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Practicing With Physical Pain—Part II

In addition to working with the beliefs and emotional reactions
that arise from our physical pain, we can also learn how to work
with the physical experience of pain itself. One effective way of
doing this is to focus on the specific physical sensations of the
pain directly. We bring awareness to wherever we experience
tightness or a pushing away—gently softening into these painful
areas with the light touch of awareness. Then we gradually feel
the texture of the pain—the aching, the stabbing, the burning—
whatever painful quality is present.  

When we do this with the curiosity of a scientist, it
paradoxically allows us to experience the pain, at least some of
the time, as primarily strong sensations. For example, with knee
pain, which we often feel during sitting, if we focus on it
intently—just feeling the white heat—it will often become just
strong physical sensations, but no longer quite so “painful.” 

We may also notice that as we allow ourselves to stay with the
pain, it doesn’t quite stay the same. In fact, the sensations
often change fairly rapidly—from throbbing to aching to dull—
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sometimes even disappearing. This can take us out of the
catastrophic thinking that our pain will always be horrible or
unbearable. Watching this whole process with curiosity is
key. In this sense the pain actually pushes us to do exactly
what we aspire to do—be more awake and present. 

Staying with the painful experience is one way of working with
pain. Another effective way is to intentionally include the
experience of breathing. Normally, when we’re in pain, the
painful sensations fill up the entire awareness channel
connected to the brain. But when we include the breath, the
pain only fills up part of the awareness channel, since
awareness is also on the breath. This allows the pain to be
experienced differently, within a larger container of awareness. 

We can even use the breath to help heal the pain—breathing in
and out of the physical sensations almost as if the breath were
giving a gentle massage to the pain. This is especially helpful
with long term or chronic pain. For example, I often have
periods of nausea, a symptom of an immune system disorder I’ve
had for over twenty years. When the nausea is intense, I often
have to curl up into a fetal position in bed; and my practice is
to breathe into the center of the chest on the in-breath, and
then extend loving kindness, or healing energy to my body, to
my immune system, via the outbreath, just like you would
extend compassion to someone in distress. The point isn’t to
make the nausea go away, but to relate to it in a more friendly
way.

When I touch into the nausea, I wordlessly say “Hello” to it, and
remind it that it’s not the enemy. And in the moments when I
can experience the nausea not as “pain,” but as just intense
physical energy, I’m sometimes struck by a sense of quiet joy,
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where it is clear that who we truly are is so much more than
just this body. 

There’s one other form of learning that comes from practicing
with our pain. Working with our pain can increase our awareness
of others who may be suffering from the same or similar pains.
One of the things I do when I’m having bouts of strong physical
pain is actually picture people I know who are also in pain, and
then I remember the countless others I don’t know who are in
pain in that very moment. Then, on the in-breath, I breathe the
images of those in pain into the center of the chest, and on the
out-breath extend the wish for healing—to myself as well as to
all the others. In this way, our personal pain not only connects
us with the pain of others—the pain we all share—but also with
the pain of the world. This can deepen our sense of
compassion, and the wish that the suffering of others be
healed. It will also diminish the sense of isolation we often feel
when in pain. 

Learning from our pain is key. Last year, a doctor told me to
take a particular medication for nausea. I took it and it worked
like a miracle. But what I realized was that if I had known about
this pill for the last twenty-two years, since my nausea began, I
never would have learned how to work with it, nor gone nearly
as deeply into my practice. Nor would I have been able to
experience the compassion for others that I often feel, even
while still lying in bed in a fetal position. 

This doesn’t mean we should never take medication. Sometimes,
when pain is very intense, practice techniques may have to be
supplemented with medications. For example, with my nerve
pain, I’ve had to accept that I have to take medication. I also
find acupuncture and hypnotherapy helpful adjuncts in
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alleviating pain. But even so, the practice is still to be aware of
how our emotion-based beliefs intensify the distress; and in
remembering how to work with the pain, we may find the pain
becomes a very powerful teacher.

At the same time, it’s important to recognize that there may be
times when nothing we do will give us relief. At those times,
intentionally and consciously doing things to distract us from our
bodies and minds is sometimes a healthy thing to do. This
should certainly include doing things we genuinely have enjoyed
doing, since it’s so easy, when in pain, to forget about the
things that can bring us joy—things like walking in nature or
listening to our favorite music. We can also include activities
that can simply distract us, like watching TV, reading, eating,
etc., anything that we can use to forget ourselves, at least
temporarily. If it is done consciously, rather than unconsciously,
which is what we usually do, it can be like a pause in time to
refresh us—allowing us to return to being present with our pain
as soon as we are able. This is a way of bringing loving kindness
to ourselves and our situation. It is also a way of bringing a
semblance of control to our difficult situation; and many have
found that taking an active role in dealing with their pain is
actually healing, in that it keeps us from spinning downward into
cycles of powerlessness and hopelessness. 

Even if we don’t have intense pain, it is well worth the effort to
work with our small pains now. This makes it possible, if we
have to deal with more intense pain down the road, not to be
blind-sided by it, or have to start from square one.  At the very
least, try to remember that even though we may not want pain,
it can at times push us in ways we would never push ourselves
on our own—into a deeper and ultimately more appreciative
experience of what it means to be genuinely alive.
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