5. Dealing with Suffering

We shall begin with a story about a grain of rice. A young mother lost her son, but refused to
accept his death, and wouldn’t bury him. She carried his body for many days, knocking on
doors, requesting again and again that a cure be found for her son. The people saw that the
child had died and didn’t know how to respond. Finally, they lost their patience and drove her
away.

After a few days, the woman reached a house where a man recognized her deep distress
and told her that only the Village Wise Man would be able to help her. The Village Wise Man
listened to the mother and sent her on a mission: “Bring me a grain of rice from a household
where there has been no child, husband, father or friend lost,” he said, “and | will cure your
son”.

The woman went on another journey, again knocking from door to door, asking for a grain
of rice, and every time she asked, she was told that there were many more who had died in
that home than those who lived there. Here a girl had died, there a friend, here a father and
there a son. There was no household where no beloved person had ever died.

The woman returned to the Village Wise Man without a grain of rice, but with genuine
understanding that suffering is present in every home. She now requested just one thing —
that he help her bury her son.

Who doesn’t know suffering?

Imagine that you also meet an old man in your neighborhood, a man you’ve known since you
were a child. You are standing in front of him and want him to help you with your suffering.
And he says to you: In your imagination, go from one home to another, from neighbor to
neighbor, and bring me one grain of rice from a home where there is no suffering.

Would you be able to bring a grain of rice? Is it not so, that in the neighborhood you had
grown up in, as well as other places where you’ve been, and also here, in prison, that in each
and every cell, everyone has their own life story, with their own pain, their own suffering? The
people you like, as well as the people you don’t like, each one has a story that entails much
suffering.

There’s no need to explain to you what suffering is. You know it. You know situations of
distress, despair, loneliness, and depression. You have been through, and are still going
through, very painful situations. You know the feeling of suffering and are sometimes so used
to suffering that you don’t even know yourself without suffering any more. It is within you since
your childhood, so much so that you don’t know what life is like without it.

Who wouldn’t want to live his life without suffering — having it filled with nothing but joy,
tranquillity, and health? But we know that life has great physical and mental suffering —
suffering that is caused by everything that life brings with it: disappointment, failure, violence,
uncertainty, fear, worries, sickness, loss and death.

We know there is suffering, as we feel it every day and in each moment. We are sure that
this feeling of suffering we carry inside is due to our painful life story, because of what
happened to us, because of our childhood, because we’re in prison, because of what was



taken from our life. And it's true. There are life circumstances that cause great suffering, and
there are things that happened to us that caused us suffering for many years. Yes, there is
great wrongdoing behind our distress. It’s true.

Yet there are other things that cause us suffering, and this is an opportunity to get to know
them. And to get to know them, we need to move the torch of attention — inward. Not outward,
to the world and other people, but inside of us. And then, with the possibility of looking inwards,
with practice, we can reduce the suffering in our lives.

Think of the great strength you can get from knowing that you alone have the possibility of
reducing your suffering.

You have the power for this journey. Believe it.

The Desire for Things

Even when you think about your own suffering, and focus only on that for a moment, you can
see that your suffering is often because you wanted things you didn’t get. You wanted a kind
word, an affectionate glance, support, a partner, freedom, fair treatment, another child, a hug
from your mother... and didn’t get it.

Although we each have our own personal story — we can see that there’s something we all
have in common: we all suffer when we want something that we don’t get, something we are
sure would make us relaxed and happy if only we could have it.

How do you feel when you want something so much, you are sure that it would make you
happy — and you don’t get it?

How do you feel when you are lonely and need a kind word — and there’s nobody there?

How do you feel when you want to be treated respectfully — and you aren’t?

How do you feel when you are sitting in a court hearing — and the entire discussion is held
“over your head” and no one is listening to you?

When you want to be understood, believed, seen... and it doesn’t happen?

How did you feel when you were young and wanted a toy and it wasn’t possible to buy it for
you, but you really wanted it?

How did you feel as young kids in a boarding school when you wanted to go home, but had
nowhere to go?

How do you feel when you walk around your neighborhood and your friends ignore you?

These are all personal circumstances, but they all have in common the strong desire for
something that we don’t have. This craving for something we don’t have causes us suffering.
This doesn’t mean we shouldn’t desire anything. It doesn’t mean don’t wait or hope for
things. It only means we can look at what happens within us when we really, really want
something, and understand what causes us the suffering; understand that when there is
craving — there is also suffering. Just to see this and understand it, by looking within ourselves.

And then... If we get what we want, are we happy? Are we relaxed?

Think of something you have wanted very much and have waited for for a long time. What did
you feel when you finally got this thing you dreamt of so much?



Did you feel fear that you might lose it?

Did you feel fear that it may change, and be different from what it is now?

Did you start feeling the desire to have more of the same?

Or maybe a short time after getting what you desired so much, it didn’t make you as happy?

Anything that gives us pleasure also has the seed of suffering. Why? Because of the fear
that it may end, because of the fear that it will change, because of the fear of losing it, because
of our desire to have more and more of the same thing. In other words, even when we get
something that makes us happy and gives us pleasure — we can still suffer.

The inner struggle —to get rid of suffering

We’ve seen that there is suffering that is caused by the things we don’t have, and we greatly
desire. But there is also suffering from things we have that we really don’'t want. There is
nobody in the world, including here in prison, who wakes up in the morning and says to himself:
“I wish I'll suffer today”. Nobody.

None of us want to feel pain, sorrow, distress, or suffering.

What do you feel when great pain arises within you? What would you like to happen then?

When we are hurting, when we are suffering, our automatic response is rejection or
resistance. When something we didn’t want happens to us, we want to reject it, get rid of it,
make it disappear.

We know that our desire for the suffering to disappear doesn’t make it go away, we know
this. But it doesn’t prevent us from fighting suffering. We fight it, but it stays and doesn’t go
away.

Every time we meet pain, punishment, sickness,

every time we are in solitary confinement,

every time we are in court,

every time we are worried, miss our loved ones, disappointed,

every time a difficult feeling overwhelms us —

we wait for it to stop. That the situation will change. That something will change. Be different.
That we will feel good. That it will stop hurting.

Can this suffering be reduced?

Up to now we have seen...

that we suffer because we want things we don’t have.

That we suffer because we don’t want things we do have.

There is a way to reduce the suffering a bit, and this way can be learned and practiced. This
is a path of introspection and inner awareness through our breath.

The way to reduce suffering isn’t to distance ourselves from it, fear it, or defend ourselves
from it. The way to reduce suffering is almost the opposite: to dare to look at it closely, unpack
it so we understand what it is made up of.

When you walk into a dark place, at first the darkness is complete, you see nothing and may
feel distressed. But if we breath for one moment, because there’s nothing else to do, this is
the situation — there’s darkness, and we just stay in the darkness for a few moments, continue
breathing... and then slowly we start seeing things, until we can see in the darkness, and it
becomes less and less scary.



Mixed within all types of suffering is childhood suffering, the suffering of loneliness, suffering
from losing things that we miss in prison, the suffering of being locked up, suffering from
someone new and difficult in our cell, the suffering of waiting to be released, it is all mixed up
together and is painful.

The practice is to courageously investigate the suffering in order to understand when the
struggle is unnecessary. The struggle won't help, but only increase the suffering, because this
is the reality, and at this moment it cannot be changed.

Suffering is already within us, and we know it. But now we will try to understand it in order
to reduce it. This is the meaning of “understanding it”:
1. Notice what can and cannot be changed.
2. See how the resistance to reality that cannot be changed doesn’t change it, but makes us
suffer greatly.
3. Understand that every time we are engrossed in desire for things we do not have, it causes
us great suffering.

This practice is the development of the ability to be with the pain and suffering and accept
them. By accepting the pain, a great opportunity for change, action, and even having a rest
from the pain, opens up inside me.

Now when I'm in prison | can tell myself all day: | don’t want to be in prison, | want to be
released. | can spend years constantly telling myself: | don’t want to be in prison. Will this
release me from prison? Will it make it easier for me if | keep saying: | want to be released?
No, nothing will change in this reality, the incarceration will continue. It will surely bring no
change or relief in the suffering of being in prison.

But even in prison — a situation that seems to be impossible to change, if | say to myself:
This is the situation. Yes, this situation causes me great suffering, but this is the situation and
| accept it, and | know that within this situation | can still act and even bring about change. If |
can say this to myself, an opportunity opens up to see what can be done. What can be done
to shorten the incarceration time, what can be done to feel better even though I’'m in prison.

It's like seeing a wall and beating it with our hands, trying to make it go away. Every time we
hit the wall it hurts us, physically and mentally. But nothing changes, and the suffering and
pain only increase, and we are angry and frustrated.

But we could also go another way and say: Yes, there’s a wall. Does it cause me suffering?
Of course it causes suffering, but let’s stop and see, perhaps there are other ways to deal with
this wall?

Even when we’re faced with a very difficult reality — prison or a sickness, facts that are
difficult to change, we can still act within them — merely by taking action a change, as well as
great relief from suffering can occur, just because we are taking responsibility, merely by
observing it. Yes, there is great pain here, but | can handle it, | can act within it. For example,
| can be in prison and work towards a reduction of my sentence by a third. You can also act
within a reality that seems as though it cannot be changed.

How is meditation related to reducing my suffering?

Would you like a magician to appear and take away all the noise you have inside you, the
endless struggle you have within yourself?



The answer is clear. We know that there is no such magician, nevertheless, we long for the
noise to simply disappear.

But there is good news: The ability to reduce the noise and struggle exists within each and
every one of us.

There is endless, constant noise in our heads, an endless clutter. What is this noise made
up of? Thoughts — what we want to do and where we’d like to be, memories, responses to
what’s happening around us, thoughts about our release and what will happen, and on and
on. The head is constantly full.

Imagine for a minute that you are without this noise, without this clutter and these thoughts.

Just sitting. Try for just one moment, even in your imagination, setting aside everything you'd
like to happen, setting aside all the struggles for getting rid of the pain, setting aside all the
past, all of your expectations and others’ expectations, all future plans, fears, everything you
identify with or have aversion to. For one moment, try to set aside all of these and breathe. Be
attentive to your breath, don’t change it: if it’s quick, stay with it. If it's slow, stay with it. Stay
with your breath as it is in this moment. This is the reality inside you right now, your breath.

You can feel the bed or the chair you are sitting on, feel your legs touching the floor, feel the
abdomen rising and falling with your breath. Imagine, just imagine, that you are free of all this
noise in your head. Simply sitting in this very moment attending only to what is now, without
thoughts about the past, without thoughts about the future.

The abdomen rises and falls, and you are attentive to the breath.

When we are in the present, exactly the way we are, awake to what is happening with full
attention, without a past and without a future and also without any story about how it should
be, not afraid of losing anything and not asking for anything, we rest for a moment. One can
find deep tranquility in such a situation. The tranquility can be for just one second, and the
noise will return again; and then you breathe again, and perhaps there will be tranquility for
two seconds.

When you let go of the endless struggle against reality as it is, even if it is very difficult — you
can feel rest, even if it is for just one moment. In one moment without struggle you can already
feel relief, in such a moment there can be less suffering.

When we accept that this is the situation, a calmness is created that allows us to understand
the situation and know how to act within it.

| accept the suffering, know why I’'m suffering, know that it is possible to change, and | work
towards change.

And in such a moment, when we know we have pain and suffering and we don'’t fight it, in
such a slight moment of calmness, we can expand our perspective and remember that we are
not the only ones who suffer. Just like when we imagine walking from one household to the
next in our neighborhood with a certainty that in every home there is suffering, so we know
that also here, around us, people are suffering. And at that moment, if we feel that we are
ready for it... we wish ourselves and everyone else to not suffer and feel good.



An inmate in Maasiyahu Prison:

“I'm pleased with the meditation as it is the real thing that connects me to my thoughts, feelings
and sensations, that are actually my entire world. It also develops my self-awareness — in thought,
speech and action.

Last week | had a difficult experience with anger; An argument started about a practical matter
with another person, who turned it into an argument about my personality and who shamed me in
public. | noticed that | am angry. | rose above myself and didn’t react from this anger. This relates
to a lesson we learned: How | recognize a pit, and instead of falling into it, as usual — I just go around
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it and bypass it. This is an amazing too

An inmate in prison in the USA:

“The most powerful thing | found in practicing meditation, is the discovery that we have a mind —
the thinking place. It may sound funny, because we obviously have a thinking place, but until we
stop and watch this place, until we wake up and notice it, this place actually manages our lives,
controls us. When we start meditating, we see this.

We see that this place — our thoughts, our mind — manages our lives, it controls us. By practicing
meditation we can see that there is a connection between thoughts, feelings, behaviors and
consequences. And since the young prisoners, as well as the older ones, find themselves again and
again facing the same consequences, you slowly start to see how this mechanism of the mind works
— how thoughts, emotions and behaviors lead to certain results, how they control our lives, and
when you start slowing down the pace in the head, the noise in the head — you can discover places
of freedom, peacefulness and liberation within all this.

Suddenly we find ourselves in our habits, in our routine behaviors, in our familiar patterns, and
following the meditation practice we are able to notice, pause, identify and tell ourselves: |
recognize this, | recognize that these thoughts and feelings and behaviors create results that aren’t
good, results that make me suffer, and make others suffer. These days | can tell myself: | don’t want
to be punished, | don’t want to be harmful, and so | will not hit this guy.

Before practicing meditation | didn’t have the possibility of doing this; that is — notice, recognize,
and pause.

The 14 years | have been in prison have been a powerful journey of transformation for me, very,
very scary, and in many ways very painful, but it has been a time of the most significant changes in
my life.”

And how will I remind myself that | have an anchor within me?

Every time | hear an argument it will be a reminder bell for me to become aware of
the sensations of my feet touching the ground.



