



[image: This is cover page for the book]





Mindfulness-Based
Somatic Emotional
Processing



“We all have bodies, and we all have minds. But how do they relate to each other? And how can we heal ourselves by strengthening that relationship? In this beautiful jewel of a book, Weisz and Blackwood effortlessly synthesize breath and mindfulness practices with sound psychotherapeutic principles in order to resolve disturbances of emotion. It is an invaluable resource for both lay and professional audiences.”

RICK STRASSMAN, MD, AUTHOR OF
DMT: THE SPIRIT MOLECULE AND MY ALTERED STATES

“Having a guide for working with emotions and unprocessed traumas is very important for our traumatized world today. Learning the skills of emotional expression based on body–mind integration is vital to every human being. I highly recommend this book.”

EFU NYAKI, AUTHOR OF HEALING TRAUMA THROUGH FAMILY
CONSTELLATIONS AND SOMATIC EXPERIENCING

“Mindfulness is critical to spiritual development from a contemplative point of view, and yet mindfulness practice frequently brings us face-to-face with trauma and suffering. The authors have created a highly skillful path through the geography of psychological suffering. This is essential reading for anyone interested in the evolution of mindfulness and its embodiment for the transformation of mind, body, and spirit.”

MICHAEL J. SHEA, PHD, AUTHOR OF THE BIODYNAMICS OF THE
IMMUNE SYSTEM AND THE BIODYNAMIC HEART

“This book is full of richness and humanity, with case examples that we can all easily relate to. As a therapist for nearly 40 years, I have seen and experienced many therapeutic trends, and I believe that mindfulness-based practice is the present and future of psychotherapy. The mind–body–emotional connection is useful in all of our work and is particularly relevant in trauma-based treatment. I enjoyed this book immensely.”

MAUREEN POLIKOFF, ACSW, LCSW,
MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONAL

“When you open this book you are invited into a world of carefully organized, step-by-step holding, understanding, and hands-on processing of the emotional somatic mysteries of human life. The thoroughness of this opus leaves the reader with no need to look further for potent assistance in befriending the soul in the emotional and somatic life of the body. I will gladly recommend it in my ongoing courses. A must-read for psychotherapeutic practitioners and psychological pilgrims alike.”

MONIKA WIKMAN, PHD, AUTHOR OF PREGNANT DARKNESS

“Increasingly, psychotherapy is looking to the body to uncover and resolve emotional challenges that are difficult to discover and to address by focusing solely on the contents of the mind. This wonderful guide offers powerful, body-focused awareness practices for those of us committed to our personal healing to undertake on our own. It is highly recommended for anyone courageous enough to self-reflect and feel what’s actually going on inside their body.”

WILL JOHNSON, AUTHOR OF
THE RADICAL PATH OF SOMATIC DHARMA

“MBSEP is a gentle and intuitive way to process our emotional and physical experiences. As a clinician, MBSEP has given me a concrete strategy for how to support clients in learning how to ‘feel their feelings.’ As a human, it has encouraged me to connect more fully to myself and do my own healing work. Whether you’re a therapist seeking new tools or someone just looking for a way to stay more grounded through life’s emotional ups and downs, this book is well worth the read.”

KAITLYN RICHTER, MASTER SOCIAL WORKER
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The Guest House


This being human is a guest house.

Every morning a new arrival.

Be grateful for whoever comes,

because each has been sent

as a guide from beyond.

RUMI, THE ESSENTIAL RUMI,
COLEMAN BARKS TRANS., 1995
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Introduction to Part One

Our Stories and Inspiration


Discovering the truth about ourselves is a lifetime’s

work, but it’s worth the effort.

FRED ROGERS




ROBERT WEISZ

Born in Lima, Peru, in June of 1944, I am the older of two children of German Jews who fled the Holocaust in the mid-1930s, then met and married in Peru in 1943. Most of my parents’ extended family had died at the hands of the Nazis, and my childhood was influenced by the undercurrents of my parents’ traumatic losses and their inability to express and process the emotional pain they carried. My mother, Anne Marie, died when I was thirteen years old, and my father, Herbert Michael, drowned in a flood when I was twenty-six.

By the time I was sent to the United States at the age of thirteen, I had already spent three years at two English boarding schools for boys, both known for their high academic standards and strict discipline. I was subjected to repressive, punitive treatment from the staff, as well as frequent episodes of emotional and physical abuse from my peers (I was the smallest and youngest boy in my class and the only Jew in the student body).

When my mother died at a remote mining town in the Bolivian Altiplano five months after my arrival in the United States, I was unable to travel back to Bolivia for her funeral services and did not receive the support and guidance I needed to grieve and process her loss. To this day I periodically experience sudden waves of grief and sadness, which I sense are a way of expressing not only the early loss of my mother, but also some of my parents’ own unprocessed grief. I have learned over time to recognize and accept these waves of grief as an inevitable, yet benign way that my body and consciousness seek to affirm the magnitude and the trauma of both my own loss and those of my parents. I sense that I am also experiencing and expressing the collective grief of my Jewish ancestors, and perhaps, the grief of humanity itself.

These waves of grief were, and are, a way that I came to learn about and experience emotions as the truth tellers of our human nature. They also remind me that a vast majority of us live with a well of unexpressed grief that seeks respectful and compassionate recognition. As the Buddha taught, life is characterized by the presence of suffering. We can relate to that suffering with conscious acceptance and kindness and learn to know ourselves as imperfect, yet whole beings. When we deny and repress the pain of our losses, we struggle against our own experience, and thus we don’t recognize and respect the truth of the love and the caring underneath the loss.

As I progressed through high school and college, I was largely unconscious of the emotional currents that coursed through my mind and body. As an introvert and a foreign immigrant in the United States, I was excluded from the social groups and alliances of my peers. My emotional education consisted of learning to ignore and conceal my feelings in the service of achievement and success. My academic education was successful in that I was able to earn a PhD in clinical psychology at the age of twenty-eight, but at the same time I was largely unaware and ignorant of the emotional forces that shaped the texture and the color of my experience, as well as the substance of my relationships.

By the time I began my professional career as a psychologist and psychotherapist, I had acquired a variety of skills and techniques for the diagnosis and psychological treatment of mental and emotional conditions. I had not, however, learned very much about the role of emotions in human experience. From my academic and social education, I knew only that emotions were problematic factors that needed to be managed, controlled, or suppressed in the interest of societal approval and personal success.

In 1979 I moved to New Mexico (for a Latinoamericano like me, New Mexico is the closest to Latin America in the United States) and discovered Ericksonian Hypnotherapy; and along with two colleagues, founded the Milton Erickson Institute for Clinical Hypnosis and Behavioral Sciences of New Mexico. My immersion in hypnosis led to an exploration of the healing potential of altered states of consciousness, which morphed into nearly three decades of study, healing work, and apprenticeship in the Amazonian jungles of Peru and Ecuador with Ayahuasqueros—shamans who use a potent psychedelic brew made from two plants to diagnose and treat physical, social, and mental/emotional afflictions through rituals that are hundreds of years old.

The Ayahuasca work confronted me with the emotional truths from my history and my personality. It showed me, in a way that was impossible to deny, the emotional realities I carried inside me. The healing that came from this work did not relieve me of any of my basic emotional patterns; instead, it gave me understanding, acceptance, and compassion for what I am made of. It helped me to begin to embrace my humanity and be able to accept the humanity of others. And it helped me to recognize the power of emotions and emotional attitudes in shaping, and in many ways, determining our perceptions, our choices, and our behaviors. The work also showed me the value of being present, receptive, and compassionate with my experience of strong emotional energies. Most importantly, the Ayahuasca work imprinted upon me the undeniable truth of the interrelatedness and the interdependence of all life forms.

In the late 1990s, a profound psychological crisis motivated me to examine my emotional functioning, forcing me to pay more careful attention to how my emotions were shaping my experiences, within myself and in my relationships with significant others. I was surprised by the potency and the variety of my feelings and by my inability to work with them with the tools I had acquired in my training to become a clinical psychologist. Eventually I found a gifted therapist with whom I was privileged to work over a period of four years, and who inspired me to develop Mindfulness-Based Somatic Emotional Processing (MBSEP). My personal therapy with Bonnie Badenoch and my deep immersion in her works—especially The Heart of Trauma: Healing the Embodied Brain in the Context of Relationships—and the work of others in the new field of Interpersonal Neurobiology, most notably the writings of Daniel Siegel, are the sources from which MBSEP emerged and to which it returns.

In my work with Bonnie, I came to appreciate the ways that we hold emotion in the body, how the witnessing of those emotional energies supports a process of self-discovery, and how that witnessing activates an inherent capacity for emotional healing. I can now recognize that my emotional healing was enabled by a willingness to stay present with my intense emotions; the work taught me to embrace my emotions as allies and truth tellers that allowed me to know myself more honestly and accept myself more authentically and compassionately.

During my fifty-year career as a psychologist and psychotherapist, which involved training and practice in therapeutic approaches such as Behavior Modification, Rational-Emotive psychotherapy, Gestalt therapy, Systems therapy, EMDR, Brainspotting, Ericksonian Hypnotherapy, Somatic Experiencing, Interpersonal Neurobiology, and other modalities, I found myself captured by a deep curiosity about the healing process. I could not fail to recognize that healing is inherently an emotionally based process: How we feel is the foundation for how we heal; emotion is not only the gateway but also the motive force for the healing process. How we relate to each other (how we share our emotional energy with each other) not only influences but also helps to determine how we generate and move our emotional energy in shaping our experience.

The work I have done with my clients over the fifty years I have practiced psychotherapy has been a profound, illuminating journey into the realms, ways, gifts, and hazards of human experience. The opportunity to join their lives and the privilege of witnessing how they meet and respond to the gifts and the challenges of a human life has contributed immensely to my own education as a person and a psychotherapist. My clients have taught me most of what I have learned about our human experience; I owe them all my deepest gratitude.

Finally, my personal relationships, especially the lessons I have learned in my thirty-two-year relationship with my partner, Diane, have been a powerful source of my deepening understanding of emotions as essential forces that shape our experiences of ourselves and others. Ultimately, our emotions are the primary influences that shape not only how we experience our outer world but also how we experience that world that lives within us.

In August of 2021, as this book was in process of being written, I was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease. The emotional shock waves that ensued became a challenge and an opportunity to put my most important learnings and tools to work. The daily, consistent practice of MBSEP has become a necessity and a major resource as I cope with the challenges and the limitations of living with a degenerative nervous system disease. My work with MBSEP helps me to accept, to be compassionate, and to be more at peace with the physical, mental, and emotional demands of living and coping with this disease.

DANIEL BLACKWOOD

I was born in New York City in 1960 and am the oldest of three siblings. My father survived Nazi Germany having fled from Berlin with his younger brother and his parents on a freighter to New York City. His father’s entire family perished at the hands of the Nazis. My mother, a child of divorce, grew up without her father and ended up raising us alone. Because of the severe trauma my father experienced during the war, he found it difficult to be part of our family. He was away from home most of the time, and I took his absence to mean that he didn’t want me in his life. After years of feeling emotionally neglected by him, my parents finally divorced. I was nine years old at the time.

I felt the loss of my father as a painful rejection, a confirmation of my unworthiness, accompanied by a deep feeling of shame. These pervasive feelings manifested as an inability to focus, pay attention in school, or even follow a conversation. My teachers and other adults interpreted my spaciness as “attentional issues” or what we today would call ADHD. Later I learned that I was dissociating as a way of self-regulating my pain and trauma of abandonment. It was my body’s way of simultaneously protecting me and holding the truth of my woundedness. Lacking a method to process the pain of my loss, I had no idea how to regulate the intense longing for my dad, the loss of family, the deep sadness I felt with him gone, the shame, and the resulting pervasive emotional confusion and pain.

Not too long after my parents’ separation, my mother decided to move us from New York City to Santa Fe, New Mexico. Santa Fe was a magical place to be at the time. The creek that ran through the middle of town provided a little mecca for tadpoles, water bugs, trout, and a kid with a fishing pole. The wilderness was only steps away, and the ski area a short ride up the mountain. I would often hike in the wilderness, fish, ski, and go camping. As a child, these were my happiest times; the rhythms of nature supported me and soothed the emotional pain in my body. My mother eventually partnered with a Native American man who taught me a new way of being in the wilderness: how to walk quietly and in beauty, to hunt and fish, to be grateful for nature’s generosity. Even after this man and my mother separated, I continued to frequent the wilderness. As I look back, I realize I was learning to appreciate the emotional regulation and healing that nature offers and experience an expanded awareness—a slowing down, a moment-to-moment being with all that is. Attuned to the sound of the wind, sunrises, elk herds, hawks, sunsets, coyote choruses, watching the stars, at times I felt a deep sense of connection. My body would relax and merge into the wilderness.

As an undergraduate I was drawn to study psychology as a way of understanding and healing myself, and for the possibility of helping others. Along the way I encountered some wonderful teachers who helped me develop a mindfulness practice. In my daily practice, I began to discover an approach to emotional regulation that mirrored my experiences in the wilderness. Mindfulness offered another way of being present with my felt emotional experiences and soothing my nervous system.

In my graduate work I continued my focus on psychology, studying humanism, existential theory, Rogerian therapy with Wayne Maes, Gestalt Therapy and Radical Honesty with Brad Blanton, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy with David Burns and Robert Knox, and Rational Emotive Therapy with Albert Ellis. Influential as my training was, I was also drawn to experiential therapy and began taking clients on backpack trips to the Pecos, the Gila, the San Pedro Parks, and the Superstition Wildernesses. We held groups by the campfire at night. Just as the wilderness had helped me to heal and know myself better, I watched as nature’s rhythms and wisdom worked its magic on my clients, helping to make them whole again.

In my late twenties, I embarked on my personal therapy with Rosie Davis, PhD. Rosie led me to explore the world of my inner family system and supported me as we discovered my abandoned inner little boy. I learned to reach out to him with compassion as I honored the way I felt in my body, moment to moment. Little by little, the emotional pain and shame I carried in my body began to dissipate.

As a therapist I worked with clients who were suffering from trauma and its related emotional dysregulation, held emotions, traumatic stories, and resulting coping patterns. I had been trained in a number of methods for working with trauma: Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprogramming (EMDR), Brainspotting (BSP), and Reconsolidation of Traumatic Memories (RTM).

I first encountered Mindfulness-Based Somatic Emotional Processing (MBSEP) when I attended one of Robert Weisz’s trainings and immediately recognized the value of the method. It incorporated all the fundamental elements that had helped me recover from my own trauma: a way of harnessing the innate healing capacity of the body, the power of attuned attention and compassion to hold our wounds, a way to honor what is present in the body without getting entangled in stories and explanations.

Through Robert’s teaching and client mentoring and consultation, my connection to this work grew and I began to use MBSEP with my clients. MBSEP provides such an effective way for clients to learn to downregulate, to process feelings, and to relate to themselves emotionally that I began to teach it to other clinicians. No tool has been more widely used by my colleagues at the Evolution Group, Inc. where I practice, nor more appreciated by clients and clinicians who learn to use it.

WHY WE WROTE THIS BOOK

In our work as psychotherapists, we have found—and we have consistently confirmed over the past ten years—that MBSEP offers our clients an elegant, accessible, and flexible approach for facilitating effective emotional regulation and for supporting deep, productive emotional processing in counseling and psychotherapy. We have also found that MBSEP is a simple and accessible practice for clients and for others who want to invest in supporting their ongoing emotional self-maintenance, improving their emotional well-being, and for enhancing their personal growth.

Our target audience for this book was initially the universe of “helping professionals:” counselors, psychotherapists, social workers, and others in the healthcare professions. We also considered that the basic practice of MBSEP incorporates a valuable set of tools for the general reader who is motivated to invest in emotional growth, well-being, and emotional maintenance. After a few months of discussion, during which we considered the alternative of writing two separate books directed at two different populations, we agreed that the book should be made accessible, useful, and understandable to both the lay reader and the helping professional.

The first eleven chapters of the book are meant to be instructive and helpful for all readers who wish to learn MBSEP as an internal practice for regulating and processing their own emotional experiences, and as a simple, caring, and helpful set of skills for supporting and processing the emotional experiences of dear friends, family, and colleagues.

The last nine chapters are more specifically written for the benefit of healthcare practitioners who are interested in using MBSEP as a versatile tool for facilitating emotional regulation and emotional processing in counseling and psychotherapy, and in other clinical settings. These last nine chapters are intended as a primer in the clinical use of MBSEP for those healthcare professionals, and as a first stage in their training to become skilled at integrating MBSEP into their professional work. However, we also hold the hope that these chapters will offer useful and expanded information to substantially augment the knowledge and skill base with MBSEP for all interested readers, especially for those of you who will recognize its value as a simple, helpful, yet sophisticated personal practice, and as a skillful, compassionate way of providing invaluable emotional support to significant others.

The practice of MBSEP brings a caring, care-full approach for relating to our feelings (our embodied emotional experiences) as honest, internal messengers and truth tellers who have much to teach us about our humanity and our rich, complex emotional nature. A regular, consistent practice of MBSEP can become a vehicle for developing a wiser, more honest, and more respectful relationship to our emotions. As we learn to know ourselves through a mindful, compassionate relationship with our embodied emotions, we are more in touch, more in peace, and more in harmony with our emotional experience and with our wholeness as human beings. Then we can begin to acknowledge, to accept, and to make peace with our unique history as the fallible, unique, imperfect, and courageous emotional beings that we are.



This is how simple and basic Mindfulness-Based Somatic Emotional Processing is: Meet what is emotionally present as it arises and manifests in the body. Recognize it, acknowledge it, and commit to tenderly and compassionately witnessing it as it unfolds.
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What Is Mindfulness-Based Somatic Emotional Processing?


Feelings or emotions are the universal language and

are to be honored. They are the authentic expression

of who you are at your deepest place.

JUDITH WRIGHT

Your feelings are your god.

CHANAKYA




THE CASE OF JULIA

Case Study from Robert Weisz

Julia was a forty-one-year-old client whose brother had committed suicide ten days before her psychotherapy session with me. She was overwhelmed with grief, and many other emotions. She felt guilty that she had not made a more concerted effort to save her brother and angry at herself for not calling him on the day he took his life. She was very angry and frustrated with her sisters and her brothers for their apparent indifference around her dead brother’s gradual descent into his depression. Julia was also afraid about her ability to function at her job as a surgical nurse in the local hospital. She had only allowed herself to take one week off her work schedule and had forced herself to return to work, even though she was barely able to maintain her focus and concentration during the surgeries where she had to play a critical role.

Julia was also struggling intensely as she tried to understand why her brother had chosen to take his life. She anxiously reviewed and reexamined every memory of her recent history with him to extract any information that would help her to identify how she had not been a good enough, caring sister and how she might have failed to support him. Julia hated the way she felt. She wanted desperately to push away and eliminate the overwhelming emotions that consumed most of her energy and her time. She feared she was losing her mind and that she had lost her capacity to function in her life.

Our work focused on helping Julia to accept and process her profound grief. We identified how and where in her body she was experiencing the intense emotional activation generated by the range of her strong emotions. For the first three sessions, I supported her and coached her to simply feel and acknowledge the indescribable pain and loss she felt in her body about her brother’s shocking demise. My role was to help her stay focused on how she was physically feeling her grief, which at this point encompassed many different, yet related, emotional issues. We had to steer clear of the whys and wherefores, the blaming and the speculation, and the search for answers that could divert Julia from being present with, and processing, her deep and painful loss.

In this way, Julia began the process of gradually being able to accept and process what felt to her to be the impossible and unacceptable—the loss of her brother. My priority in our work together was to support Julia’s grieving process so it could begin to move through her life and her mind-body system with the least amount of interference or struggle.

After the first three sessions, Julia was able to accept and to recognize that she needed and wanted to make room in her daily life for her grieving. Julia was learning that she had access to the basic tools for acknowledging, accepting, and being present with her grief. She was learning to mindfully and compassionately witness the emotional manifestations of her grief in her body. Julia realized that she could choose to just notice her feelings as they were present in her body and allow the emotional energy of her grief and pain to move through her body, instead of struggling with, or against, her emotions.

We continued this work for another three months of biweekly telephone sessions, during which Julia received careful instruction and emotional support so she could honor and process her grief. She was steadily learning how to acknowledge and move through the deep pain and sadness she felt, and would continue to feel, for the foreseeable future. As our work together continued for another six months, Julia was able to more consistently engage in her own emotional self-care. An important element of that self-care consisted of taking time each day to bring compassionate attention to her emotions as they arose and manifested in her body. She was able to develop better boundaries with her family, and she found a more rewarding and less stressful work situation with a medical group practice.

During our last session about ten months after her brother’s suicide, Julia reported that she was no longer feeling overwhelmed in her grief. She was able to allow, to honor, and to accept her feelings of deep loss, even as she admitted that she could not—and might never—understand why her brother took his own life. Julia no longer needed to know when her grief and sadness would end, and she understood that her feelings of grief and sadness were an authentic expression of her undying love for her brother.

THE GIFT OF HUMAN EMOTIONS

We humans are fundamentally emotional, and we function principally as emotional beings. Our emotions move us. Emotions enliven our experiences with energy, flavor, texture, depth, and engagement. Emotions warn us of danger and give us the feeling of safety. Emotions give us love and longing, hope and despair, beauty and ugliness, fear and wonder, anger and avoidance, guilt and shame, envy and betrayal, joy and grief, awe and revulsion, intimacy and abandonment. Emotions shape and energize our behaviors and our thoughts; they can also inhibit or paralyze them.

Emotions create art; they activate our imagination and direct our dreams. They color our perceptions, drive our choices, create our attractions, sculpt our relationships, and mobilize our suffering. Emotions energize, animate, color, and enliven our experiences, and give them their potency, their substance, and their significance.

In short, emotions play an integral part in every human experience, whether internal or external, even when we are not aware of their presence or their influence. Emotions even shape culture and become a means through which culture shapes human consciousness and commands behaviors. The neuroscientist, Jaak Panksepp, summed up the primacy of emotions in human life, saying: “I Feel, therefore I am.”

In their 2021 book, The Archaeology of Mind: Neuroevolutionary Origins of Human Emotions, Jaak Panksepp and Lucy Biven present a neuroscientific framework for the evolution and function of seven intrinsic emotional systems that humans share with many other mammalian species: seeking (expectancy), fear (anxiety), rage (anger), lust (sexual excitement), care (nurturance), grief (sadness), and play (social joy). These seven emotional systems, which are present in most mammalian brains and nervous systems, are the primary sources of our basic, raw emotions. The activation and the interaction of these seven fundamental systems creates the full range of our emotions and is engaged in shaping how those feelings are experienced.

In her 2021 book, Atlas of the Heart: Mapping Meaningful Connection and the Language of Human Experience, best-selling author and emotions researcher Brené Brown elaborates on this emotional range by identifying eighty-seven distinct emotions that can be named and described within the human emotional repertoire. These range from excitement to resignation, anguish to love, heartbreak to empathy; from compassion to contempt, and awe to disgust. This full and varied palette of emotions creates and expresses the richness, intensity, complexity, potency, and subtlety of our human experience, which is energized and enlivened by our emotional capacity to feel and experience ourselves as unique, multifaceted, relational, interdependent, and complex beings.

EMOTIONS AS EMBODIED EXPERIENCES

The actual, real, and tangible experience of emotions is not a mental event; we feel our feelings in our bodies, even if we are not aware of them. Emotions, in humans (and in many other animals), are made of the emotional energies that are generated in, and move through, our bodies in response to internally or externally experienced events. These emotional energies are a felt, sensorially experienced, and somatic expression of the essential life energy that animates our bodies and enlivens our consciousness.

The challenge inherent to our emotional nature is to develop a way of relating to our very emotional experience with a respectful awareness of how that experience is happening, as it happens, and where it happens. An essential fact about our emotions: They are tangible, psycho-physiological events and phenomena that take place within our bodies as physical, energetic experiences that we can identify with our body’s sensory abilities. Since emotions happen and are experienced in the body, we are therefore compelled to acknowledge them and to relate with them, as body-based, physically discernible phenomena. If we want to have a realistic, respectful, and effective relationship with our emotions, we must meet them, witness them, acknowledge them, and work with them when and where they are actually manifesting.

However, we rarely, if ever, recognize that our emotional experiences are distinctly different from the thoughts, stories, or explanations created by the thinking mind. When we speak of our feelings, we are literally referring to the fact, and the reality, that we feel our emotions in our bodies.

Feelings are Not the Stories We Create

When we label our feelings with words and concepts and explain them with a convenient or habitual story; or when we deny them, lie about them, or struggle with them, we remove ourselves from the direct experience of our feelings. By attaching ourselves to the explanations, the struggles, and the judgments that we create about our emotions, we distance ourselves from our direct embodied experience.

Relatively few individuals can recognize that any story, explanation, or interpretation we create around our feelings (our emotional experiences) is not the actual experience of the feeling(s). The story, or verbal history of an event, feeling, or person, is not what it supposedly represents. The story about our emotions is what we think, what we believe, and what we judge about our feelings. As Augustus William Hare wrote in Guesses at Truth, by Two Brothers (1859), “The feeling is often the deeper truth, the opinion the more superficial one.”

The story about any emotional experience is a verbal representation, a narrative, a collection of mental labels. It is not the experience itself. The body is the organ and the territory of emotional experience. The mind is the commentator, the storyteller, and the critic of our feelings, while the body is the actual landscape in which our emotional experience takes place. Our emotional experience is rooted in the body and manifests in the body: We locate it and recognize it by observing and monitoring the physical sensations that declare where and how our emotions are presenting and unfolding in the body, where they are actually happening.

THE CASE OF MARTIN

Case Study from Robert Weisz

Martin is a forty-five-year-old former client who contacted me recently because he was experiencing significant emotional pain and agitation. He was feeling painfully crushed and confused after receiving emailed messages from a friend and colleague containing critical, derogatory comments to Martin and his colleagues about Martin’s work as committee head. As the senior employee in charge of a sensitive assignment, Martin had been carefully steering the work of the committee in a direction he believed was both realistic and achievable.

Martin felt helpless and trapped in a situation that was emotionally painful and frustrating. He felt that he could not step away from his responsibilities as head of the committee. His distress had grown stronger and stronger over the three months the committee had been meeting on a weekly basis. Martin was sleeping poorly, believed he was floundering in his job, and felt he was helpless as a professional and as a person. He was afraid he was falling into a state of depression. He stated that he felt traumatized by what had happened.

During our initial, and only, Telehealth session, Martin described his situation and his concerns. He had tears in his eyes as he spoke of his distress and his struggles in dealing with what felt like an impossible situation to him. Since I had seen him for some other issues over the past fifteen years, a detailed intake and assessment were not necessary. I knew him to be a sensitive and caring father to his children, and a dedicated, hard-working scientist.

After approximately ten minutes of gathering information about Martin’s painful situation, I asked him to notice how and where he was experiencing his distress in his body. He reported that he was feeling a kind of tremor in his throat and larynx, which gradually moved down to his lungs and then to his solar plexus. I encouraged him to simply notice the sensations in his body, and to allow them to move or change in whatever way they wanted to. When I asked him to check his breathing, he said it was short and shallow. I suggested that he gently manage his breathing, so he could gradually shift to breathing more slowly and deeply.

The tremoring sensations in Martin’s body gradually diminished and were followed by sensations of a headache. I encouraged Martin to tenderly continue to witness his feelings in his body and to allow the emotional energy in his body to express itself without interference. After about twenty minutes of compassionately witnessing his feelings in his body, Martin reported he was aware of a “pool of liquid” in his pelvic bowl, and that he was feeling calmer. He felt the liquid in his pelvic bowl was slowly draining through his legs, onto the floor.

Martin then reported that he could feel there was something else going on inside him that “wanted to keep things stirred up.” When I asked him how and where he felt that “something else,” Martin described a vibrating tension in his chest between his head and his heart, so I encouraged him to witness those sensations, and to let them move through him without resistance. Three minutes later, Martin reported that he felt the urge to weep. I encouraged him to let the tears flow, telling him that crying is an excellent way for the body to release pain and distress. He seemed relieved, and tears were shed. I could see the tension and contraction leaving his body.

About forty-five minutes into the session, Martin smiled broadly and reported he was feeling better. I reviewed the basic tools we had used in the session and pointed out that he had learned a simple process for dealing with emotionally challenging or painful issues. I reminded him that he could use this process to manage and to work through the difficult feelings that were major ingredients in those issues.

WITNESSING AND HONORING OUR EMOTIONS

MBSEP is a simple, compassionate, and mindful process of acknowledging, processing, accepting, and honoring our direct, body-based emotional experience. With MBSEP, we witness and compassionately observe our emotions as they arise and unfold from moment to moment in the body. In that witnessing, we avoid judging or interpreting our emotional experience, and we accept our feelings instead of struggling with them. When we witness our feelings, acknowledging them in the absence of struggle or judgment, we allow them to show us an emotional truth about ourselves.

That truth is not the product of any analysis, judgment, or interpretation. It is not a story or representation. That truth is a direct statement about the emotional reality of our experience, and it is independent of any story we typically create around our feelings. For example, as I reflect on a painful incident at last night’s party, I might be caught up in a story:

The party was terrible—everyone was snotty and nasty with me. I got into a big argument with Paul, and everybody was drunk.

After processing my feelings and identifying the sensations of shame in my body, I recognize the emotional truth:

Now I can recognize how ashamed I’ve felt about my behavior at the party last Saturday night.

Or the story at work might be:

My colleagues at the office ignore me and make fun of me behind my back.

After emotional processing and acknowledging my emotions, a more honest statement arises:

I can see more clearly how much I’ve been afraid of speaking up at work.

When we recognize and accept the emotional truth about ourselves, we are more deeply aware of, and more directly in touch with, our feelings. In this way, we can cultivate a more receptive and accepting relationship with all our emotional experiences, in which we are more honestly connected to ourselves. When we accept the reality and the truth of our emotional experience, we can begin to identify and recognize the context, history, and significance of those feelings in our interactions with life. Then we can construct a more realistic understanding of how those feelings play the part that they play in our interactions with others and with ourselves. As Audre Lorde put it, “Our feelings are our most genuine paths to knowledge.” (Bruce, 2023)
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