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MORE PRAISE FOR


DETOX YOUR HEART


“Valerie Mason-John knows trauma from the inside out, and also the practices that can heal and free our hearts. For anyone who wants to engage with emotions in a transformational way, this book is filled with practical and powerful wisdom.”


— Tara Brach, PhD, author of Radical Acceptance


“This is a book full of heart, which explores with compassion the many layers of human emotions.”


— Jackee Holder, author of Soul Purpose


“I’m generally not a fan of self-help manuals, but this is something different. This is an author passing on the wisdom of hard experience and showing there is a way to get yourself back on track. Her honesty, warmth, and humanity are a precious and all-too-rare commodity.”


— Jenni Murray, BBC’s Women’s Hour


“Offers readers both the inspiration and the insight to work on themselves.”


— Christopher Titmuss, from his foreword
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“Mason-John clearly understands how to handle anger skillfully, in ways that support the healing of the heart. If you suffer from anger and don’t know what to do about it, this is a book for you.”


— SHARON SALZBERG, author of Lovingkindness


After years of abuse and struggles with addiction, Valerie Mason-John was mired in the toxic emotions of anger, resentment, and fear. But through meditation and willingness to forge a new path, she learned how to disarm such toxins and find peace.


In Detox Your Heart Mason-John helps us recognize our emotions, good and bad, and develop the self-care to heal ourselves. Chapters that explore and clearly define painful emotions are paired with chapters on how to transform them. Meditation exercises based on the Buddhist principles of mindfulness, loving-kindness, and compassion provide tools to help us heal our own hurts and to close the gap that toxic emotions create between heart and mind.


“This is essential reading for people who do not want to fight or ignore difficult emotions but who long for a way to understand and work with them.”


— MARTINE BATCHELOR, author of Let Go


“Calls us to our power, offering guidance in letting go and befriending our world from the inside out. These words spring from the heart and ring with unmistakable grace and genuineness.”


— RUTH KING, author of Healing Rage


VALERIE MASON-JOHN is a former journalist and currently a trainer in anger management who tours and lectures internationally. She is the chairperson of Triratna Vancouver Buddhist Centre, and lives in Vancouver, British Columbia.












For all who experience pain and suffering:
Know that there is an end of suffering. Everything changes.









FOREWORD by angel Kyodo williams


We are living in times of great confusion.


Technology not only distances us from one another as we spend more and more hours communicating from behind a screen, but it also brings us together to rally for important causes or reach out and remain in touch with loved ones across thousands of miles of land and sea.


Social media draws us further into the already persistent habit of becoming stars of our own little personal movies. The movies we replay in our heads — held on to from lives past — cause us to recycle stories that no longer serve us, if they ever did.


We run these stories over and over again and like hamsters on a wheel; we go nowhere in our inner life development, and as a result we suffer as adults from the wounds of our childhood.


Slowly these toxic stories crowd out the potential for joy and ease that is the birthright of every human being.


In so many ways, we can point to — and we would be right — the fact that the culture being advanced by Western society is, in an array of ways, increasingly toxic.


Polarization of worldviews seems at an all-time high. Countries and cultures are torn asunder by wars — religious, tribal, ethnic, racial, and of course simply based on greed.


We’ve been told that our parents didn’t raise us right. For many of us, we experienced our families of origin as sources of pain and abuse more so than love and support. Social oppression forces us out into the margins of society, and we are judged or held back by everything from gender to race to religion to our choice of who and how we love.


The transgressions are many and the places for respite can seem few. No wonder we can become burdened and overwhelmed!


As Valerie points out right upfront in Detox Your Heart, your thinking becomes toxic from the buildup of anger, fear, anxiety, and confusion. Because mind and heart are one, the toxic thoughts of your mind become the toxic experience of your heart.


However, if we simply give ourselves over to this narrative, to the story­line of “Uns and Nots” — unloved, unseen, unappreciated, unwanted, uncared for, not good enough, not smart enough, not attractive enough, not powerful, not rich enough, not the right color or gender or position or class — then we abdicate the one thing that can reposition our relationship to the entire experience of our life: responsibility.


I often say, “It’s not your fault, but it’s your responsibility.” It is quite true that there are many conditions in life that confer a less-than-­desirable experience. But it is also true that at the end of your days on this planet, your life will have been lived only by you. How you experience whatever conditions life hands you correlates directly to how much responsibility you choose to take. None of us can control all (if any) of the conditions, but we can choose how we experience the conditions we find ourselves in.


If we do not begin to debunk the deep inner myth that many of us carry that we do not deserve greater joy, love, or ease in our loves because we are _______ (fill in the blank with your choice of Uns or Nots), then we condemn ourselves to the role of victims in our own movies.


Instead of understanding conditions as what may be toxic — but also temporary — your heart becomes the source of what ails.


I originally met Valerie while visiting the San Francisco–based center of her practice community, Triratna Buddhist Community. I’m sure we couldn’t help but notice each other, as we are both women of African descent practicing in lineages of Buddhism strongly populated by white Westerners. My own tradition of Zen has also been oriented toward a very male-centered, sometimes even aggressive, expression. The practices can be intense and solitary. Descended from medieval Japan after wending its way from its origins in India through China and Korea before arriving in the West, everything about the practice was unfamiliar: the aesthetics, the flowing robes, small cushions to sit on, folding your knees like only kids do in the West. That kind of environment didn’t seem like the kind of place that a twenty-­two-­year-old, black–mixed race, queer, feminist, and political and social activist woman would decide to find connection to her inner life. But I did. Eventually I became one of very few — there are currently only three — black women sanctioned as teachers in this foreign-from-the-outside world.


In some ways, we are doubly foreign: Buddhism is not from our own heritage or motherlands, and we have largely learned from and among white practitioners. One could say — and people sometimes do — that it doesn’t make sense that we would take up Buddhism. But one of the things we share is an ability to see beyond the labels put on things and recognize the essential nature: whatever label you may put on it, teachings and practices that support people in detoxing their hearts of negative thoughts and emotions and unskillful behaviors are teachings that belong to us all. We have enough borders and divisions and imaginations of difference that make us feel separate — not only from each other, but from our own selves. What Valerie offers here are tools and teachings that unify, first and foremost, our minds with our own hearts. Only from there can we truly hope to begin to branch out further to look across the landscape of perceived otherness and see the decidedly hopeful sameness of our shared humanity.


The man that would become known as the historic Buddha, Siddhartha Gautama, was often compared to a doctor. When one suffers deeply, one doesn’t question the name of the medicine, but rather one takes it in small doses to see if works to ease the suffering. If the medicine remains in the bottle it is of little use. Similarly, Detox Your Heart provides a diagnosis as well as a prescription: practices to treat the ongoing ailment of heart-minds toxified by the environs we find ourselves in. Like the medicine offered by the Buddha, its efficacy — its ability to usher the toxins of our heart out and relieve our suffering — is best proven by direct experience.


Once you receive the prescription, taking the medicine will be up to you.


Rev. angel Kyodo williams


Berkeley, California









FOREWORD by Christopher Titmuss


“I became bored and returned to my hedonistic lifestyle of champagne and cocaine.” When I read this sentence on the first page of the opening chapter of Detox Your Heart, I had the sense that Valerie Mason-John has been through one helluva roller coaster. She writes that she had managed to convince herself to “party all night with my friends and still manage to meet my daily headlines as a journalist.”


She goes on to report, “I joked that I had a poisoned brain.” That sounded to me like a typical British understatement. Her account of her lifestyle reads like a nightmare! Not an uncommon one.


The opening pages give the reader a clear sense of the prevailing message of the book, that no matter how bad things get, we never lose our potential for a real and lasting inner change that contributes not only to the healing of body and brain but purifies the heart, enabling natural happiness and well-being to flourish.


In the great profusion of books on mind, body, and spirit, the books that carry the weight of authority work well when the author writes from his or her personal experience and relates the all-important and practical stepping-stones toward inner change. The value of Detox Your Heart is the equal strength of the personal and the practical. It can’t be that easy for a writer, especially a journalist, to be so disarmingly honest about a lifestyle where her consciousness daily obsesses her with the next pursuit of pleasure that fails to get satisfied for more than a few minutes, or hours if she is lucky.


Readers might ask, “Who would want to live like that?” Some people do. Far too many people do. Some seem emotionally, mentally, and physically to get away with it, according to Valerie’s perceptions, although it seems to me there is a huge cost to living in such a narcissistic way and in the company of other self-obsessed pursuers of pleasure at the expense of deep love, happiness, and wisdom.


This book is a contemporary classic case study in the four noble truths, the core and irreplaceable center of the Buddha’s teachings: (1) There is suffering, (2) there are causes and conditions for suffering, especially being entrapped in desire, (3) there is the complete resolution, and (4) there is the way to resolve it.


Detox Your Heart carries an underlying text of a city dweller living on a diet of sex, drugs, and rock-and-roll (surely the “three jewels” for many hedonists) with inspirational and practical suggestions to get out of this ensnarement. The suffering, despair, and pervasive boredom eventually eat away at the initial pleasures and highs available through the partying life to the point that one feels utterly miserable and in a mess.


How far down do we have to sink before we reach the turning point? In thirty years of teaching, I have been told by some people who have lived through a similar nightmare that at times they believed it couldn’t get any worse, and it did. There is no bottom to hell. Nor to heaven. From a Buddhist perspective death is no escape.


Many people in society have completely (and understandably) thrown out all notions that religion has anything to offer. They have settled for career, money, and pursuit of pleasure as the central purpose of existence. Programmed and conditioned in this way, it becomes harder and harder to dig deep enough within to touch on another sense of what life is all about. I can’t imagine that any thoughtful human being can become content with the mundane.


There is an understandable attraction for a shift in consciousness, to transform perception, to open the heart and feel a deep sense of connectedness. An ecstasy tablet or a sniff of cocaine may temporarily make the world appear more beautiful and radiant, and offer a cosmic oneness. In time, and often in a very short time, the world of conflict, unresolved personal issues, and the painful depths of dissatisfaction surface, hitting consciousness with a vengeance. This is crisis time. One cannot escape the unresolved through drink and drugs, period. What goes up (including consciousness) comes down, sometimes falling into the pit of self-hatred.


The sharing of drugs, sex, and music does bring about — to put it in the most positive light imaginable — a kind of community of men and women having fun and pleasure together, engaged in often secret and pseudoreligious acts of interconnection. But this world is frequently (though not always) ensnared in fear, paranoia, mafia, sexually transmitted diseases, unwanted pregnancies, and a music industry of greed for profit and mind-boggling egos. One can only ask, and it is important to ask, what on earth has one got oneself into?


Frankly, I can’t see religion, counseling, and therapy as the answer to all this, though each in its own way can be immensely helpful. There also has to be some kind of stirring of the human spirit that transcends the limitations of the conditioned and habituated self, and the forlorn plight that it finds itself in. In other words, self-obsession and self-hatred are not only personal crises but spiritual and collective ones.


It’s an enormous task to start shifting the priorities away from hedon­ism and a career, built on the personal desire for money, status, and power, and determine to detox the heart. There is no substitute for inner work and the inner journey. Joining that moving zoo of commuters to and from work in a major city is small change in comparison.


Valerie seems to have taken stock of her distressingly painful situation, examined what she was avoiding in herself — both past and present — ­and realized that for her the way into heaven would need to pass through the hell of honest self-examination. Her book comprises a link between personal experiences and practical exercises. She details some of the steps necessary to overcome what Buddhists call the multiple hindrance attack, namely, self-obsessed desire, anger, boredom, restlessness, and fearful doubts. To detox (de: remove; toxicum: poison) is to purify the inner life so that generosity replaces greed, kindness replaces hatred, and creativity replaces fear.


I recall going to the home of a wealthy businessman who had invited a number of his friends to meet me for a session of spiritual inquiry. One of the questions I asked a guest was, “If there is one thing you would like to change in your life, what would it be?” His eyebrows rose and he looked up toward the ceiling while remaining silent for several moments, then replied, “Well, I suppose there are lots of things I would like to change.”


It was a rather normal response to an uncomfortable question to be asked in front of a group of friends and colleagues. We will often resort to generalities. I pressed home the question. He then said, “My relationship to food.” I could literally see why. He wasn’t obese, which means more than 20 percent above average body weight for his height, nor was he justifying his situation like the car sticker that said, “I’m not fat. My head is too small for my body.” The portly businessman had made the important shift from the generality “lots of things” to the specific: overeating. We need to name the issue. What are the practical steps? Many steps have much in common.


•Be clearly aware of the specific.


•Remember to breathe mindfully through the desire and explore alternatives to the desire.


•Remain one-pointed to overcome the issue.


•Be willing to keep working with the issue on a daily basis.


•Use our imagination to generate change.


•Seek the kind support of others in the process.


As Valerie says, you can overcome your “painful feelings, your irrational feelings, and your obsessive thoughts” that toxify your heart. For Valerie, and others, Buddhist meditation and the practice of mindfulness played an invaluable role in her work to change her habits, codependency issues, and lifestyle. We have to see through our own experience what works well for inner change. Inner peace, contentment, and natural happiness with the ordinary and everyday are our birthright, yet obsessive patterns take us away from such daily experiences.


Valerie’s account and practical exercises offer readers both the inspiration and the insight to work on themselves. There are two main issues that contribute to a genuine and lasting transformation.


First, love for oneself. On the face of it, this sounds self-indulgent and narcissistic. We have to think of it in another way. If you have a child or grandchild, and you give this child total attention, then the quality of this attention is an act of love. You will notice that the child responds extraordinarily well to such a quality of attention. This is love. At times, and in the same way, we need to give ourselves such attention as the first major step to detox the heart. Am I willing to give total attention to a specific personal issue?


Second, do I really want to change? Talking with others — whether friends (or even family members), counselors, psychotherapists, analysts, psychiatrists, or spiritual teachers — on any regular basis does not itself reveal a deep, abiding interest to change. It may only be the desire to talk about our issues so that we temporarily feel better during the meeting and for a time afterward. We might even come to believe that inner change comes about as the result of a long, gradual inner process. That view becomes another strategy for avoiding real change.


If we can put our hand on our hearts and say yes to these questions, then we truly move forward as we seek out through our experience the kind of practical exercises to implement a detox of the heart. Our steps may include reaching out to others for wise counsel in either the short term or long term. Change comes about not only through our own efforts but through those of others, some of whom have been through their own particular hell as well.


In the act of reading this book, I hope you will be able to generate some time for inner reflection. Adopting a Buddhist approach, you may be willing to ask yourself, “What do I need in order to give wholehearted attention to myself? What are the causes and conditions that contribute to this toxic heart? What is the resolution? How can I make these changes?”


We can take a “natural pause,” as Valerie constantly reminds us. Any invaluable work includes practices to transform our inner life. I can’t help remembering what Carl Jung, the Swiss analyst, said to the woman who came to him with an urgent question, “Why are people so mean to me?” Jung replied, “Why are you so mean to people?” We often find ourselves living in a world that mirrors our own states of mind. People may reflect back our own states of mind. Let’s not forget, it should add extra motivation to detox the heart!


In the Dharma,


Christopher Titmuss
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There is the daze — 


And then the vacant gaze — 


The morning after — 


A night of hedonistic laughter — 


My Story: Recognizing Toxins


One morning, at the age of twenty-nine, I woke up, held my head in my hands, and cried, “I want my mind back.” My head was fuzzed from recreational drugs; my moods rocketed so high that I was too charged to be able to communicate and plummeted so low that I sometimes had to keep myself under lock and key. I could party all night with my friends and still manage to meet my daily deadlines as a journalist, but deep down I knew I had blown holes in my brain. There were gaps of missing information, and I joked that I had a poisoned brain. I didn’t know it then, but what I had was worse: a toxic heart.


On waking that morning, I knew drastic changes were needed. I jumped out of bed and did some headstands, hoping the blood would flood to my head and revitalize me. The next day I enrolled in a Spanish class, hoping that learning a new language would massage my mind and help me develop new brain cells. Needless to say, I abandoned headstands after putting my neck out several times, and after investing several hundred pounds in Spanish lessons I became bored and returned to a hedonistic life of champagne and cocaine. This was, after all, what everyone around me was doing, and none of them seemed to worry; most of them seemed to be managing to keep their life together and hold down a job.


Then I discovered Transcendental Meditation, through which I could get high — as I saw it — for nothing. My mental states altered, and for an hour or two my heart felt pleasant, as if it had been purified. Of course I had to come down from the mountain, but I still sensed something had changed inside me. I wasn’t sure what it was, but I knew I had discovered something that would affect the direction of my life. Some months later I realized what it was: I had rediscovered my heart. It was toxic, but at last I was back in touch with some of my feelings and emotions.


Looking for a more intensive experience of meditation, and with my meditation teacher having left for India, I went on my first Buddhist retreat with the Friends of the Western Buddhist Order. It was here that I was introduced to meditation practices that led to what are described in Buddhism as the four sublime abodes: loving-kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy and gladness, and psychic integration or equanimity. In each of these meditations I was taught to wish positive thoughts of kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy, and peace for myself, a friend, someone I hardly knew, and someone I didn’t like. It proved to be revolutionary.


These practices definitely made me high, but more importantly they put me back in touch with my heart. Just as a clenched fist is gently relaxed and slowly opened as a hand, so my heart started to open, and I could begin to let go some of my toxins: old hurts, resentments, and grudges. It was as though I had been given permission to love myself as well as others, to rejoice in myself as well as others, to give myself — and others — compassion; and I had rediscovered a glimpse of peace within my heart.


I remember thinking when I left this retreat that the world had changed. But it was me: something inside me had begun to open up. I remember walking down the street and smiling at somebody I had sworn I would never speak to again because she had done the “worst thing ever” to me. “What was all that about?” I wondered. Then I realized that only the day before I had been thinking about her in my meditation and wondered why she had wanted to hurt me. During this reflection I realized she might be experiencing feelings of hurt too, so I did my utmost to wish her free of suffering, to wish her well in the world.


Something must have worked, because I hadn’t meant to speak to her again, let alone smile at her. A few years later she came up to me and apologized, and we were able to speak about that turning point when I smiled at her in the street.


Realizations


Alongside the rediscovery of my heart during this retreat, I came face-to-face with the fact that the same heart that could radiate kindness and compassion was full of toxins. It was as though I saw my heart and how much anger, fear, and hatred was festering there. When I sat to meditate, I couldn’t believe how much I was holding on to. I could feel the unpleasant tremors of my anger rumbling in my heart. I felt fear in the body, but I didn’t want to let it go. There were people I hated, people I was angry with, and people I had banished from my heart. I realized I had become uncomfortably numb and that I could no longer keep at bay the anger I had been suppressing for many years.


I started to realize that much of my anger could be traced back to childhood conditioning. I began to realize how it had begun to fester. My inability to speak out about my sexual, physical, and emotional abuse had deposited layers of unexpressed, toxic emotions. I had become a victim of my past.


By the age of five I had lived with three families. By the age of eight I had been sexually abused by my children’s-home siblings, and raped. At the age of eleven I went, against my will, to live with my African mother. Eighteen months later I was removed by the police and put back in care because of allegations of abuse. By then I had gone off the rails. I was living on the streets by the time I was fourteen, and by the age of fifteen I was locked up in a children’s detention center.


When I was seventeen I came out into the world and had to pick up the pieces. I was confused and, although I was fortunate enough to turn to education as an anchor, I coped throughout my late teens and twenties by numbing all my frustrations with the eating disorders anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa, partying all night long, and taking recreational intoxicants.


When I did become aware that I was not happy, I just didn’t know how to change my life: how to let go of my eating disorders, for example. Books like You Can Heal Your Life, by Louise Hay, and Loving­kindness, by Sharon Salzberg, became my guides, and I slowly began to stumble in the right direction. I knew I wanted to change. It was precisely this realization that started to open me up to new things and allowed the things I needed to enter my life.


No Quick Fixes


For me meditation was the thing that blew the lid off everything I was trying to keep out of sight. The meditation practice of mindfulness — being aware of every moment — was like having a telescope pointed at my heart. In the light of such attentiveness to myself, I couldn’t hide from the fact that my heart was full of anger, nor could I continue to intellectualize or anaesthetize my way through life. I was beginning to have a deeper experience of myself, which I couldn’t deny.


But I didn’t wholeheartedly embrace the path of transformation offered by meditation straightaway. I was still looking for a magic pill, that easy answer that makes everything just go away. I tried climbing mountains, sitting by the ocean or waterfalls, walking by rivers, taking trips to the gym or into the countryside, running, swimming, and walking, but none of these brought about lasting harmony in my heart. They were only helpful quick fixes to keep my rage at bay.


One thing that stopped me going deeper in meditation was an idea that meditation was just for Buddhists. But after some research I learned that all sorts of people meditate, regardless of religion, culture, or race.


There’s nothing exotic about meditation. It’s a birthright of everybody. Animals know all about it. Animals have the capacity for sitting still and tuning in on their own inside consciousness, as well as outside consciousness, for great periods of time. And they can restore themselves by doing that; you can see them doing it. The calmness of deer at rest at midday is the order of meditation. It’s a curious thing that Western man has gotten so anxious about it and has forgotten what it is and really looks askance on anyone doing it. Most of the rest of the world knows how to meditate and does so in one way or another.1


I relaxed and acknowledged that meditation helped me grasp the fact that I had layers of anger and hatred. Though it didn’t instantly detoxify them, it did take away the overwhelming fear of coming into relationship with why I was harboring such toxins. What meditation did was gently slow down my personal movie.


Meditation is about slowing down: it is about allowing ourselves to be in the present moment and feel what we are feeling, without judging or punishing ourselves for feeling it.


•First we must have the courage to notice what is happening in our minds.


•Second, we must have the courage to notice and accept that our mind is full of all sorts of distractions — sometimes full of craving and sometimes full of aversions.


•Third, we must have the courage to face our feelings with a calm mind full of kind breath. And have the energy to bring the mind back from its agitated state of distractions, forgetfulness, and mind meandering.


•In essence we must slow down in every waking activity that we do. Meditation is sitting, walking, standing, lying, sleeping, and talking.


When I slowed down I began to rediscover who I was, and what I needed. When I paused, I realized I actually wanted to let go of my anger and my pain, but I didn’t know how. I began to see that my lifestyle was pushing away my anger rather than helping me let go of it.


I came to see that although drugs, partying, and a hedonistic lifestyle had brought about a type of happiness for a while — often on the basis of mood-altering enhancers — in the long term it led to suffering. I craved being continually high, which in turn led to even more suffering. I was just putting a bandage over my anger hoping it would heal, but instead it generated more fear and hatred in my heart. I knew I had to find a different way to work with these toxins. I could no longer just try to blot them out or push them away. I didn’t want to muddle through anymore, internalizing all my anger, just so that I could function in the world as an acceptable adult.


But it was hard to change. I had convinced myself that I was all right. I had this secret illness that very few people knew about, but in the eyes of the world I was a successful journalist, working as an international correspondent, writing books and plays. It was when I stepped inside my home that I fell apart. My eating disorder had become a bat I beat myself up with every day, until one day, when quite literally on the floor, I saw that help had been staring me in my face in the form of meditation and therapy. Once I got over the belief that I didn’t have a right to explore my life when there were many other people in the world experiencing greater suffering than I could imagine, I stepped onto the path that would truly allow me to change.


There were many strands to my journey toward compassion for myself and others. My professional career shifted from journalism to the stage; I wrote and performed in plays, and became a television presenter. I also embarked on a personal journey into psychodrama and psychosynthesis therapies, as well as mime and physical theater training. In mime school I reclaimed the art of play, lightening my heart and reliving some lost childhood years.


I kept learning. I learned it was not enough to sit in meditation and wish myself happiness, or keep repeating “I love myself.” This all helped, but the destructive “I hate myself” still buzzed in my head, especially at my most vulnerable moments. I had to go deeper; I had to commit to rediscovering myself. And now I know I have to let go of the identities that have constructed the I that hates itself, to find true freedom from the voice that says: “I hate myself, I’m not good enough, I’m unlovable, I’m a fraud, nobody loves me.”


There was the danger that attending meditation classes and going on Buddhist retreats would become my new quick fixes. To transform myself, I had to engage the toxins in my heart and explore my anger, hatred, and fear. I had to commit to changing my life, slowly at first, with the escape clause that I could always go back to my old way of being if I wanted to.


I realized that my working life supported my hedonistic lifestyle. Champagne and cocaine went hand in hand with the show-business life of theater, television, and huge open-air festivals. If I was to move toward happiness I had to change the conditions in which I had chosen to live my life, or the cycle of parties, ecstasy, and alcohol would continue to cage me like a hamster going round and around in its wheel. I had to step out of the limelight.


Sharing My Journey


When I opened up to the possibility of change, it was as if new things entered into my life by magic. I embarked on a master’s degree in creative writing, the arts, and education, and left my high-flying job. At around the same time I and several other theater practitioners were asked to pool our skills to design a program of workshops for young people with challenging behavior.


The program we developed was a success in every sense. The pilot won funding to deliver the same program in several boroughs in London. And I realized I wanted to help change people’s lives by using the creative arts to work with anger and hatred. I committed myself to my own path of healing while helping others explore their relationship to the anger, fear, and hatred in their lives at the same time. I started working with children as young as eight, and adults as old as sixty-five, who all had one thing in common: an eclipsed heart, a heart full of toxins.


At first the people I was working with were people who had hit crises, people society couldn’t cope with. They were either in prison or young people’s exclusion units, homeless, or attached to a mental health institution. I also wanted to reach out to people who functioned in the world and held down responsible jobs, but who, if they were to slow down, would also find that anger was numbing their hearts. I felt compelled to share my personal experiences of anger, hatred, and fear, and combine them with my professional experience of working in the field of anger and conflict to help them empower their lives. While reflecting on my writing career during a meditation retreat, I realized it was time to integrate my writing into the work I was doing on conflict.


I have chosen to write about anger, hatred, and fear because I have personal experience of them and I continually try to walk a path that will transform them. I also focus on them because they are some of the more common emotions that all of us witness or experience in our lives. If we take the time to look, we can see that they are acted out in our personal lives, in the media, and on a national and international scale, in both subtle and not so subtle ways. It happens in kindergarten, kids teasing each other about how they look, what they eat. It happens in our homes. Statistics show that the most common place for someone to be assaulted is in their own home or in their car. It happens among politicians. “If you don’t do what we want you to do we will drop a bomb on you.” Hatred, anger, and fear penetrate every sector of our society, and love and compassion can impact every sector of our society too.


Anger, hatred, and fear are not fixed, unchanging parts of ourselves. They are, fundamentally, thoughts with a thinker — thoughts that become toxic emotions and consume our hearts. The mind will produce thoughts. We are powerless over the thoughts that can arise. And we have to accept that sometimes unwholesome thoughts will arise that may disturb us. We have a choice to let the thought arise and cease, or identify with the thought, and begin thinking the thoughts. It’s this thinking that stirs the toxic emotions that consume our hearts. We must take responsibility for our thinking. It may seem as if I take the heart and mind to be two distinct things. In fact, they are one, but toxic thinking has split them in two, creating a chasm between the heart and mind. This book is about reuniting the heart with the mind. We do this by cultivating loving-kindness. When we practice loving-kindness twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, only wholesome thoughts will arise in the heart/mind.


What’s in This Book for You?


I make no apology. This is a self-awareness book. “How is it different from all the others?” you might ask. There are many different ways to say the same thing, different paths that lead to the same destination. My aim is that by speaking honestly, from personal experience, what I have to say will resonate with our shared human experience, and thereby will resonate with you. If my words don’t resonate with you, I encourage you to stay open and to continue looking for something that does resonate with you. Try to be honest with yourself. Sometimes we fall into the cynical mindset that “nothing is ever right,” and this stops us from doing the self-exploration we really need. It is only by really facing up to our inner demons that we can step closer to the inner peace we all long for.


This book is meant to slow you down for a moment and help you become aware of your state of mind. The fact that you have picked up this book and begun to read it means that you are already slowing down and taking a look at yourself. Even if you don’t continue reading after this page, take the opportunity right now to acknowledge what you’re feeling. It may be that you are not quite ready to explore your relationship to anger, hatred, and fear, or you may not be in the most supportive conditions to do so. It is OK to simply acknowledge this, knowing that at a later date you can always reopen the book and restart your journey from a different point. Before you continue or put the book down, please take one breath with me. One breath can save our lives. When we are aware of our breath it alerts us to what is going on in the body, in the heart/mind.


One Breath


Take one deep breath in and become aware of your body as you breathe out, noting what you are feeling.


•Body Like Mountain: just as a mountain is sturdy, present, and unmovable, allow your body to be sturdy, present, and unmovable.


•Mind Like Sky: just as the sky is wide and open, allow your mind to be wide and open.


•Heart Like Ocean: just as the waves in an ocean arise and cease, let your thoughts and feelings arise and cease.


•Breath Like Anchor: just as an anchor steadies a boat, allow your breath to steady your body, heart/mind, thoughts and feelings.


I draw on a number of sources for the reflections, practices, and meditations included in this book: from traditional Buddhist teachings — though you don’t have to be a Buddhist to benefit — to my work as a trainer in anger management and conflict resolution and reflections from my own path. The practical suggestions, reflective exercises, and other well-known meditations are there for you to try if you want to. They are there to help you slow down. However, if you find yourself in the flow of reading, and find the instruction to put the book down irritating, just pause, take three deep breaths, and come back to the exercises when you are ready.


We first of all explore what a heart free of toxins might feel like — ­freedom of heart — and introduce some of the tools that we will use throughout the book. The next three sections provide a detailed look at the toxins of anger, hatred, and fear. Starting with recounting a little of my own story, we then explore anger, hatred, and fear. What do they feel like in the body? What are some of the overlying emotions attached to them? We will also explore other toxins, like revenge, ill will, jealousy, and envy. How do they manifest in our lives? I emphasize the need to come into relationship with our uncomfortable feelings and emotions, because only then can we learn to work with them, recognizing that these states are impermanent, that they arise and pass away. This is the beginning of being able to let them go.


Each chapter on the toxins is paired with one in which we look at transformation of that toxin. These chapters focus on how we can change. We are not stuck with our emotions or our thoughts — no one is fixed by fate to be an angry person or a fearful person. We can change. Recognizing this, I explore ways in which we can help that change along through reflection and action.


It is best to begin with chapter 2, but after working through that chapter, the other sections on the toxins can be read in any order. Perhaps begin with the one with which you have the most resonance. None of these explorations is definitive or comprehensive; they are personal insights into the states of mind that we all experience.


The art of pausing is the art of healing: we have less conflict in our lives when we slow down — we become more aware of our feelings, and more able to look after ourselves when confronted by anger, hatred, and fear. A key belief running through this book is that we are each responsible for our own attitudes. Yes, there is mental pain, and when we resist it, abscond from it, we begin to catastrophize, and suffering will arise.


Suffering and joy is optional. Has anyone ever told you to cheer up? And you’ve scowled and said: “I don’t want to cheer up, I’m quite happy how I am.” This is us holding on to fixed views that cause us suffering. Pausing helps us to respond creatively. When we don’t pause, we react; we act without being aware of what we are thinking, or what is being defended in the heart/mind. It has been said that life is about 10 percent what happens to us and that the remaining 90 percent is how we react to things that happen to us. I used to think my life was suffering. And the only way I could end this suffering was by taking my life. Fortunately I learned that my life wasn’t suffering at all. It was how I responded to my life that created the suffering. This wisdom saved my life, physically and emotionally. I hope it will save many others from depression, negative mental states, and at worst, thinking the only option is to take one’s life.


So good luck. As best you can, embrace what you may discover. Our feelings, our hearts, our bodies, and our minds are the best teachers we could ever come across.


Here is a short fable for you to reflect on before reading any further.


[image: img]A Fable


One day the heart woke up and said to its mind, “I feel very happy today.”


“Impossible,” the mind replied. “If you’re happy, why aren’t I?”


The heart smiled again and said, “Nothing is impossible. At long last I am happy again. I refuse to be poisoned by your thoughts.”


The mind shouted back, “It’s not fair!”


“Whose fault is it that you’re not happy?” replied the heart.


“Not mine,” retorted the mind. “I’ve got a headache, stomachache, constipation, I can’t sleep at night, I don’t like my job, or where I live, or . . .”


“Pause for a moment,” the heart interrupted. “Take a deep breath and slow down.”


“Slow down? Are you mad? If I slow down I might never be able to get out of bed in the morning and go to work. You don’t have to live my life,” the mind fumed.


“It’s your choice,” the heart replied.


“Choice? What choice have I got? I’ve got bills to pay and children to feed. It’s all right for you.”


The heart smiled and said, “And it can be all right for you too. I’ve stopped going to refuge in your thoughts. They don’t dominate me anymore. My happiness will stay. Why don’t you welcome me back?”


“No!” cried the mind. “My thoughts will not become homeless. Where else can I house them? If you evict me we’ll no longer be one.”


“Haven’t you realized your thinking has already pushed me away? We are already split. When are you going to start allowing yourself to feel?”


“Feel? Bloody feel? When have I got time to feel?” blasted the mind. “You really are a lunatic.”


“You can turn away from your feelings and hold on to your toxic thinking and remain unhappy, or you can pause and let my happiness reunite you to me, your heart. This is freedom of heart.”


The mind was speechless. It tried to speak, but instead it paused, took a deep breath, and slowed down . . . [image: img]
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