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In the Buddhist tradition suffering (shenpa) is associated with clinging, grasping - I like,  
I want, I need - or pushing away: I don’t like, I don’t want, I want it to go 
away. It’s that stuck feeling when we’re uncomfortable with what’s going on.  
Shenpa stands for the urge to find relief from unwanted feelings and clinging to 
something that gives us pleasure - food, work, money, sex, drugs, fame, speed... 
 

 

Anything can trigger clinging. One minute 
we’re feeling fine, then something, even very small, 
happens and all of a sudden we’re hooked in anger, 
hurt, blame, defensiveness. Or nothing at all happens, 
really, and still we get caught in sudden anxiety, 
pain, self-doubt, disconnect.  
 

Most of us have experienced conditions (physical, mental, 
social) that have caused us distress in the past. So, when 

we notice signs of a next asthma attack or the first symptoms of that feared fatigue, mixed 
with a spark of anxiety - we panic. Instead of being receptive to the feelings and the 
experience of the moment, we say, “Oh no, here it is again!!” and we try to push away 
what we don't want to experience.  
We refuse to feel and start dwelling in our thoughts instead: What did I do wrong? 
Was it that last glass of wine? Why me again? Will this never end? 
 
Feel the feeling, drop the story 

When distressing feelings or physical pain arises, there is something we can do:  
We can direct our full attention to the emotion, to the pain, breathe in the pain, 
the fear, the sorrow... and breathe it out from the spot where it hurts.  
Instead of trying to avoid the discomfort, we open up to it. We become receptive to 
the painful sensation without dwelling on the story our mind adds to it. 
  

Greater part of the suffering we experience doesn't come from the sensation 
itself but from how we view it, what we associate it with, the meaning we add  
 



 

to it. Whether it’s a physical pain or an emotional state like loneliness, depression, or 
anger, when we open ourselves up to the sensation, free of interpretation, the 
suffering itself becomes the path to freedom of more suffering.  
 

If you’ve tried this with physical pain, you know that the result can be quite 
miraculous. Giving full attention to our sore knee or back or head - whatever 
hurts - and drop the good/bad, right/wrong storyline and experience the pain 
directly - for even a short time - our ideas about the pain, and with it the pain 
itself, dissolve. 
 

ninety seconds 

The exact same thing happens with emotions. Brain scientist Jill Bolte Taylor 
wrote a book about her recovery from a stroke and explained the physiological 
mechanism of emotions: "An emotion is an automatic physiological response that 
lasts ninety seconds from the moment it is triggered till it runs its course." One 
and a half minutes, that's all. When it lasts longer, it is because we've chosen 
to rekindle it by clinging to it with our mind, the story we add to it. 
 

The fact of the shifting, changing nature of emotions is something we could take 
advantage of. But do we? No. When an emotion comes up, we fuel it with our 
interpretations, memories and projections - and what should last 90 seconds 
lasts 20 years because we keep recycling the story.  
 

Acknowledging the feeling, giving it our full, compassionate & welcoming attention, 
by staying present with the sensation and by dropping the story - even only for 
seconds - allows a direct experience, free of opinion.  
 

Anxiety makes us feel vulnerable, which we generally don’t like. We feel off balance. We 
feel lost, weak, irritable, frustrated, disappointed. Most of us want to avoid emotions that 
make us feel vulnerable, and we want to get away from it.  
 

If we can think of our feelings as road signs that tell us we’re in touch with life, 
with it's ever changing nature of impermanence and uncertainty, we can see and 
appreciate feelings for what they are: the doorway to freedom from suffering, the 
path to well-being, and to compassion for all suffering beings. We have a choice.  
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