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Practicing With Physical Pain

When the Buddha said that life entails suffering, one of the
things he surely had in mind was the experience of physical
pain. Over the past year, due to some post-surgical
complications, I’ve had to deal with recurring peripheral nerve
pain. I’ve written about practicing with pain before, based on
having had to work with pain and discomfort on and off for over
twenty years—primarily from an immune system condition. And
although I’m well aware that many people have much more pain
than I do, this time the particular pain got my attention in a
way that forced me to re-examine the subtleties of working with
physical pain.

Physical pain has been defined as a localized sensation of
discomfort, resulting from agitation of our nerve endings. But
however we define it, I think it’s accurate to say that when we
get physical pain, we most often don’t want to have much to do
with it. Moreover, we seem to have the ability to quickly turn
our physical pain into mental and emotional suffering.

When we experience physical pain it is normal to have fear and
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concern. This is usually translated into an effort to make the
pain go away. In fact, this is what we expect in our society—
we often have the sense of entitlement that life should be free
from pain. However, if our pain continues, one of the worst
parts of the pain syndrome is that our physical pain can become
the sole focus of our attention, and our life begins to revolve
completely around how we’re feeling.

It is essential to understand that both our pain, and the
suffering that arises from our pain, are truly our path, our
teacher—in that we can learn from them, and perhaps
experience our life more deeply. Once we have the
understanding that pain is our path, which is a fundamental
change in how we relate to our experience, we can begin to
work with our pain, and our suffering, in a more conscious way.
What this means, at the very least, is that we can view our
pain as an opportunity to learn from our many attachments—
especially from our attachment to comfort. There is also
attachment to our body, and to control. And in cases of chronic
pain, there is also attachment to our future—the fear of what’s
going to happen to us. 

Yet, practicing with our pain is what allows us to gradually
become free of these attachments, or at least to hold them
more lightly. For example, when pain arises, instead of
immediately thinking, “How can I get rid of this?”—we can say
“Hello” to it, and ask, “What can I learn from this?” From my
own recent experience I know that it’s not always easy to
remember this; but when I do, it’s like turning the whole
experience right-side-up.

Once we do remember to ask what we can learn, one essential
thing is to see that pain is one thing, and how we relate to it is
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another. Often they get intermingled into one confused whole.
Pain is the physical experience of discomfort. How we relate to
it is more mental and emotional. For example, in sitting, if we
relate to knee or back pain from the emotion of fear or self-pity,
the experience of pain generally becomes much more intense.
On the other hand, if we relate to pain with an element of
curiosity—being willing to explore it—the experience of pain is
usually much more tolerable. 

First we need to recognize these judgments as a filter that we
add on. And we also need to see how we normally accept them,
unquestioned, as the truth. This recognition will allow us to see
how the blind belief in our thoughts solidifies our physical
experience of pain into the heaviness of suffering. For example,
the suffering that’s generated from negative judgments like,
“Why is this happening to me?” or “I can’t bear this.” Or “Poor
me.” 

One particularly pernicious tendency is catastrophizing, where
we automatically anticipate the worst. For example, if we get a
pain in the belly that lasts for a few days, we can start
believing that we must have cancer. This is where the practice
reminder: “Not Happening Now!” can be so helpful. Another
pernicious tendency is selective filtering, where we ignore all of
our positive experience and magnify the negative aspects. For
example, if we have a backache, we may focus all of our
attention on how our pain feels, and forget that our eyes, ears,
legs, etc., are all working fine.

We also have to be careful about adding self-judgments, such
as, “This pain is my fault because I can’t handle stress,” or
“This pain proves that I’m bad,” or “It’s my karma.” We suffer
even more when we add the deep-seated belief that life should

Announcements

Sesshin Application

Click here to see this
newsletter online.

In resisting our
pain by holding
onto this
entitlement, we
strengthen the very
pain that we’re
trying to avoid. 

http://hosted.verticalresponse.com/1294011/32dd675420/TEST/TEST/
http://cts.vresp.com/c/?ZenCenterSanDiego/32dd675420/8101781a9d/0eb948816b
http://cts.vresp.com/c/?ZenCenterSanDiego/32dd675420/8101781a9d/0e2b74c323
http://pdfcrowd.com/html-to-pdf-api/?ref=pdf
http://pdfcrowd.com/customize/
http://pdfcrowd.com/redirect/?url=http%3a%2f%2fhosted.verticalresponse.com%2f1294011%2f32dd675420%2f544846401%2f8101781a9d%2f&id=ma-141204174746-fd72a644
http://pdfcrowd.com


pdfcrowd.comopen in browser PRO version Are you a developer? Try out the HTML to PDF API

be free from pain—the sense of entitlement we all have to some
degree. Yet, in resisting our pain by holding onto this
entitlement, we strengthen the very pain that we’re trying to
avoid. 

Recognizing our pain-related beliefs with precision is the first
step in loosening their hold on us. Once recognized, we can
begin to objectify them, by labeling them and even writing them
down. For example, labeling thoughts like, “I can’t take this,”
“What’s going to happen to me?” and “Why me?” is especially
helpful in letting us step outside of them. Without labeling, we
will most likely see ourselves as a victim of our pain. However,
with the objective awareness that comes with labeling, such
thoughts can eventually be seen as thoughts and nothing more.
In fact, we can begin to realize that they may not even be
true! And, as a consequence, we can feel a little more space
around the actual pain—and be less identified with it.

Part of our difficulty with pain comes from the language we use.
Since our choice of words can shape how we perceive and
react to reality, it’s sometimes helpful to use different language
when dealing with pain. For example, when we think of pain in
terms of the enemy, and resist even a hint of it, we
automatically make the pain stronger. That is one reason why
using the language that pain is the path, rather than the
enemy, is such an important step in dealing with pain.

Here’s another example of using different language. Instead of
saying, “I’m in pain”—where we are totally identified with the
pain, including the unspoken connotation of gloom and doom—
we can simply say, “There is pain.” Saying “There is pain”
immediately allows us to step back from our identification with
the pain, and gives us some mental space around the situation.
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Similarly, instead of saying “Oh no” to the arising of pain, we
can say, following Stephen Levine, “Here it is again, what will it
be like this time?” However, as helpful as this may be, to truly
work with physical pain requires more than just a change in
language.

(To be continued) Ezra Bayda
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