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Saniel: Hi, this is Saniel Bonder. And welcome to session one of the Great Relief Hero’s 
Journey: How to Stop Adding Unnecessary Reactive Suffering to the Inevitable 
Pressures of Being Alive. Thank you for joining me and also Linda Ma, who will be doing 
a separate video for this session. She’ll be joining us, making videos for some of the 
sessions, joining most, if not all, of the conversations, and will be giving her own 
distinctive, inimitable expression and presence and, you could even say, transfusion of 
that freedom from so much of the unnecessary reactive suffering that we add to life.  

As I think we’ll be making clear throughout, there is no final endpoint, no perfect 
freedom from such suffering; it’s all, and we all, are a work in progress. And it’s a great 
joy to bring you this contemplation of Great Relief: The Nine Sacred Secrets Your Body 
Wants You to Know, using my own kind of beat up old copy of the book here. We’ll be 
referring to it a lot and also you’ll probably know if you’ve read through any of our 
descriptions of the course, we’re going to be weaving in a lot of material, both ancient 
and modern, in terms of how people have conceived the nature of human suffering, the 
human condition, and what to do about the parts of it that are so difficult, stressful, and 
pressurizing.  

Before going any further, let’s take a few minutes here, and I’ll ring this singing bowl-
gong, and do a couple minutes of gazing. So here we go.  

[Two minutes of silent gazing] 

Okay, we’ll begin with a little story, something that happened. If you heard me speak 
about Great Relief or studied these teachings with us, you may have heard this story 
before.  

Some years ago, not long after the book came out, Linda and I were doing a one-day 
Great Relief seminar. It was being hosted by a couple of people who were kind of a 
younger generation of teachers who we know. I don’t think they had read the book. And 
we were going through the Great Relief secrets, the Nine Sacred Secrets Your Body 
Wants You to Know, one at a time. And after the first however many secrets, I don’t 
know how many it was…  

Just to refresh your memory [here are the first five secrets.] By the way, Linda Ma and I 
are assuming that you’re actually reading the book [Great Relief] as you’re going 
through this course. If you’re not, I think it will be less effective, though we’ll be 
referring to it a lot, so by no means ineffective, but it’s to your advantage to be doing so. 



The first four or five secrets. Secret number one: most everybody feels like something is 
fundamentally wrong, missing, or unclear at the core of life most of the time. Secret 
number two: it’s really hard to be here, isn’t it? Secret number three: it’s never enough, 
is it? Secret number four: every body is homeless here, even the ones living under 
expensive roofs. Secret number five: every body has an anxious heart.  

…And it goes on. I think we’d gotten somewhere into those first several secrets, maybe 
we were at secret four or five, and the woman who was one of our hosts for this 
workshop (there were other people there as well) she just blurted out at one point or 
another, “This is a bummer. What’s the positives here? Where is the great relief?” 

So that I think is the challenge of the book to communicate that and it’s Linda Ma’s and 
my challenge to help us all get underneath the apparent positives and negatives, highers 
and lowers, into the reality, the juice, the life that’s at the core of this teaching. And to 
help you thereby actualize this great relief and get, not only cognitively, but to a 
significant degree, the feeling tone and, we could say, temperature, the texture of the 
relief that’s possible if we will contemplate these secrets deeply.  

So the course, as you may know, essentially is arranged, one by one, in sequence around 
the first nine secrets. So I just read you the first five. Secret number six is every body is 
always and only equalizing pressures. Secret number seven: the body’s own logic blows 
its mind, heals its heart, and empowers both trust and peace. Secret number eight: 
obvious body limits plus the feeling this is not enough equals the core wound. And secret 
number nine, you can’t heal the core wound, but you can gradually become conscious of 
it, in it, and as it.  

So those are the nine secrets [which comprise] the nine initial sessions [of this course]. 
And then the tenth session will be a summary and a “where can you go from here” —
[actually,] where can we go from here, because we will all have taken this journey 
including Linda Ma and me. There’s no way to go through this material without it yet 
deepening you further again.  

I have to say a couple of things more here as we get started. I actually put it in the 
Preface [which is] titled, “Body Language—A Different Kind of Secret.” It’s a short little 
thing. (The book is dedicated to “Linda, who always knew.” She always knew this was an 
important teaching.) And so the first few paragraphs of this is  

On  the  day  after  Christmas  1999,  I  started  writing  a  book  on  the  deeper  mysteries  
of  life  using,  if  possible,  nothing  but  body  language,  the  simplest  possible  words  
for  our  most  primal  feelings  and  realities.    
  
Great  Relief  is  the  result  of  that  effort.  I  hope  it  speaks  to  you.  I  hope  it  speaks  to  
you  even  if  you  like  books  written  in  sophisticated  psychological,  scientific,  
philosophical,  or  spiritual  language.    
  



But  I  especially  hope  it  speaks  to  you  if  you  don’t  like  such  books,  even  don’t  
know  what  such  a  book  would  be  like,  but  find  something  appealing  here.  

 
So this orientation to body language is central to Great Relief. That’s how the subtitle 
came about, “Sacred Secrets Your Body Wants You to Know,” which was actually 
suggested by my, back in that day, agent John White, who tried to find a publisher for 
the book. And actually, with the prospective publishers, we started discovering 
something that’s happened with a lot of people since: none of them got it. Some people 
said this is the same as blankety-blankety-blankety-blank. And John, who had a 
sensitivity to the teachings here, became exasperated about that. And then other people 
said, “Well, you know, it’s an intriguing concept,” but in effect, they were saying to me, 
“You’re not famous enough yet for us to take a stake in trying to help you make your 
work better known.” 

And at one point somebody sent something back along the lines of the first piece, or just 
indicated that they didn’t get it at all, while thinking that they already knew all this. And 
John wrote to me at one point sarcastically saying the problem is this should be called 
the Great Relief Cookbook or something like that. Another well-known spiritual teacher 
with a huge mailing list, who in 2008 wanted to take these teachings, hoped to be able to 
take these teachings and promote the book. And the initial version, we had an initial 
version of the Great Relief Hero’s Journey, he hoped to promote this to his people 
following him, in his audience. But then when he read the book, he wrote back, and the 
first thing he said was, “Saniel congratulations, this was a very brave book. Thank you 
for daring to speak it so plainly.” He said, “But my people are looking for ‘What do I do 
about my diet?’ ‘How do I lose weight?’ ‘How can I get a better job?’ ‘How do I work with 
the issues in my relationship?’ They’re not really ready for something that goes right to 
the heart of our human condition and doesn’t pull punches.” 

This kind of sets us up for where we’re going with this teaching, and its nature from the 
outset. I didn’t try to put the happy, more positive secrets first. We had to go directly to 
the heart of the matter.  

This course, this Virtual Seminar, is part of our total Human Sun Core Curriculum, the 
part we call Down-to-Earth Spirituality. It’s the more intensive part of our total Human 
Sun offerings that helps us improve the nature of our lives as we’re presently living 
them. It doesn’t take us all the way into a radical transformation, so it’s life enhancing, 
not explicitly life transforming. But clearly the Great Relief Hero’s Journey, by being a 
hero’s or heroine’s journey, also points us and moves us in the direction of that greater 
transformation.  

What that means in practical terms (and Linda Ma and I were just talking about this) [is 
that] even by beginning to comprehend these teachings more or less cognitively — in 
other words, without a radical, cellular shift in your very sense of consciousness and life, 
— you can experience great relief, through attending to these teachings in the way we’ll 
be doing together. In fact, as Linda Ma was pointing out, even by [merely] opening 
yourself to these teachings the wellness will shine through, mysteriously along with the 



wound. It will begin to percolate into your system, into your life. But it really is a hero’s 
journey, even in this stage of its development.  

Let me read next from a teaching that I just happened on relatively recently, [from] a 
man named Richard Rohr, whose book here [is] Falling Upward: A Spirituality for the 
Two Halves of Life. He goes through the stages of the hero’s journey. He begins a 
chapter on this with a quote from Joseph Campbell who really made the hero’s journey 
famous, made it well known in our western thinking at a much more mainstream level 
than it had ever been conceived before. Campbell wrote in his book The Hero of a 
Thousand Faces: 

We’ve  only  to  follow  the  thread  of  the  hero  path.  Where  we  had  thought  to  find  
an  abomination,  we  shall  find  a  god.  Where  we  had  thought  to  slay  another,  we  
shall  slay  ourselves.  Where  we  had  thought  to  travel  outwards,  we  shall  come  to  
the  center  of  our  own  existence.  Where  we  had  thought  to  be  alone,  we  shall  be  
with  all  the  world.    

 
So Rohr makes some comments about the hero’s journey that I just want to summarize 
fairly briefly. And I’ll just read the key points here.  
 

Those  embarking  on  the  hero’s  journey  invariably  go  through  the  following  
stages  in  one  way  or  another.    
  
1. They  live  in  a  world  that  they  presently  take  as  given  and  sufficient,  they  are  

often  a  prince  or  princess  and  if  not,  even  of  divine  origin,  which  of  course  
they  always  know  nothing  about.    

  
…as the journey gets underway.  

  
2. They  have  a  call  or  the  courage  to  leave  home  for  an  adventure  of  some  type,  

not  really  to  solve  any  problem,  but  just  to  go  out  and  beyond  their  present  
comfort  zone.    

  
Young Siddhartha leaves the walls of the palace. St. Francis goes on pilgrimages to the 
Muslim world, et cetera.  

  
3. On  this  journey  or  adventure  they  in  fact  find  their  real  problem.    
  

It’s on the journey that the issue becomes clear. And I love the way he says this…  
  
They  are  almost  always  “wounded”  in  some  way  and  encounter  a  major  
dilemma,  and  the  whole  story  pivots  on  the  resolution  of  the  trials  that  result.  



There’s  always  a  wounding  and  the  great  epiphany  is  that  the  wound  becomes  
the  secret  key,  even  sacred,  a  wound  that  changes  them  dramatically.  Their  
world  is  opened  up  and  the  screen  becomes  much  larger  and  they  do  too.    

 
He uses the word odyssey here, referencing Odysseus from the Greek book by 
Homer, The Odyssey.  
 

Our  very  word  “odyssey”  is  now  used  to  describe  these  kinds  of  discoveries  and  
adventures.  Odysseus  enters  the  story  as  a  man  alone,  weeping  on  a  beach,  
defeated  with  no  hope  of  ever  returning  home  where  he  would  be  a  hero.  That  is  
his  gnawing  and  unending  wound.  It  is  all  so  unfair  because  he  was  a  hero  in  the  
Trojan  War.    
  
4. The  first  task,  which  the  hero  or  heroine  thinks  is  the  only  task,  is  only  the  

vehicle  and  warmup  act  to  get  him  or  her  to  the  real  task.  He  or  she  “falls  
through”  what  is  merely  his  or  her  life  situation  to  discover  his  or  her  real  life,  
which  is  always  a  much  deeper  river  hidden  beneath  the  appearances.    

  
5. The  hero  or  heroine  then  returns  to  where  he  or  she  started  and    

 
quote from TS Eliot… 
 

“knows  the  place  for  the  first  time,”  but  now  with  a  gift  or  boon  for  his  or  her  
people  or  village.    

 
He makes the point that then the hero’s journey is always an experience of an excess of 
life, a surplus of energy with plenty left over for others.  
 
Rohr points out that this is not the way that heroes and heroines are typically regarded 
in today’s world. A hero is someone — this is going to date when we’re making this 
course — a hero is someone like the three young American military guys who 
apprehended a would-be terrorist before he could slaughter people on a train in Europe, 
and got the medal of honor from the president of France, and are regarded as heroes. 
It’s not that these people aren’t doing something heroic, but this quality of the heroic 
existence entails this journey with many paradoxes. You leave home only to return 
home. You go into what is most painful to discover that it’s the greatest gift, et cetera.  
 
I want to then offer some of the language in this what opens up secret number one here, 
and let’s go into it a bit. We’re going to go into what I’ve written here, going to also 
contrast it and compare it a bit with both some ancient and some very current teachings 
that attempt to get at the roots of human suffering and with which our orientation to the 
core wound necessarily takes issue. Our approach diverges and I want to pinpoint some 
of the ways that I see that to be so. And that’s a lot of what we’ll do in this first session.  
 



Secret  #1:  Most  Every  Body  Feels  Like  Something  Is  Fundamentally  Wrong,  
Missing,  or  Unclear  at  the  Core  of  Life  Most  of  the  Time  
  
Is  something  wrong?  
What  prompted  you  to  pick  up  a  book  with  this  title  or  subtitle?  
  
Do  you  have  a  feeling  that  something  is  missing  in  your  spirit,  your  soul,  your  
life?  Something’s  not  quite  right?  Unclear?  Not  complete?  Not  fulfilling  enough?  
Nowhere  near  satisfying?    
  
Do  you  feel  like  you  don’t  fit  in  your  body,  or  in  this  world  at  all?  Even  if  you  
have  the  trappings  of  success  and  fulfillment—in  career,  family,  religious  faith,  
spiritual  experience,  money,  possessions,  friendships,  favorite  things  to  do  and  
places  to  go—do  you  feel  trapped  among  the  trappings?  Even  trapped  by  them?  
Is  something  still  missing?    
  
Or  is  a  lot  missing?  Do  you  feel  severe  hopelessness,  worthlessness,  desolation?  
Are  you  just  about  at  wits’  end,  or  maybe  even  past  it?  Have  you  sometimes  
wondered  why  you  even  bother  to  go  on  living?    
  
Either  way,  or  at  any  place  on  the  spectrum  between  “something’s  not  right  
here”  and  “everything’s  dreadful  here,”  I  suggest  the  essence  of  what  you  are  
suffering  is  not  going  to  be  touched  by  any  changes  you  can  make  in  your  
activities,  your  relationships,  your  health,  your  wealth,  your  situation—even  any  
changes  you  can  make  in  your  mind  or  your  feelings  and  assumptions  about  life.  
It’s  deeper  and  more  central  than  all  that.  It’s  fundamental.  

 
So in Linda Ma’s and my Core Curriculum of the Human Sun Institute, the first branch 
or division of our offerings, which we’re only really beginning to put together at this 
time, is called Optimal Total Wellness. And the motto there, the credo, so to speak, is 
“ease your stress, increase your joy, brighten your life.” And it’s actually all about 
making good changes you can make, in your relationships, your activities, health, wealth 
situation, et cetera.  
 
There’s not anything wrong with doing these things and in fact all of us find we need to 
do some of that. So this is not saying anything’s wrong with that. It’s simply saying that 
there’s a more primary issue that is underneath all of those symptoms and therefore 
can’t be touched by changes in them. And this then leads to Down-to-Earth Spirituality. 
Optimal Total Wellness is our essential life-enhancing offerings. Down-to-Earth 
Spirituality is intensive, still enhances our lives fundamentally as we are, but begins to 
deepen us. Specifically the motto or credo there is “stop adding unnecessary suffering, 
start finding more freedom in your living.” So that’s what we’re looking to do here.  



 
I  also  suggest  this  fundamental  “something  wrong-‐‑ness”  is  not  bad.  It  is  not  
wrong.  You  are  not  wrong  for  feeling  it.  It’s  not  an  indication  of  your  personal  or  
spiritual  unworthiness,  irresponsibility,  or  laziness.  It’s  not  a  consequence  of  
your  having  failed  to  fulfill  the  divine  commandments  of  any  prophet  or  
religion.  It’s  not  proof  of  your  jinxed  destiny  or  bad  karma.    
  
The  core  wound.  Rather,  that  most  essential  distress  is  what  I  call  “the  core  
wound.”  The  core  wound  is  not  evidence  of  a  degraded  human  estate.  On  the  
contrary,  I  hold  it  to  be  an  evolutionary  hallmark  of  our  humanness.  The  more  
sensitive  you  become  to  and  as  this  core  wound,  the  more  you  advance  in  human  
evolution.    
  
Thus,  the  root  of  our  suffering,  this  core  wound,  is  not  evil,  and  it’s  not  sin.  It  
constitutes  the  marrow  of  our  true  dignity  as  human  beings—even  when  we  
appear  to  have  no  dignity  at  all.  Bit  it  is  painful.  It’s  often  excruciating,  and  
sometimes,  at  last,  impossible  to  endure.    
  

What this points to then is, to use the opposite of that language in the subtitle of our 
hero’s journey, there appears to be a quality of suffering, of distress, of difficulty in life 
that is not unnecessary but actually is necessary. And isn’t based on reactivity but is 
simply a given here. This is what Richard Rohr refers to in a chapter of his book, Falling 
Upward, literally titled “Necessary Suffering.” So let me read you a couple things that he 
said because I have to say this man, in many ways, I don’t agree with everything he’s 
said, but in so many ways I feel like he’s such a brother, not only to me personally but to 
the kind of understanding that we’re looking to deepen in ourselves and promulgate to 
others.  
 

Carl  Jung  said  that  so  much  unnecessary  suffering  comes  into  the  world  because  
people  will  not  accept  the  legitimate  suffering  that  comes  from  being  human.  In  
fact  he  said  neurotic  behavior  is  usually  the  result  of  refusing  that  legitimate  
suffering.  Ironically  this  refusal  of  the  necessary  pain  of  being  human  brings  to  
the  person  ten  times  more  suffering  in  the  long  run.    

 
I laugh when I saw this because the original subtitle of this book, I forget the exact 
wording but it was something about the truth that sets you free, which is an old biblical 
phrase of course, and on the next page of this chapter, Rohr says,  
 

Before  the  truth  sets  you  free  it  tends  to  make  you  miserable.    
 
Fair enough. True enough. So what is this necessary suffering all about? He quotes one 
of the books of the Romans 8:22  
 



“All  creation  groans.”  The  natural  world  believes  in  necessary  suffering  as  the  
cycle  of  life.  Just  observe  the  daily  dying  of  the  sun  so  all  things  on  this  planet  
can  live,  the  total  change  of  the  seasons,  the  plants  and  trees  along  with  it,  the  
violent  world  of  animal  predators  and  prey.    

 
He tells a story of how his beautiful black lab killed a little groundhog and brought it to 
him as a gift and was obviously crestfallen when he recoiled. He could see the 
disappointment in her eyes. He says,  
 

Necessary  suffering  goes  on  every  day,  seemingly  without  question.  As  I  write  
this  in  the  deserts  of  Arizona,  I  just  read  that  one  saguaro  cactus  seed  out  of  a  
quarter  of  a  million  seeds,  ever  makes  it  even  to  early  maturity,  and  even  fewer  
after  that.  Most  of  nature  seems  to  totally  accept  major  loss,  gross  inefficiency,  
mass  extinctions,  and  short  lifespans  as  the  price  of  life  at  all.  Feeling  that  
sadness,  and  even  its  full  absurdity,  ironically  pulls  us  into  the  general  dance,  the  
unified  field,  an  ironic  and  deep  gratitude  for  what  is  given—with  no  necessity  
and  so  gratuitously.  All  beauty  is  gratuitous,  so  whom  can  we  blame  when  it  
seems  to  be  taken  away?  Grace  seems  to  be  at  the  foundation  of  everything.    
  
Being  held  long  and  hard  inside  limits  and  tension,  incarnate  moment—  
crucibles  for  sure—    

 
(places of being purified by fire) 

  
allows  us  to  search  for  and  even  often  find  the  “reconciling  third”  or  the  unified  
field  beneath  it  all…    
  
Reality,  creation,  nature  itself…  has  no  choice  in  the  matter  of  necessary  
suffering.  It  lives  the  message  without  saying  yes  or  no  to  it.  It  holds  and  resolves  
all  the  foundational  forces,  all  the  elementary  principles  and  particles  within  
itself—willingly  it  seems.  This  is  the  universe  in  its  wholeness,  the  “great  nest  of  
being,”  including  even  the  powerless,  invisible,  and  weak  parts  that  have  so  little  
freedom  or  possibility.    

 
So we humans too are imbued with necessary suffering. We’re steeped in it. We’re up 
against it all the time, and one of its primary registrations in us is what I have referred to 
in this first secret, “Most every body feels like something is fundamentally wrong, 
missing, or unclear at the core of life, most of the time.” But, as Jung indicated, we tend 
to helplessly react to what’s actually the pain there. And so we are adding reactive and 
unnecessary suffering to that which is necessary. What is it that’s underneath? Most 
fundamentally it’s this core wound.  
 



So, going on a little bit further into this, I’m just going to read little bits here.  
 

When  we  get  to  the  root  of  that  pain  and  distress,  we  find  what  I  call  the  core  
wound.  Or,  to  say  it  more  directly,  when  you  get  to  that  root  of  pain  and  distress  
in  yourself,  you  find  your  core  wound.    

 
In  Secrets  #1  through  #7,  we’ll  investigate  some  of  the  ways  we  register  the  
impact  and  reality  of  the  core  wound—from  a  bodily  perspective  that  is  simple  
yet  profound.  In  Secret  #8  I’ll  venture  a  definition  of  that  core  wound.  Then  in  
Secret  #9  I’ll  tell  you  the  essential  thing  I’ve  learned  about  how  we  can  heal  our  
relationship  to  this  primal  reality  of  our  lives  and  make  it  increasingly  conscious.    

 
Big distinction. I’m proposing here we don’t actually heal the core wound itself, we heal 
our relationship to it. It goes from being unconscious, something that we’re helplessly 
reacting to, or not able to allow ourselves to feel and enter into, to being our conscious 
feeling, knowing, and being of what really we most essentially are. And in that process, 
the simultaneous wellness shines through more and more.  
 

The  more  sensitized  you  become  to  this  wound  at  the  root  of  life  and  awareness,  
the  more  relief  and  freedom  you  will  feel.  But  you  won’t  experience  
relief  from  that  core  wound.  You’ll  begin  to  feel  the  core  wound  is  what  you  
are  being.  It’s  not  something  you  suffer  that’s  happening  to  you.    
  
If  this  sounds  like  a  contradiction,  welcome  to  the  world  of  living  paradox!  In  
this  realm  of  paradox,  what  we  used  to  assume  were  mutually  exclusive  
opposites  now  appear  to  coincide.  In  this  case,  those  opposites  are  (a)  greater  
sensitivity  to  the  pain  and  pressure  of  this  wound  I’m  describing  and  (b)  greater  
relief  and  freedom,  presumably  from  the  very  same  pain!  Maybe  we  should  label  
the  greater  relief  and  freedom  “(z)”  since  it  appears  to  be  the  total  opposite  of  (a).  
  
Similarly,  the  more  relief  and  freedom  you  feel  at  the  heart  of  your  existence,  the  
more  love  you  will  be  able  to  give  and  receive,  and  the  more  you  will  feel  you  are  
living  in  and  as  love,  even  in  the  midst  of  your  own  and  others’  pain.    
  
And,  somehow,  all  the  more  central  to  our  wellness  of  being,  the  more  you  do  
live  in  such  freedom  and  in  and  as  such  love,  the  more  you  will  discover  you  are  
also  abiding  in  trust  of  life  itself.  You  will  find  a  quality  of  trust  you  have  never  
known  before.  Not  in  religious  belief  or  faith,  not  in  spiritual  experience  or  
surrender,  not  in  any  human  or  natural  confidence  in  yourself,  others,  or  the  
world.    
  



Freedom.  Love.  Trust.  These  develop  gradually.  For  some,  they  may  become  the  
unshakable  foundations  for  a  new  kind  of  life.  That  new  life  has  its  own  
challenges.    
  
But  for  everyone  who  benefits  from  even  one  of  these  secrets  to  any  degree,  there  
will  be  at  least  some  small  liberation.  A  deeper  feeling  of  the  indescribable  
mystery  of  just  being  alive.  A  touch  of  joy,  a  glimpse  of  something  special.  
Something  even  holy  and  divine,  right  here  in  your  own  life,  your  own  body.  
That’s  why  I  call  these  secrets  “sacred.”  It  may  sound  sacrilegious  to  your  mind  
or  soul  to  think  of  these  bodily  intimations  of  freedom,  love,  and  trust  as  holy  
things.  But  your  heart  and  body  may  well  feel  that  way  about  them,  nonetheless.    

 
So, I have exercises in the book and this is a good time to do one. I’m not going to read 
the exact language of it. But let’s take a breath. Grab a sip of sweet tea or water. Take 
some of that. Breathe fully and deeply in. Exhale fully out. Let’s just sit with this for a 
moment.  
 
[30 seconds silence] 
 
So there’s this necessary suffering. “All creation groans.” Life is destroying itself, 
consuming itself everywhere we turn, including in our own bodies, minds, lives, 
relationships. One of the paradoxes of human life is our greater degrees of complexity 
seem to open us to even more kinds of pain and suffering than we knew were possible 
before. It’s just a given. But somehow, when we humans began to first become self-
aware to the degree that we have continued to evolve, the recognition of this suffering 
prompted a tremendous project that has gone on through all human culture and 
civilizations, that in some ways is dedicated to—at least for some people, if not for 
everybody—eradicating the suffering. And thus we have many of these ancient 
traditions that made a big point of that very thing.  
 

I  talk  about  it  as,  in  part,  a  dissociation  from  nature  and  its  necessary  suffering.  
In  the  classic  East,  this  detaching  impulse,  I’m  making  this  gesture,  pulling  away,  
became  a  violent  will  to  separate  spirit  from  the  physical  and  psychic  world,  
seeking  “liberation  from  the  wheel  of  birth  and  death.”  Later  in  the  classic  West,  
this  same,  we  call  it  hypermasculine  dissociation  became  an  equally  violent  
mental  will  to  stand  free  of  and  understand  the  natural  world  thus  to  control,  
manipulate,  and  subdue  it  through  all  kinds  of  means.    

 
That’s from my book Healing the Spirit/Matter Split, just a little passage there.  
 
Let’s look at one of the most prominent ancient teachings, Buddhism, and then a couple 
of modern teachings that propose to get at the root of our suffering and to help us go 
beyond it.  
 



In Buddhism, the foundation of the teachings is what’s called the four noble truths, 
truths of the noble ones, which express the basic orientation of Buddhism. This worldly 
existence is fundamentally unsatisfactory but there’s a path to liberation from repeated 
worldly existence and the truths are as follows.  
 
The word that is used in the original language of Pali, and also a similar word in 
Sanskrit, is dukkha. But the meaning is commonly translated as suffering, anxiety, 
stress, unsatisfactoriness. Another definition: birth is dukkha, aging is dukkha, death is 
dukkha, sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair. In short the five clinging 
aggregates, which is some of the technical language of Buddhism, are dukkha, are this 
suffering.  
 
So it’s all of these kinds of qualities. It’s not just some psychological or emotional sense 
of feeling bad. And I should point out that as a friend of ours, Zach Schlosser, who 
recently wrote a beautiful essay—I forget the title of it—but toward a truly cutting-edge 
spirituality for today. He did a great critique of how these Buddhist teachings tend to be 
related to. And he made the comment it’s not just worldly existence in this physical 
realm, it’s any kind of conditional existence.  
 
This is the Wikipedia definition [of the Four Noble Truths] 
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Four_Noble_Truths): 
 

1. The  Truth  of  Dukkha  is  that  all  conditional  phenomena  and  experiences  are  
not  ultimately  satisfying;  

 
None of them are.  
 

2. The  Truth  of  the  origin  of  Dukkha  then  is  that  craving  for  and  clinging  to  
what  is  pleasurable  and  aversion  to  what  is  not  pleasurable  result  in  
becoming,  rebirth,  dissatisfaction,  and  redeath;  

 
There’s an endless cycle and the recognition of it in the Buddhist tradition leads to the 
conceiving of the quest for liberation from the wheel, the repetitions, of this endless 
sorrow and suffering.  
 

3. The  Truth  of  the  cessation  of  Dukkha  is  that  putting  an  end  to  this  craving  or  
clinging  also  means  that  rebirth,  dissatisfaction,  and  redeath  can  no  longer  
arise;  

  
The  wheel  of  birth  and  death.    
  

4. The  Truth  of  the  path  of  liberation  from  Dukkha  is  that  by  following  the  
Noble  Eightfold  Path—namely,  behaving  decently,  cultivating  discipline,  and  



practicing  mindfulness  and  meditation—an  end  can  be  put  to  craving,  to  
clinging,  to  becoming,  to  rebirth,  to  dissatisfaction,  and  to  redeath.  

 
I’m not a scholar of Buddhism; I’m not proposing to be. But it’s not necessary either for 
me to be, or you to be. This orientation essentially proposes that the mere fact of being a 
participant in the web of conditional realities— phenomena, physical, emotional, 
mental, psychic, energetic, all the different kinds of ways of being engaged in subject-
object forms of experience— is itself the suffering. And the clinging to all that, or the 
aversion, the resistance, to all that only repeats the cycles, including, in that tradition, a 
recognition that there are repetitive cycles of being born, living out a lifetime, dying, and 
then being reborn again.  
 
In any case, it certainly appears to be what’s going on in any given moment in any 
existence on earth, in other possible realms, higher, more celestial, lower, more hellish. 
And that ending those graspings and flinchings away is the secret to how to be free of 
the suffering and, ultimately, to be free even of any kind of participation in conditional 
phenomena in any world-zone. And this is then conceived to be nirvana, the great 
quenching, the true liberation, the true freedom, and the great goal of life.  
 
This is not the place to acknowledge in detail how much profound embrace of life and 
compassion and tolerance is also part of the Buddhist tradition, its many schools and 
traditions. But what we’re proposing, see, is that there isn’t anything wrong with the 
suffering itself. There are unnecessary qualities of our reaction to that suffering, 
including the reaction itself that is seeking to get completely free from all patterns of 
phenomena, from being any kind of body, physical, emotional, energetic, spiritual, 
showing up in a heavenly dimension.  
 
Part of what the ancient sages figured out in the East is that they figured out how to get 
into heavenly realms and then they discovered they’d exhausted the merits of their 
good karmas that they’d accrued and they’d be back here being reborn again. Whether 
they proved that to our satisfaction or not, they definitely proved it to their satisfaction. 
And that led to these teachings, the classic liberation teachings, which have taken many 
forms in many traditions, such as salvation by going to heaven after this lifetime.  
 
So, what we’re proposing is that, as I wrote in the first pages of this chapter, that feeling 
of something wrong-ness, of fundamental deficiency, something being unclear, missing 
— however it registers — as pervasive anxiety, distress, an undercurrent of dread that’s 
yeah some of it is the fear of death, we’ll talk about it in Session 5. But it’s not reducible 
to that exactly. This is the core wound, and to relax into, to give ourselves permission to 
surrender into the inevitableness of that suffering is a great journey.  
 
I once had an opportunity to talk with a very distinguished Buddhist teacher, who a 
friend of ours had suggested to this person that they were perhaps falling into the core 
wound. So they were going through some pretty intense changes in their life. I’m 
deliberately not saying he or she here. And I wound up having a conversation and it was 
poignant to me. There is something about the raw, naked surrender, really without an 
ideology, in some ways without a teaching. Yes, we’re providing a teaching around the 



core wound, on great relief. But it’s pointers to a teaching-less-ness in the place of what 
Campbell called “the abomination. ” 
 
If you’re going to find the god that’s there simultaneous and mysteriously 
indistinguishable, you’ve got to surrender into being, at times, nothing other than that 
abomination, nothing other than this pain, not even having a practice of observing it 
from a distance, which leads us... Well, we’ll come back at various times to a discussion 
of the Buddhist orientation to these matters. I think that’s enough for starters here.  
 
But let’s go into some of the more modern teachings because they work it in some ways 
without reference to the ancient teachings, but they’ve got their own approaches. One of 
the most famous ones, of course, is Eckhart Tolle. And Tolle’s got this concept he calls 
the pain body. Somebody asks him,  
 

Nobody’s  life  is  entirely  free  of  pain  and  sorrow,  isn’t  it  a  question  of  trying  to  
live  with  them  rather  than  avoid  them.    

 
This is in his famous book The Power of Now. And Tolle says,  
 

The  greater  part  of  human  pain  is  unnecessary.  It  is  self-‐‑created  as  long  as  the  
unobserved  mind  runs  your  life.  The  pain  you  create  now  is  always  some  form  of  
non-‐‑acceptance,  some  form  of  unconscious  resistance  to  what  is.    

 
And he goes through more and so far as he said there, I think many of us would agree 
with him who are imbued in this orientation.  
 
But then he goes on to define the pain body a few pages later. This is in the chapter 
called, “Consciousness: The Way Past Pain, Dissolving the Pain Body.”  
 

As  long  as  you  are  able  to  access  the  power  of  the  now,    
 
of being in the present moment 
 

every  emotional  pain  that  you  experience  leaves  behind  a  residue  of  pain  that  
lives  on  in  you.  It  merges  with  the  pain  from  the  past,  which  was  already  there  
and  becomes  lodged  in  your  mind  and  body.  This,  of  course,  includes  the  pain  
you  suffered  as  a  child  caused  by  the  unconsciousness  of  the  world  into  which  
you  were  born.  This  accumulated  pain  is  a  negative  energy  field  that  occupies  
your  body  and  mind.  If  you  look  on  it  as  an  invisible  entity  in  its  own  right,  you  
are  getting  quite  close  to  the  truth.  It’s  the  emotional  pain  body.  It  has  two  modes  
of  being,  dormant  and  active.  The  pain  body  may  be  dormant  90%  of  the  time;  in  
a  deeply  unhappy  person  though,  it  may  be  active  up  to  100%  of  the  time.    

 



Some  people  live  almost  entirely  through  their  pain  body.  Others  may  only  
experience  it  in  certain  situations,  such  as  relationships,  situations  linked  with  
past  loss  or  abandonment,  physical  or  emotional  hurt  and  so  on.  Anything  can  
trigger  it,  particularly  if  it  resonates  with  a  pain  pattern  from  your  past.    

 
And then he makes the point here, and this is key:  
 

The  pain  body,  which  is  the  dark  shadow  cast  by  the  ego  is  actually  afraid  of  the  
light  of  your  consciousness.  It  is  afraid  of  being  found  out.  Its  survival  depends  
on  your  unconscious  identification  with  it,  as  well  as  your  unconscious  fear  of  
facing  the  pain  that  lives  in  you.    

 
And he goes on,  
 

Some  spiritual  teachings  state  that  all  pain  is  ultimately  an  illusion  and  this  is  
true.  The  moment  you  observe  the  pain  body,  feel  its  energy  field  within  you,  
and  take  your  attention  into  it,  the  identification  with  it  is  broken.  A  higher  
dimension  of  consciousness  has  come  in.  I  call  it  presence.  You  are  now  the  
witness  or  watcher  of  the  pain  body.  This  means  that  it  cannot  use  you  anymore  
by  pretending  to  be  you  and  it  can  no  longer  replenish  itself  through  you.  You  
have  found  your  innermost  strength.  You  have  accessed  the  power  of  now.    

 
START HERE> 
And he goes on to say,  
 

Unconsciousness  creates  the  pain  body,  consciousness  transmutes  it  into  itself.  
You  cannot  fight  the  pain  body,  trying  to  do  so  will  create  inner  conflict  and  thus  
further  pain.  Watching  it  is  enough.  Watching  it  implies  accepting  it  as  part  of  
what  is  in  that  moment.    

 
So there's a lot more to Tolle's teaching here, a lot more depth and complexity, but I 
think that's fairly essential. And what you see here is a further reinforcement, ironically, 
of the very split that is being proposed to be healed. Consciousness heals the pain body 
by watching it and thereby simply transmuting it into itself. The pain body can't persist 
in the light of the consciousness. So therefore there is this great quest to be that 
watching consciousness in every moment, which is certainly not a teaching that Tolle 
came up with independently and for the first time. He has in a very ingenious and 
brilliant way been able to distill teachings that come from specific schools from ancient 
and medieval times throughout history, especially [those from] the Orient – ways of 
distilling out that consciousness, learning how to abide as an observing, witnessing 
presence and not identify with where attention is going and the feelings that are coming 
up and the sensations that we're subjected to and all the stuff that's going on, all the 
pressures, that we'll get to in Session 6, that pertain in the field of phenomena.  



 
That separating out and prioritizing consciousness, prioritizing presence -- “Stay in the 
now.” “Don't go into the past, that's just your story.” -- you see how these things get 
translated into relatively simplistic applications in many cases, for many people. But 
even [with] the ones that are quite profound, I would suggest, those of us who 
understand the core wound would suggest, there's a yet more subtle avoidance that isn't 
allowing the simplicity, the dignity of the wound.  
 
Similarly, another book that's much more recent (Tolle's book came out in the early 
90s), a book called The Presence Process by a man named Michael Brown. It is an 
exhaustive process, a journey into present moment awareness. My compliments to the 
chef: this is a really, really extensive, deep, profound work. But it has similar inherent 
liabilities, from the perspective of this Great Relief teaching, that perpetuate pieces of 
this split, pieces of this kind of primal struggle in us, this attempt to make a fetishism, 
an ideal, of being in the present moment and so anything that relates to the past [is 
resisted.] Brown's approach is very, very engaging, it's not in any way resisting. Nor is 
Tolle's if you listen closely. But people tend to interpret it that way. And they tend to feel 
badly about themselves when they are simply experiencing what we would call the 
necessary suffering of being human.  
 
Here are a couple pieces from Brown. Again, with both of these great teachers, thinkers, 
helpers, I'm not meaning to diminish the extent and complexity of their work, but I'm 
trying to get to what I feel from my understanding and reading are essences that we can 
point to. So Brown makes the point here in a chapter on "Recognizing Our Reflections 
and Projections": 
 

To  recognize  reflections  of  surfacing  unconscious  memories  in  the  world  around  
us,  we'ʹre  required  to  remember  two  insights.  Whenever  anything  happens  that  
upsets  us  emotionally,  whether  it  appears  as  an  event  or  as  another  person'ʹs  
behavior,  we  are  experiencing  a  reflection  of  our  past.  Whenever  we  react  
physically,  emotionally,  and  mentally  to  such  an  experience,  we  are  projecting  as  
a  consequence  of  this  reflection.  Unfortunately  there  is  no  exception  to  this  rule.  
Emotional  upset  equals  memory  recall.    

 
So there's a value judgment here. Obviously some emotions aren't of the upset nature. 
They’re not negative so presumably this doesn't relate to positive emotions. It's only the 
ones that are painful and difficult that we're trying to get beyond. Clearly we don't want 
to and I'm sure his teaching is quite rich in this way. It's not a matter of endlessly trying 
to maintain some gleeful hyper-positivity. But there's a fundamental equation of 
emotional negativity and upset with bondage to our past. And to me that's really, really 
unhelpful to anyone who is actually, deeply relaxing into giving themself permission to 
experience the fundamental dignity of the core wound, the fundamental dignity of our 
very awareness of limitation, vulnerability, mortality. We'll define it more as we go.  
 



Then in another chapter called “Peace Is A Vibration We Feel,” and “Realizing Peace 
Through Forgiveness” is the section. He's emphasizing how this is something we have to 
take completely into our own hands. He says:  
 

Realizing  peace  through  forgiveness  is  in  our  hands.  It  has  nothing  to  do  with  
"ʺthe  other."ʺ    

 
Well one of the things we'll be putting strong emphasis on as we go further in this course 
is how our actuality is not simply a self that can some kind of ultimate responsibility for 
its every quality of participation in the field of phenomena. But rather, that that field of 
phenomena is a self-plus-other field, and we are in the between with others not merely 
in any sense isolated from them. So I'm not saying there isn't great forgiveness work we 
can do on our own. But in our work, which hinges so deeply in mutuality as 
fundamentally participation in relatedness, not merely identity, in our work, 
understanding, deeply relaxing into the core wound, and also dealing with core issues in 
our lives -- these are matters that wind up in many ways and situations having a great 
deal to do with our participation with others. And to try to immunize ourselves in some 
perfect present moment awareness that isn't vulnerable, woundable, in the hero's 
journey language, by others, therefore capable of being felt and suffered as wounds, 
mysteriously does a greater violence than the wounds themselves.  
 
It's coming time to close here. I want to remind you of the other exercise in this Secret 
#1. Try confessing this secret aloud to yourself in the mirror and then to someone you 
know well and trust. Look at yourself in the mirror and say, “My name is so-and-so and I 
feel like something is fundamentally wrong, missing, or unclear at the core of my life 
most if not all of the time.” If you've gone through the deep healing of your relationship 
to the core wound, that feeling of wrongness may be gone, missingness or unclarity, but 
the essence of the wound will still be there, the inescapable pressure and suffering. 
Great exercise.  
 
There's more in this chapter. We'll get into some of it, I'm sure, when we do our 
conversation a week from when we post this material. But I just want here to add a 
couple of things in closing for now. And that is, it's Secret #1 on page 10 in Great Relief, 
the enormity and dignity of our predicament:  
 

“Most  Every  Body  Feels  Like  Something  Is  Fundamentally  Wrong,  Missing,  or  
Unclear  at  the  Core  of  Life  Most  of  the  Time.”    
  

Whatever languaging you would use, there's an anxiety, a dread, a not right-ness. These 
words may not work for you but down underneath all the issues, more primal than 
anything that's happened to you or can.  
 

I  am  not  saying  that  most  every  body  thinks  that  there'ʹs  something  wrong  in  this  
way.  I'ʹm  saying  most  every  body  feels  it.  There'ʹs  an  underlying  agitation  in  most  
humans  that  few  of  us  perhaps  will  even  admit.  …  



  
Before  we  rush  in  to  fix  that  something,  whatever  we  may  call  it,  let'ʹs  
acknowledge  the  scope  of  this  predicament,  if  I'ʹve  characterized  it  at  all  
accurately.  Here  we  are  who  knows  how  many  millennia  down  the  road  of  
human  history  and  evolution,  and  still,  somehow,  most  every  human  being  alive  
feels  like  something  in  her  or  his  life  is  fundamentally  off.  
  

incomplete, something, something…  
  
Most  of  the  six  million  plus  

 
now seven 
 

members  of  our  species  are  reacting  nearly  all  the  time  to  the  distress  this  
fundamental  lack  or  feeling  of  off-‐‑ness  causes  us.  The  argument  can  certainly  be  
made  that  this  is  the  single  most  defining  feature  of  human  life  and  culture.    
  
That'ʹs  the  enormity  [of  the  situation].  …  
  
The  dignity  comes  in  sitting  back—perhaps  taking  a  breath  or  two!—and  
acknowledging  that  this  is  our  reality.  This  is  how  it  is  for  nearly  every  human  
being  on  Earth.  This  is  how  it  is  for  us,  personally.  …  
  
[Remember,]  this  is  a  living  paradox.    
  

I will tell you how you can achieve the great relief that's possible here.  
  
The  first  step  in  any  healing  however—even  one  like  this  that’s  not  exactly  a  
“cure”—is  acknowledging  that  something'ʹs  wrong.    

 
Most every body feels like something is wrong, missing, or unclear at the core of life 
most of the time.  
 
Thank you for listening, starting the journey with us. Until next time, blessings on your 
journey, your hero's journey, your Great Relief Hero's or Heroine's Journey.  


