyes and hope for the best. Like it or not, it’s your choice. Either way, your emotions and thoughts will keep on coming. When no one’s paying attention to them, they like to run wild. If you’re slow to take

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					For each exercise that follows in this book, a time frame is suggested. You can write more or less, but decide how long you’ll write before you start.

					As you write, pay attention to the physical sensation of your hands on the pen and paper or keyboard, and how your physical movements feel as the words appear on the page or screen.

					Pay attention to thoughts and emotions as they arise and become the written words before you.

					Don’t stop and think; keep writing even when you don’t know what to say next.

					If you become uncertain, write something like, “I don’t know what to say.” You might end up writing that several times. Or, make a note of a physical sensation you notice: Is your neck stiff? Are you thirsty or tired? Or, simply rewrite the topic or question you’re addressing.

					After a period of writing, pause and rest your mind.

					Read over what you wrote at some point in time, if not right away.

					Suggestion: keep your writing (for at least a year) in a journal or notebook.

			

			
			
			
			
			
					What is it about my emotional life that I most want to change?

					Why is this change so important—what has happened that makes it urgent?

					What do I expect from learning the techniques of Mindful Gap, Clear Seeing, and Letting Go? What would I like to see happen?

					If I could make a wish for myself that would come true—what would it be? (We are just supposing here . . . what’s your real wish?)
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