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Praise for Chris Grosso and Dead Set on Living



“Chris’s books have been a significant source of inspiration in my own healing journey, and his newest work, Dead Set on Living, is no exception. Anyone looking for something real—something raw, ragged, and authentic—won’t be disappointed. I believe anyone who reads Chris’s honest and unabashed words will truly benefit. This is very, very real shit.”

—Bam Margera, professional skateboarder, actor (Jackass/CKY), musician (Evesdroppers)

“Chris Grosso’s Dead Set on Living is an awesome work, the totally honest account of a man seeking the realities of life and death, compassion and indifference, sorrow and joy—as if they really mattered. He tells his own moving story, holding nothing back, consults with many amazing people who work with depression, addiction, etc., and shares with us his process of integrating their teachings and advice in a vivid and beautiful way. If you and your loved ones struggle with life in an existential way, you will love this noble book—it will bring you courage and many blessings.”

—Robert A.F. Thurman, coauthor of Man of Peace: The Illustrated Life Story of the Dalai Lama of Tibet

“Chris Grosso is a Warrior of the Heart. With humility, honesty and courage as his weapons, he does battle with the shadows in the dark corners of our hearts.”

—Krishna Das, Grammy-nominated kirtan musician

“Chris Grosso, like myself, is a searcher. He is on a quest. He is thirsty. For what, you might ask? Wisdom! It is so rare these days to want to know truth that people who seek it are thought of as odd, out of the norm, or naive. Hunter S. Thompson once said, ‘When the going gets weird, the weird turn pro.’ We are well beyond weird now. We are in the Twilight Zone of reality. We need the Chris Grossos of the world to tell us what they’ve seen and where we are. Read it!”

—Bob Forrest, author of Running with Monsters, TV personality (Celebrity Rehab/Sober House), RehabBob.com

“Chris Grosso comes at us with a deeply intense and personal sharing of his life journey, reminding us that you don’t have to be a goody-two-shoes to seek goodness and a spiritual life. It is often working through our darkest depths that we learn to become the light. Laying out some really easy practices we can all apply to our daily lives and advice from notable teachers of all lineages for all levels, this is a must-read.”

—Jessica Pimentel, actress on Orange Is the New Black, Tibetan Buddhist, singer of Alekhine’s Gun

“Dead Set on Living gets down to earth in dialogues that bring light to depression, addiction, and journeys through the dark night of the Spirit. Chris Grosso is an authentic voice of a new generation of meditation teachers. If you’re ready for a book that does not shy away from important issues that are not often addressed by spiritual teachers, read this one.”

—Loch Kelly, author of Shift into Freedom: The Science and Practice of Open-Hearted Awareness

“What a read! What a ride! Chris Grosso shares his journey and brings in a team of others who tell the truth and give us hope, light, and direction. This is spirituality in action. Thank you for this valuable contribution.”

—Raghunath (aka Ray Cappo), international yoga teacher, speaker, singer of Youth of Today and Shelter

“Chris Grosso has assembled a team to help aid in solving the addiction crisis in America. It’s not a new drug czar, an expensive ad campaign aimed at the youth, or resuscitating the half-century-long War on Drugs. The solution is an integrated treatment plan in which each individual is a participant in their own inner and outer healing. We have suffered too long through the darkness and despair of mental illness, trauma, material craving, and spiritual emptiness. Thankfully a new recovery community has surfaced with a road map to personal and social wholeness.”

—Eben Sterling, Thrasher Magazine, practicing yogi, recovered addict of twenty-one years

“Chris Grosso comes from a place of compassion to bring hope to people who are suffering. He’s been through it all, and the result is a quality of empathy that makes Dead Set on Living such a valuable book. We need a fresh view on the way to recover, and this remarkable gathering of voices from all sorts of perspectives—traditional to innovative to experimental—opens myriad doors to integrated healing as it guides readers toward their individual path to wholeness. I’ve personally seen Chris work with many of the young adults at one of my facilities over the last three years, and he has a special way of making deep and authentic connections quickly. I believe this book will create a similar experience with its readers.”

—Jamison Monroe, founder and CEO of Newport Academy, Youth Mental Health and Healing Centers


Additional Praise for Chris Grosso



“Chris Grosso is an honest and engaging young teacher, and his work is both clearly expressed and inspiring.”

—Andrew Harvey, bestselling author of The Hope

“You awaken your True spirit by way of the broken heart: ragged, vulnerable, fierce, and finally compassionate. Chris trod this rough way and shows honestly how it can be done.”

—Jack Kornfield, bestselling author of A Path with Heart

“It is too easy to assume that America’s young rockers and hipsters are all casually nihilistic, but Grosso taps into the deep yearning for authentic spirituality—questions allowed.”

—Library Journal

“[Grosso] writes with refreshing wit and candor, deeply and broadly reflecting on what it means to be human, personally and collectively.”

—Publishers Weekly
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For Mom, Dad, and Jay.

None of this would be possible if it weren’t for you.

Forever grateful and I love you so much.


Keep true to the rare music in your heart, to the marvelous and unique form that is and shall always be nothing else but you. Keep to that and you can do no wrong, which I realize is easier said than done.

—Mark Z. Danielewski, House of Leaves

It is impossible to explain the way God wounds the soul or to exaggerate the agony this causes. It makes the soul forget herself entirely. Yet this pain carries such exquisite pleasure that no other pleasure in life can compare to that happiness. The soul longs to die of this beautiful wound.

—Teresa of Ávila: The Book of My Life (translated by Mirabai Starr)

There ain’t nobody to be pretty for.

Fuck it, let it rattle.

—P.O.S (“Let It Rattle,” from the album Never Better)


The dragonfly, in almost every part of the world, symbolizes change and change in the perspective of self-realization; and the kind of change that has its source in mental and emotional maturity and the understanding of the deeper meaning of life.

—dragonfly-site.com



PREFACE

SEA OF HEARTBREAK

I can’t breathe. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck I can’t breathe! My eyes pop open as a full-body panic attack sets in. Through my haze, I see my hands strapped to the bed. “Oh, fuck. Not again. I—” I’m gasping for air. There are tubes coming out of my mouth—This is new. I raise my head and realize I’m in a hospital. But where? How did I get here? What the fuck happened? That’s when I see my parents sitting in chairs at the end of my bed, near a window. The heartbreak and despair in their eyes are unmistakable. To their right stands a nurse. She’s telling me to calm down and let the tubes do the breathing for me, but I’m too panicked. I begin thrashing in the bed, trying to break the woven nylon straps that are keeping me from ripping the tubes out of my mouth. Later I’ll find out this is the reason I was restrained in the first place.

I do my best to communicate with the nurse with my eyes. I’m pleading with her to take the tubes out, but to no avail. If my eyes could have screamed, they would have been saying, “I can’t force myself not to breathe! Please, for the love of whatever piece-of-shit god you believe in, get these fucking tubes out of me!” Unfortunately, the nurse was not fluent in eye language, but luckily my parents figured it out and advocated on my behalf.

A doctor arrived and the tubes were removed. My memory is blurry, but I do recall it was painful, so painful that my mother had to leave the room. One of the tubes was in my lungs, breathing for me; the other was in my stomach, soaking up the alcohol, pills, and whatever other ugliness was down there.

It may have looked like a suicide attempt, but it wasn’t. This was the result of a twenty-four-hour relapse that began with me sitting on a bus ride from Hartford (where I’d been visiting with family) back home to Ottawa, where my wife and stepdaughter lived. It started with a couple of Percocet, which I’d been prescribed after a root canal, and escalated during a layover at a depot in Vermont, when I bought a bunch of small wine boxes and poured them into a Powerade bottle so I could drink on the bus, which I did until I reached Montreal. There, on another layover, I found a liquor store and bought a fifth of vodka. I consumed most of it on the last leg of my ride to Ottawa, but decanted some into a plastic water bottle to save for later.

I don’t remember arriving in Ottawa that night. I don’t remember hailing a taxi and stumbling into the apartment and somehow managing not to wake up my sleeping wife and stepdaughter. What I do remember is waking up the next morning sick to my stomach and walking out into the kitchen, where my wife was preparing my stepdaughter’s lunch for school. I gave her a kiss, and she could smell the mints I’d put in my mouth just moments before. She immediately had a panicked look on her face, thinking I’d been drinking. I lied and told her it was just mints. I walked into the living room, where my stepdaughter was watching TV as she ate her breakfast. I gave her a kiss on the forehead and told her I loved her so much. I had to vomit and I was trying desperately to hold it in for what would have been roughly fifteen minutes, since I knew that’s when my wife would be taking my stepdaughter to school. As hard as I tried, though, I just couldn’t. I was too sick. The devastated expression on my wife’s face as she entered the bathroom while I clung to the toilet and vomited will haunt me forever. She held the water bottle I’d hid in my dresser; it still had a little bit of vodka in it. As her eyes filled with tears, my heart filled with self-loathing. Neither of us spoke, but it was in that moment we both knew our marriage was over.

When I finished throwing up, I took my last two Percocet and logged onto my computer to book a plane ticket back to Connecticut. I called my parents to let them know what had happened and that I’d need a ride from the airport. They were heartbroken and worried, but said they would be there—they’d been through this before. Luckily for me, my suitcase was still packed.

During the taxi ride to the airport I felt so physically and emotionally ill that I asked the cabdriver to stop so I could buy a bottle of vodka. Then I went to a grocery store and bought a bottle of Gatorade. (What is it with me and sports drinks? They contain electrolytes, which can help with hangovers—or maybe that’s just some urban legend I’ve bought into for all these years.) I took my first swig of vodka in the grocery store bathroom and then poured the rest into the Gatorade bottle, leaving just enough so that the color stayed purple (a very diluted purple, but purple enough for my purposes). I got back into the taxi, and we headed to the airport. I was extremely nauseated. My hope was that the swig of vodka I’d taken in the bathroom would help settle me, but it had the opposite effect—for the duration of that thirty-minute ride it was all I could do to not throw up in the backseat of the taxi.

I made it to the airport terminal, found a bathroom, and puked there. Then I drank more vodka and sat in a waiting area to let things settle, but they wouldn’t, so back to the bathroom I went for another round of vomiting. I followed that with another drink. I finished the bottle and this time didn’t throw up. The nausea was starting to subside, but the emotional pain was still there, and it took everything I had not to burst into tears in the middle of Ottawa International Airport.

Once I got through security, I found a restaurant near my gate, ordered a double shot of vodka, and ate a breakfast sandwich. After finishing both, I ordered another drink, and the nausea was finally gone. When I called my parents to check in, I couldn’t hold back my tears. I was in so much pain about so many things, not the least being the fact that here I was again, putting my parents through the hell of having to watch me relapse. As I descended into the nightmare of my own making, it began to sink in that my marriage was over. My entire world was about to be upended—I’d built my life, my career around advocating for healing, spirituality, and recovery, and here I was returning to substances. I was broken and lost in a way I had never been before, and if you’ve read my previous two books, you know that, like many of us, I’d already been through my share of vodka-and-pill-induced wake-up-and-vomit marathons.

After I got off the phone with my parents, I had an odd moment of clarity (odd in that it happened while I was a total shit show in every sense of the word and in every possible way). I knew that even though I’d taken Percocet and had a lot to drink, I was not going to travel all the way back down the road of an extensive, full-blown relapse as I had so many times in the past. I’d come too far and worked too hard on myself and in my life to do that.

Knowing in my heart I would not return to the chaotic, self-destructive, and all-consuming cycle that is addiction, I called my mentor in Refuge Recovery (a Buddhist approach to recovery from addiction, which I’ll get into later) and let him know what had happened. I also told him that although I would drink a bit more throughout the day, I was not going to succumb after that. While he didn’t want me to keep drinking, he understood where I was at with things and wished me safe travel home, letting me know he’d be there for me when I was ready. I also called my old college professor, who’d since become a close friend in recovery, and let her know the situation as well. She was very sad to hear from me, especially because she had spent time with my wife and knew how much we meant to each other. She, like my Refuge Recovery mentor, wished me safe travel and asked me to connect with her when I was back.

I boarded the first of two planes back to Connecticut. When we landed in Toronto, I made my way through border security and headed straight to the airport bar. I ordered another double shot of vodka and a sandwich. I was feeling much better physically, but emotionally, no amount of alcohol could ease the hell blazing within me.

From there, I sought out a duty-free shop and bought another liter of vodka. I went into a newsstand and purchased two big bottles of water. I went into the bathroom and replaced the water in the bottles with vodka. I took a big swig and proceeded to find my gate for the final flight. I gave my parents one last call to let them know I was all right. They could tell that I’d been drinking, but I was still coherent and, all things considered, doing okay. I boarded the plane and took my seat in the empty last row. I kept drinking.

I remember landing in Hartford and meeting my parents at the baggage claim. I must have been visibly drunk at this point. I pulled out one of the water bottles of vodka and told my parents I had some left that I planned on drinking, but would stop after that. They told me they felt it best if I stopped drinking now. It wasn’t a forceful request, just one of care and concern. Since I still had a second bottle of vodka in my bag, I agreed and handed them the one in my hand. Then I told them I had to go to the bathroom, where I proceeded to drink down the entire second water bottle of vodka.

No surprise that I passed out on the ride home. My parents didn’t think twice about that, because in years past they’d seen me like this plenty of times. What was different was that when we made it back to their place, roughly forty minutes from the airport, I was completely unresponsive. They couldn’t get me to stand on my own. They noticed my breathing was labored. That was when they knew they had to take me to the hospital. The ER staff thought I’d overdosed on heroin because I was still completely unresponsive, so they gave me Narcan (an emergency treatment used for opiate overdose) and tested my blood to see what else was in my system. Aside from the Percocet I’d taken more than twelve hours earlier, and the copious amount of vodka that left me with a blood alcohol content level of .47 (anything above .30 to .35 can be fatal for many people), there was nothing to be found.

It was at this point that they had to intubate me, as I was unable to breathe on my own, and the machines would have to do it for me. They also inserted a urinary catheter into the tip of my penis so I didn’t end up pissing myself and the bed all night. This was not a first, but it’s the kind of thing you never get used to, and it hurts like hell when it’s removed. (Have I mentioned how glorious addiction is yet?)

The hospital kept me under observation for a day and then sent me on my way the following morning. I barely had the strength to walk back to the car. The combination of the alcohol I’d consumed and the medications they’d pumped into me left my body a wreck. And it would continue to be so for the next several days.

Within a week or so, I was back to about 70 percent and even running a few miles a day. During one of those runs where all that could be seen in every direction was trees and sky, I realized that even though my heart was shattered, even though I despised myself for what had happened, I would persevere. I would use the experience to double my efforts toward personal healing so that I could continue my work in helping others heal as well.

That promise began with this book—an exploration of the myriad ways we humans stumble and fall and, no matter what our circumstances, can stand back up and live bold, passionate, and empowered lives. The pages that follow hold words and conversations that have meant so much to me in my healing—ones I believe will help support and complement whatever practices or prayers, fellowships or sanghas, satsangs or congregations you travel through or reside in on your own way. At least that’s my sincere and humble intention.

May we all know true peace, contentment, freedom, and happiness, and share it joyously with others in need.



INTRODUCTION

SOMETIMES ALL I AM IS A DARK EMPTINESS

Because I have lived so many years caught in a cycle of addiction, recovery, relapse, repeat, a quote from Zen master Ikkyū Sojun—Sometimes all I am is a dark emptiness—sums up and shadows much of my experience. I’m no stranger to relapsing and the pain, shame, guilt, confusion, and heartbreak that come along with it. Nor am I a stranger to detoxes, rehabs, emergency rooms, jail cells, and psych hospitals. What is strange for me is that after my last relapse, I began to care about relapsing. In the past, when I found myself in a place where I was willing to pick up a bottle or succumb to depression, I didn’t give a damn about the consequences. Fights, handcuffs, lies, withdrawals, self-cutting, hospitals, vomiting, and pissing blood—none of it mattered. I meant nothing to me.

Today things are different. Over the past several years, I have worked incredibly hard on my sobriety, my spiritual life, and my physical and mental health. That said, I am not here to make excuses. I have fucked up, recovered, staggered, stumbled, and recovered again in countless ways, and not just with drugs and alcohol. My introversion has made it hard for me to reach out for help when I needed it most. For years, books and music, words and the computer were my only sources of comfort during times of isolation and hopelessness. In them, I sought solace and connection, something I couldn’t find with another living being. I know that wasn’t healthy; nothing about me during those times was. I did all I could to hang on, to survive. If you’re reading this, I’m guessing you know the feeling.

That’s why I want to share these words with you. The spiritual teachers, poets, scientists, psychologists, punk rockers, hip-hoppers, and skaters I’ve met in my quest to understand healing and relapse have taught me that the decisions we make today and each day moving forward are what determine whether we’re going to show up for ourselves or numb the fuck out, be of service or be a menace, destroy illusions or inhabit them, live or die. And today, I’m not ready to die. I’m dead set on living. My hope is that you are, too.

“Cunning, baffling, powerful”—these are the words used to describe addiction in the twelve-step fellowships, but we don’t need to be addicted to drugs or alcohol to have experienced the impact of these adjectives on our lives. There are all sorts of self-destructive behaviors we deal with as human beings that are cunning, baffling, and powerful. Food addictions; meaningless sex; countless hours spent in front of the television, playing video games; unhealthy eating—all means of dropping out for a while, avoiding unpleasant feelings and emotions.

In my case, it’s been predominantly drugs and alcohol, although I could just as easily put a check mark next to pretty much all the addictions and behaviors I listed above. Throughout the years, I’ve found myself returning to the place of brokenness that results from using substances to numb out, but the question that resounds is Why?

As I dedicated more attention to this question, I began thinking about all the talks and workshops I’ve given on addiction, recovery, and healing over the last several years, and all the beautiful people I’ve connected with along the way. Some of them were more than just beautiful; they were what I would call tragically beautiful, barely able to string together more than a couple of days of sobriety or to consider an act of self-care. Their pain, despair, and frustration resonated for me—not only did I know them, I was them.

It was in that resonance with tragic beauty after my last relapse that I wondered why I, and so many others like me, return to things we know will ultimately destroy us—mentally, emotionally, physically, and spiritually. Why do we put the bottle to our lips, the unhealthy food in our mouth, the powder up our nose, the chips on the blackjack table, the needle in our arm, or engage in risky sexual behavior when we absolutely know better? I didn’t have an answer then, nor do I have a definitive one now, but I understand the question. After speaking with friends and colleagues in various fields of psychology, spirituality, and neuroscience, I realized it’s okay to not have one single answer, because the number of right answers is equal to the number of people who engage in self-destructive behaviors. We each have a set of circumstances in our lives that shape who we are, filter our experiences, and motivate our actions.

I’ve learned a lot about myself throughout years of recovery, and while I don’t recommend relapsing, I can say that I have gratitude for the lessons those experiences have taught me. That, and the somewhat deeper understanding I have of this triumphantly fucking weird thing called life (which is basically just that it’s triumphantly fucking weird, but hey, at least I understand that now). If we make the effort, we can learn how to navigate our paths with greater skillfulness, composure, and ease, and I believe that this book can help you to do just that. However, it’s not simply a matter of reading the following pages. To create significant and lasting change, you will need to engage in plenty of practices and take a number of action steps, but if you’re reading these words right now, that in and of itself means you can do it. It means that you’re alive and breathing, which leads me to believe that you’ve got to be a goddamn fucking warrior for having made it this far in life.

So being your warrior self, you can find true recovery. You’ve found hell on numerous occasions, right? The healing process, while not easy, is a piece of cake compared to that. I say that with confidence because I’ve done it—in fact, more than once—and I know for damn sure there’s nothing special about me. I just did it. That’s how it gets done. As I’ll remind you many times throughout this book: Show up and do the fucking work. Period.

No matter how deep your experience of pain, despair, and emptiness is (or has been), I get it. I’ve wanted to fucking die. I’ve tried to fucking die. I’ve been hopeless and broken beyond what I believed I could (or would) ever return from, but with time, patience, anger, acceptance, heartbreak, and persistence, I’m still here, and I’m a stronger, better person today because of it. I’ve shared this quote from Henry Rollins before, but fuck it, I’m going to repeat it once more: “Scar tissue is stronger than regular tissue. Realize the strength, move on.” That’s what we do. We show up, find what strength we can in this moment (and sometimes that means leaning on someone else to begin with), and move on.

Let’s get this shit started.



1

THE TRANCE OF UNWORTHINESS

CONVERSATION WITH TARA BRACH

When I was just beginning to get interested in spirituality and meditation, I stumbled upon Buddhist teacher Tara Brach at my local library. I checked out her book Radical Acceptance during a time when the only thing I was willing to radically accept was deep self-loathing and an overall feeling of discontent with the world. Thanks to Tara’s insights, I began to awaken from what she calls the “trance of unworthiness.” The process was (and continues to be) daunting, but is much more accessible thanks to how she approaches meditation and self-healing practice.

There’s a passage in her book True Refuge: Finding Peace and Freedom in Your Own Awakened Heart that I’ve always loved:

When the Buddha was dying, he gave a final message to his beloved attendant Ananda, and to generations to come: “Be a lamp unto yourself, be a refuge to yourself. Take yourself to no external refuge.”

In his last words, the Buddha was urging us to see this truth: although you may search the world over trying to find it, your ultimate refuge is none other than your own being.

There’s a bright light of awareness that shines through each of us and guides us home, and we’re never separated from this luminous awareness, any more than waves are separated from ocean. Even when we feel most ashamed or lonely, reactive or confused, we’re never apart from the awakened state of our heart-mind.1

Poetic, right? I was psyched to get Tara to elaborate on it. When we spoke, she started our conversation by explaining the idea of a trance, which is how we spend most of our lives—not paying attention to the moment, not “being here now,” as spiritual teacher Ram Dass would put it. The self is in us and the world is out there, and there’s generally a story involved about what we need to do to be okay and what we perceive as a threat.

She went on to say, “We are also in a trance about spiritual awakening,” in which we say to ourselves “It’s down the road” or “It probably can’t happen to us.” Tara maintains that “the most liberating perspective that we can have, and we can choose, is to begin to sense, ‘Oh, that awakened state is intrinsic to what I am. I just need to relax into it.’ ” She described it as being like riding a bicycle—you’ve pedaled and pedaled up a hill, and there’s that moment when you stop pedaling, relax, and glide—letting go.

“The big delusion in trance is that we’re on our way somewhere else, and the freedom of teachings like ‘Be a lamp unto yourself’ is to understand that the light we’re seeking, the love we’re seeking, and the truth we’re seeking are all right here.” We have the answers within us the whole time—kind of like Dorothy and the ruby slippers, right?

Tara went on to explain that we must be careful, because there’s a way our spiritual ego can misunderstand “I am a lamp unto myself.” This self is the one that “mistakenly believes it owns the spirituality and thinks that we can’t look toward and find truth in our engagement with others, when in fact as much as we’re a lamp unto ourself, we’re a lamp unto each other.” So we do our best to stay on this path, trying to be a light unto ourselves and letting our light out and the light from others in—letting it be, if you will. The passage can be a complicated one. The Buddhists have a name for one of the complications. In their cosmology, the torment of intense desire that can never be satisfied is depicted as the realm of Hungry Ghosts—a place where we’re driven by emotional needs rooted in trauma, addiction, or both. As someone in recovery, I know all too well about these kinds of desires, but have found the practice of “letting be,” which is to say, just allowing this moment to be however it is without any resistance or struggle, to be helpful. As hard as I try, there are still times when I’ve completely sucked at “letting be,” as when I’ve relapsed with alcohol or screwed up a relationship. What did Tara have to say about the attachments and addictions that so many of us struggle with?

“I want to honor what you’re saying about ‘letting be,’ because in a way, the most profound meditation is just letting everything be as it is—allowing our life to unfold. Because we’re so caught in grasping and resisting and struggling and controlling, there are some ways of training our heart and mind that create the atmosphere that allows for letting be.” You can’t be caught in an addiction or a destructive relationship and the excruciating suffering that comes with it and just say, “Okay, I’m just going to let be”—it just doesn’t work. Tara pointed out the different ways of understanding the suffering of desire.

“Desire itself is not only normal and natural, it’s a necessary, essential part of existence. We wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for desire. That is not the problem. The problem is that our sense of self gets organized around wanting and ‘having to have’ in a way that makes what is in the present not okay. There’s no capacity to be happy with the moment.” This starts when our basic needs—like nurturing, security, positive reinforcement—aren’t met and we try to fill the emptiness within with substitutes, and the substitutes can’t satisfy—like drinking, misusing sexuality, or overeating. I know from experience that these things feel like they help for a while.

Tara had a great example. “Let’s say the substitute is ‘Let’s get approval because we don’t feel loved.’ Getting approval is a temporary fix. We feel good for ten minutes until we need to go and get our next fix of approval. Similarly, if it’s a drink or bingeing on food or whatever, there’s a temporary sense of self-soothing, but we end up suffering because we believe we must have it again and again. Not only that, we end up feeling shame about being hooked. The Buddha described that as the second arrow. The first arrow is this unquenchable thirst, and the second arrow is the shame about it. We bring the second arrow to ourself when we feel needy or out of control, and so part of the pain of strong desire and grasping and addiction is the sense of being a bad person.”

Tara opened my eyes with what she said next: “It’s not until we begin to let go of the second arrow, it’s not until we begin to forgive that the addictiveness is there, that we can begin to heal the actual wound that’s underneath it.”

Powerful words. How do we go about it?
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The first step is to let go of the shame. Other people can help us with this, like a recovery support group, a therapist, a congregation, or a sangha. When we do that, we come to see that it isn’t my addiction or your addiction or even our addiction, it’s just addiction—conditioned behavior in response to an unmet need. This helps us to loosen the grip of addiction on our hearts and our spirits so we can start to look at what’s underneath it. We don’t have to abuse drugs, overeat, or constantly seek attention. Tara encourages us to go deeper: What’s the real yearning?

To find this out, we must get past what she calls “if only” mind. This is the part of us that says things like “I’d be okay if only I could get that job” or lose ten pounds or meet the right person. We need to disconnect from that by paying attention to the source of wanting itself.

So many of us experience life as a constant battle within ourselves. We’re plagued by thoughts of unworthiness and dissatisfaction. In some cases, these thoughts are so loud they can force people to inflict harm on themselves or even take their own lives. In other cases, these thoughts are subtler, resulting in a relentless underlying sense of dis-ease in life, often unrecognizable to people because they’ve become so used to it. I still struggle with this, even after many years of meditation and other practices. Why is it that so many of us end up in this place of constant battle with ourselves, and how can we begin to lay our weapons down and cultivate inner peace?

To find the answers, I went back to Tara’s book Radical Acceptance, which came out of her own experience of realizing how far she was from being her own best friend. Even after working with clients and students for years, she was still so harsh with herself that she came to see what a pervasive form of suffering these struggles within ourselves are. She brought it back to the trance of unworthiness. “We might know we judge ourselves, but we don’t often get how much that squeeze of ‘something’s wrong with me’ is a part of everything, so that in every interaction on some level, we’re not free to be as spontaneous or playful or alive, because we’re afraid we’re not going to be the person who’s accepted by another. Even when it’s not the deep ‘I’m damaged goods,’ there’s still a sense of not enough.” She pointed out that “the deepest truth is the one we forget, which is that if we’re not kind toward our-self, if we don’t feel love toward the light that’s within, we can’t embrace others fully. We’re always going to be guarded. We all have parts of our being where we feel vulnerable, where we don’t trust that if others knew us, they’d respect us anymore. And it takes a big commitment to love ourselves back into wholeness. To me, if there’s any one commitment right at the front, the center of the spiritual path, it’s the commitment to embrace the parts of ourselves that we’ve pushed away.”
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What Tara said made me think of a time about ten years ago when I was in a treatment center and realized I had been getting heavily tattooed up to that point in my life because I wanted people to look at my tattoos instead of at me. I believed the tattoos would distract people from who I was. After having that realization, and taking about five years off from getting any new ink, I’m back to getting tattoos again, but from a different place, a place of appreciation. I’ve always loved the artwork of tattooing, even when I was getting them as a distraction from myself. I don’t want anyone to misunderstand what I’m saying here, or to think that I’m trash-talking tattoos, because I’ve always loved them and I’m probably about 70 percent covered now—but understanding my relationship with them helped me understand something about myself.

Tara calls experiences like that false refuges. “When we’re feeling bad about ourselves, we all have a set of strategies on how to feel better, how to impress people or ourselves, or do more, and what happens is that the false refuge locks us into a smaller identity. We still feel like a small, deficient person, but we’re more defended. The hard part is that we generally fix our attention on where we think we’re doing things wrong. We’re always monitoring and noticing where we’re falling short. For any of us who have hurt other people, or find that we’re caught in habits that are hurting ourselves, it’s very hard to forgive and embrace ourselves.”

She explained that we need to step out of thoughts, step out of all the negative self-talk, and just sense what’s within us. What we’ll find is pure and good. “There’s an innate wakefulness right within each of us, a wakeful awareness. There’s a quality of openness. There’s no center or anything that’s solid. There’s a tenderness, a warmth, which intrinsically loves whatever we encounter.” I could get behind that: The more we let go of the bullshit, the more we can move toward who we are—our essence. Once we find that best part of ourselves, we can live from it and reconnect to it in our spiritual practices.
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So how do we learn to genuinely heal and forgive ourselves and others?

“When it comes to forgiveness,” Tara said, we need to “look at the evolution of consciousness.” To do this, we need to move from an ego-driven state where we default into judgment of ourselves and others and reach a sense of belonging or connection that she calls “we-ness.” We both agreed that forgiveness is the truest way to get there. Tara told me she often uses the phrase “unreal other.” What it means is that “when we’re in an egoic state, you and I perceive each other as a kind of two-dimensional being that we hope approves of us, or likes us, versus sensing the light and awareness that’s looking through both of our eyes and realizing that it’s both the same. The work is where that’s not happening. Each one of us has somebody or some group of people that we have created into ‘other’ who is in some way bad or wrong.”

This made me think of Martin Buber’s book I and Thou:

The basic word I-You can be spoken only with one’s whole being. The concentration and fusion into a whole being can never be accomplished by me, can never be accomplished without me. I require a You to become; becoming I, I say You.2

The places the differences lie are where the work needs to be done. As Tara put it, “Most people have this idea that forgiving is a good idea until they must forgive something, and then it gets hairy. So one of the metaphors that have been most helpful to me when we’re caught in an ‘unreal other’—perhaps a situation where we think this person should be different—is to imagine we’re walking in the woods and we see a little dog by a tree, and we bend over to pet it and it lunges at us. Its fangs are bared, it’s aggressive, so we go from being friendly to being angry. But then we see that one of its legs is caught in a trap, and we shift to feeling pity and maybe even compassion. That’s what it’s like when we’re having a hard time forgiving someone. How in some way there are unmet needs—sorrow, fear, insecurity—that are causing that behavior.”

When Tara works with forgiveness, she clarifies that the first step when we’ve been injured by someone is not to try and forgive them! The first step is to bring self-compassion to the place that feels hurt. If we skip that step, it won’t be real forgiveness. We must acknowledge the hurt, bring kindness toward ourselves, and then find the opening to move through and see that the creature’s leg is caught in that trap. “When we’re lashing out, it’s a lazy way of trying to cover the wounded place.” Tara gave me a new phrase to work with: Vengeance is a lazy form of grief. Let’s sit with that for a minute—vengeance is a lazy form of grief.

And it’s bigger than just you and me. Tara put it in the context of the planet so we “don’t make Earth an unreal other.” We need to “recognize that the Earth is our living body and that we sense our compassion to the Earth—that’s carrying forward the teachings. We need to recognize that we have implicit racism and be willing to face it and wake up from it because we can’t be whole on this planet if we have one entire domain of people who aren’t considered part of our being that’s carrying forward the teachings. Each generation needs to bring the teachings alive in a way that’s most relevant to the planet in that time.”
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When I teach at rehabs or recovery centers, I’m always inspired by younger people stepping up. Even if it’s not specifically in a spiritual context, they’re showing up and being of service toward one another as humans and learning to be more loving in the world. However, I do speak with many younger people who feel jaded and who are cynical toward the notion of spirituality, something I experienced as well. I think that can be healthy to a certain extent, but we can also go overboard and completely close ourselves off to some people. On one hand, a new tolerance is blossoming in much of our youth—they are rejecting things like racism, sexism, and homophobia, and they are being more adamant and vocal that those things should never be acceptable. They’re expressing more love, more understanding, more compassion toward one another, but many of them are still closed to the idea of spirituality. I believe spirituality, healing, and forgiveness can be very strong foundational blocks upon which the next generation of truth seekers can build a more caring and nurturing world for all beings, starting right now. What would Tara tell the cynics and the naysayers?

“What I would do is ask them, ‘When is it that you feel most fulfilled or gratified, or what is it that you most enjoy or take pleasure in? What do you want?’ I think that inside the jadedness there’s an intelligence, which is not wanting to get carried away on a current of delusion. Just as I honor truth seeking, I honor jadedness. I think it’s also important to ask, ‘Where do you feel most sincere? Where do you feel that you want to unfold the best of yourself? What is most important to you?’ Start with that, because spirituality isn’t something out there. Every one of us has our own version of unfolding into the best that we can be. That’s because we each have a deeper capacity to care, to speak truth, to hear truth, to see truth, and to live from wholeness.”
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PRACTICE

Tara Brach’s RAIN

Anyone familiar with Tara’s teachings has probably heard about RAIN (an acronym coined by Vipassana teacher Michele McDonald). It’s one of her signature practices, and it has a powerful resonance for both beginning and seasoned meditators. It can take us to that place of living with wholeness as we enhance our ability to care, hear truth, speak truth, and see truth. It’s especially useful when working with our habits and addictions because it’s a practice that allows us to redirect and regulate our experiences. It’s a great one, too, because if you get stuck or lost, there’s the acronym to keep you on track:

R: Recognize what is happening.

A: Allow life to be just as it is.

I: Investigate inner experience with kindness.

N: Nonidentification.

It may seem trivial, but I most recently used RAIN meditation to help me get through losing an apartment I was excited about moving into. Here’s what the process looked like:

R: I checked out the apartment, and it looked great. Then I went back and did thirty minutes’ worth of paperwork, only to find out at the very end of the process that my shit credit could stand in the way of me getting it. It was upsetting because I was feeling good about finally finding the perfect place to live after moving back to Connecticut, once again a single man not sure if I’d ever find “the one.” I didn’t want to get wasted or anything over this, but I recognized that it bummed me the fuck out and that I’m a person for whom things as seemingly minor as not getting the apartment I wanted could, under the right circumstances, trigger a relapse.

A: Instead of fighting my feelings of sadness and disappointment, I allowed them to be just as they were. I observed my mindset and the disappointment I felt, and simply let it be there as it was happening. I also reminded myself to be grateful because today I was at least in a healthy enough place (mentally, physically, spiritually, and financially) that I could look at this incredible apartment. I wasn’t sick or hungover or caught in some mental/emotional space of self-loathing. In the words of Ice Cube, “It was a good day.”

I: I began to investigate the energies located predominantly in my stomach and shoulders and saw that they, just like any other positive or negative feelings, were temporary energies hanging out in my body for a bit. The “with kindness” part is tricky because I’m so prone to beating myself up, but I kept recalling impermanence in relation to the investigation step and eventually felt ready to move on to N.

N: Through nonidentification, I gradually realized that my issue with disappointment over potentially not getting the apartment was symbolic of infinite moments in life: Some situations bring us what we want, while others do not. I could let go and accept that, without being cliché about it. If this is meant to be, it will be, and if not, I’ll find another place. It’s not the end of the world, and it certainly wasn’t worth enduring with Narcan or a urinary catheter.

When it comes to N—nonidentification—sometimes Tara will simply say, “It’s okay, sweetheart,” or repeat Vietnamese Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh’s message, “Darling, I care about this suffering,” or the words of Hawaiian Ho’oponopono teacher Dr. Ihaleakala Hew Len: “I’m sorry. And I love you.”3 I, too, appreciate the teaching of Ho’oponopono and found myself reciting his words as I drove home, my head hanging a little lower than usual from disappointment, but not as low as it’s been because of the mess of addiction I’ve lived through. “I’m sorry. Please forgive me. Thank you. I love you.” But that’s just me. You use the phrase that comforts you and brings you to a place of nonidentification with the fucked-up things you’re struggling with.

As Tara reminded me, “The key moment is to notice what happens after we do the steps of RAIN. Just like after a gentle rainfall, the flowers can bloom. Just sense who you are when you’re no longer the thing inside the thoughts and beliefs and feelings of a bad self. If you’re no longer believing that anything is wrong with you, who are you? Rest in that spacious, tender awareness, your larger sense of being. When you’re ready, take a few more full breaths and open your eyes . . . and here we are again.”
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THE PRIMARY PROBLEM

CONVERSATION WITH GABOR MATÉ

I first learned about Gabor Maté through his groundbreaking book In the Realm of Hungry Ghosts, which explores his work with addicted individuals living on Vancouver’s skid row, as well as being an exceptionally comprehensive delineation of just what the hell addiction is, its causes, its effects, and so, so, so much more. Aside from that, Dr. Maté is a renowned speaker and bestselling author, highly sought after for his expertise on a range of topics, including addiction, stress, and childhood development.

I’d heard that Gabor believes addiction is not the problem but rather a person’s attempt to solve a problem in his or her life. I reached out to him because I wondered, among other things, how he would define addiction and what his perspective was on people using addiction to solve their life problems.

When I posed my questions, he answered them with a question: “You’re very open about your own addictive history. What did you get from it?”

While I was thinking about my answer, Gabor gave me his definition of addiction:

Any behavior—substance-related or not—that a person craves, finds temporary pleasure or relief in, and suffers negative consequences as a result of, but can’t give up despite those negative consequences.

Check, check, and check. His definition summed up the experiences I (and countless others I’ve met) have had with drugs and alcohol—and I could add food and many other substances in here, too, for good measure.

So, pleasure, craving, relief, negative consequences, inability to let it go . . . What does our addictive relationship to these substances give us? For many—myself very much included—it provides a sense of relief from self-loathing, depression, and dissatisfaction with the world (among other things). It’s a way for us to get release from our emotional pain and just drop the fuck out of our heads for a while. As I looked back on my own life, I saw that addiction was everything to me, a means of making it through the day.

Gabor was just getting started. He echoed my internal dialogue, noting that everyone wants relief from pain. And he was right. Who doesn’t?

“What you were after was a perfectly normal human aspiration. Your problem was the emotional pain, and the addiction came along as an attempt at a solution. Addiction is never the primary problem. It creates problems—that’s why we talk about it so much—but it’s not the primary problem. The primary problem is: Why are we in such emotional pain? What happened?”
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Gabor went on to present addiction in a way I’d never quite heard before, taking it out of the context of disease and willpower and putting it into a Buddhist framework—the realm of suffering. Addiction “has to do with how you suffered at a time in your life when you couldn’t avoid the suffering—and that means childhood. It doesn’t matter what form addiction takes—sex, gambling, drugs, alcohol, shopping, or eating—it’s always an attempt (in one way or another) to compensate for or escape from intense suffering in childhood. When I say ‘intense suffering,’ I don’t necessarily mean terrible things, but a child who suffers ends up having more pain than they can handle—hence the escape into addiction. In other words, the addiction is an attempt to solve a problem.”

I found his perspective so interesting and sensible. Several years ago, I’d done an internship in substance abuse counseling at a rehab facility in Connecticut. I noticed the biggest common factor among many of the patients was an obvious childhood trauma or traumas—like sexual or physical abuse or a lack of love and affection. In my case, when I looked back at my own childhood, in comparison to many of these patients, growing up for me was not so bad. I hadn’t endured a trauma that you could label atrocious.

As I started talking about this, Gabor stopped me. He believes that this kind of comparative thinking is what prevents people from understanding their own life experience and addiction. He asked me not to compare myself to others but to tell him one thing about my childhood that made me unhappy.

This was hard for me to answer. The first things that came to mind were from when I was a teenager. I was never bullied as a kid or sexually harmed. My parents didn’t abuse alcohol or each other. They argued, of course, but not any more than what I believe happened in most households (shit—there I go comparing again), and neither of them suffered from a major or minor mental illness. I had a hard time tapping into my own experience. I was kind of stuck. It took some digging, but Gabor helped me realize that when I became a teenager, I pretty much stopped talking to my parents—or anyone—about my feelings because I felt like my ideas and experiences were so outside the norm that I didn’t want anyone sending me to a shrink. In retrospect, my ideas and experiences weren’t that crazy, but in the rural community where I grew up, anything slightly different was very much frowned upon. I’d traded a childhood of athletics and listening to pop music for teenage years playing in punk/hardcore bands, watching David Lynch and Quentin Tarantino films, and reading books by William S. Burroughs, Charles Bukowski, and Jack Kerouac, all of which served to fuel my experience of feeling separate from others, apart from a few friends who were also interested in this weirdo shit. That disconnection was a scary and very lonely experience, even though I didn’t recognize it as such at the time, but it still didn’t seem like that big of a deal—I mean, don’t all adolescents isolate to some degree?

Then Gabor asked a question that helped me shift my perspective and begin to see what he was getting at: “If a six-year-old said to you, ‘When I’m sad and lonely, I have nobody to talk to,’ would you say to them, ‘Oh, come on, it’s not so bad. Think of the kids who are being beaten or sexually abused or starved.’ Is that what you would say to a child?”

Of course not!

“That’s what you’re saying to yourself. When you say ‘Not like others’ or ‘It’s not so bad,’ you’re simply dismissing your own experience—it’s a disconnection from yourself.” He explained that I survived my childhood through disconnection, which is the basis of trauma. Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary defines trauma as “a psychological or emotional stress or blow that may produce disordered feelings or behavior,” and that disorder is what Gabor was getting at.

“That’s what happens in trauma—as soon as you start comparing your experience with anybody else’s, and as soon as you say it wasn’t as bad, that’s a sign of the disconnect. And that’s the problem you’re trying to solve through your addiction. You were trying to resolve your pain—that you had nobody to talk to.”

Holy shit!

I began to understand that it wasn’t that I didn’t have anybody to talk to—my loving parents were there, after all—but that when it came to my emotions, I didn’t know how to talk to my parents or to anyone else. And I know I’m not unique in this. How many of us felt awkward in communicating, in expressing ourselves—not just with family but also with friends, teachers, coaches, religious authorities, and so on. In our formative years, we desperately want approval and to fit in. We want to find our place in the world and to be liked and loved, and this is what matters most. In a way, it’s our full-time job as adolescents.
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Once I saw how I had disconnected myself in this way, my next question to Gabor was, How can we begin to reintegrate the disconnected parts of ourselves and start healing them? I’ve talked a bit in this book about the twelve-step fellowship work I’ve done and its value, but what became clear to me with my relapse was that this work doesn’t address the underlying traumatic event. Twelve-steppers help you get clean and sober, ask for forgiveness, and move forward with your life, but they don’t clearly help you address the various traumas of the past.

Gabor agreed with me. “It may come up, it may not come up, but there’s nothing structurally present in the twelve-step programs that allows people to deal with their trauma. It’s all behavior related and substance related. That reconnection or reintegration is what is missing. Unfortunately, rehabilitation centers, medical education, and addiction counseling programs, for the most part, leave out the trauma element. And even when they focus on the trauma, it’s only overt or extreme, not the actual experience of a child who is ‘just’ in emotional pain.” Though, in all fairness, it does seem that this is beginning to shift, thanks in part to the work that Gabor and others like Peter Levine and Bessel van der Kolk are doing.

So how can we integrate trauma and reconnect?

“Before you can heal a disconnection, you have to realize that there is a disconnection. Before you can integrate childhood pain, you must recognize that childhood pain. It shows up every day in people’s lives; they just don’t see that it’s showing up.”

If we become more aware of this dissociated material daily and the ways it might be manifesting in our relationships, what did Gabor recommend next? I’d learned that trauma can be held in our bodies on a cellular level and even influence our genes, so how would we address the mind-body connection?

Once again I was creating a schism where Gabor saw none. He explained, “There’s no distinction between working with the mind and working with the body. Mind and body can’t be separated. Bessel van der Kolk’s book The Body Keeps the Score, or my book on physical illness When the Body Says No, or Babette Rothschild’s book The Body Remembers all show trauma is in the body, so at some point the attention must be brought to the body. There are many ways of working in both mind and body, but it should be in a unified manner. Trauma has psychological aspects and physiological aspects, and you can’t separate the two.”
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If you’re reading this, and it’s new for you, because perhaps you’re rooted in the twelve-step fellowships—which, as Gabor says, for the most part don’t cover the trauma aspect—what can you do to take that unitive step forward, bringing mind and body together to uncover and release trauma?

Gabor’s advice is not to rush into things, but to build a deep foundation of understanding—not just intellectually but the nitty-gritty in relation to our own lives. He suggested more resources: his book In the Realm of Hungry Ghosts, Peter Levine’s Waking the Tiger and In an Unspoken Voice, and Bessel van der Kolk’s books and videos.

Once we understand the foundation of our addiction, then we can move forward and decide what works for us. “There are many modalities out there, but it’s got to begin with the recognition that ‘I’m traumatized, and that traumatization results in a disconnection from myself and all kinds of emotional pain that I don’t know what to do with. That trauma is not my fault, it’s not my parents’ fault.’ Even if parents did their best, their best was conditioned by what they received in childhood. It’s not about blaming anybody or saying it’s anybody’s fault, but if we want to heal, we have to recognize what happened and how that affects us now so we can integrate and heal.”
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