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3/7/18:  #3 

In one of the places Marilyn and I lived, we had a hyperactive smoke alarm.  Like 

most smoke alarms it couldn’t tell the difference between burning toast and 

burning curtains.  But this smoke alarm by a clever application of technology 

would set off every other smoke alarm in the house.  As I recall there were about 

half a dozen of these devices and every time we decided to broil some fish or 

maybe a couple of burgers, they all went off.  Once they got started it was a neat 

trick to get them to stop the clatter.  We human being are wired neurologically 

like that.  It is relatively easy for us to move to the overwhelm mode.  This same 

neurological wiring is responsible for the fact that if 99 things went well today and 

one thing wasn’t quite perfect, we’ll spend the evening and sometimes part of the 

night dwelling on that one thing.  We might describe this as a propensity to be 

overwhelmed.  I once had an orthopedic surgeon who did some work on my bum 

ankle.  Every time he showed me X-rays of the offending part, he went to great 

lengths to tell me that the shadows I was seeing here and there in the pictures 

were NOT cancerous tissue and that indeed there was no sign of cancer.  I hadn’t 

even thought about that because I was seeing him for some mechanical 

adjustments to a malfunctioning joint, but he seemed very anxious to make sure I 

didn’t get overwhelmed—at least not at his office.  I suppose that the word 

“cancer” might be overwhelming to many of us if it is applied to us personally. 

There are probably some words or brief experiences which can set off feelings of 

overwhelm.  The sound of sirens in the night will frighten anyone who has lived 

through a house fire; the angry cursing of a man might overwhelm a girl who 

abusive father cursed at her as he traumatized her; the sound of breaking glass 

might frighten someone whose last conscious memory of a bad fall was the sound 

of breaking glass.   

Because we are so vulnerable to overwhelm, we will do a lot to avoid getting into 

situations where we might get overwhelmed.  I had some overwhelming 

experiences with a dentist when I was a young child, so for many years I avoided 

the dentist (which is not really recommended).  This also means that we are often 

hypersensitive when it comes to experiencing pain.  We easily forget how 

dangerous ordinary life would be if we could not feel pain.  We would probably all 

have a succession of bad burns and deep bruises.  Of course, our reactions to pain 

have to be instantaneous.  I can’t just stand there reflecting on the fact that my 
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hand is laying on a hot grill—I need to move my hand before I even can think 

about it or notice what’s happening.  The reality of our humanity primes us, like 

those smoke alarms of ours, for overwhelm.  This propensity is aggravated by our 

need for explanations—a need that has apparently been with us for a long time. 

Sometimes the need for explanation can be helpful.  If I go to the emergency 

room in pain, it helps if I can answer the question “where does it hurt?”  We are 

tempted, when experiencing pain, to construct elaborate explanations that tries 

to explain the pain because we usually feel better if we can make some sort of 

sense of the experience. On the other hand, if I just dwell on the pain, nothing 

good comes of it and my obsession can feed overwhelm. Sometimes we try to use 

explanation to defeat overwhelm.  Jesus talked about the tendency for people in 

his own time to assign disturbing explanations to painful experiences.  He was 

asked about the 18 people who had been killed when a tower under construction 

in the town of Siloam collapsed—and Jesus insisted that the victims of that 

accident were no worse than anyone else, that the deaths weren’t punishment.  

However, we are still tempted to allow our experience with pain, whether it is 

physical or emotional pain, to overwhelm us.  We forget that the word pain 

stands for Pay Attention Information Now. Our forgetfulness in this regard feeds 

the overwhelm.  One of the things that painful overwhelm is called is suffering.  

Some theologians are telling us that underneath the pain is the reality of God, but 

if all we do is oppose the pain, we might never realize that.  If we focus on 

opposing things we don’t like, we risk never understanding the threat or 

ourselves.  In order to avoid that sort of trap and turning into the incarnation of 

our opposition, we are invited to lean into pain.  Leaning into pain may be part of 

our daily cross-bearing.  The Sufi mystic known to history as Rumi said, “Don’t get 

lost in your pain, know that one day your pain will become your cure.” 

 

Here is a brief article about that written by someone named Pratibha.   

Leaning Into Our Pain 
By Pratibha 
 
“Something hurts, lean in. You just lean into that point until it loses its power over 
you. There’s a certain amount of suffering that you have to be willing to sustain if 

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/pratibha
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you want to have a good life. And the real trick is to be able to sustain it with your 
heart open and still be loving.” - Will Smith 

I have spent much of my life resisting and trying to outrun, outsmart, and 

outperform my pain by trying to make things in my life certain and definite. 

Categorizing things as black or white, good or bad, and all or nothing made me 

feel safer and more in control. However, my inability to lean into the discomfort 

restricted my ability to experience love, fulfillment, belonging, trust, joy, and 

creativity to the fullest. Resisting my pain prevented me from realizing that while 

pain is inevitable, suffering is optional.  

Trying to avoid the inevitable pain, messiness, and unpredictability that 
comes with life only serves to prevent learning. Indeed, suffering is the result of 
trying to avoid life. Life cannot be avoided because you are life and no matter 
how much you try to perform, perfect, please, or prove, you cannot escape 
yourself.  

Life patiently and continually presents us with opportunities for learning. 
We often fall into the trap of believing that we need to “pass the test” or 
“overcome the problem” but life is not meant to be solved. Things come together 
and fall apart again and again like waves in the ocean.  

Healing, hope, and strength come from allowing ourselves to be with the 
now. By allowing ourselves to lean into what is. By allowing ourselves to be 
affected. By growing our capacity to be human. By experiencing life in its full 
expression. In the words of Pema Chodron: 
“Instead of blaming our discomfort on outer circumstances or on our own 
weakness, we can choose to stay present and awake to our experience, not 
rejecting it, not grasping it, not buying the stories that we relentlessly tell 
ourselves. This is priceless advice that addresses the true cause of suffering - 
yours, mine, and that of all living beings.” 
• Bring to mind a conversation or encounter that you know you will face in the 
next week that challenges you. Pick something that gets you off balance just 
thinking about it. 
• Let all the thoughts and feelings that come up that are associated with this 
conversation or encounter.  
• In the privacy of your own mind and heart, work to develop new and creative 
responses to the circumstance.  
• In your creative imagination, explore what it would look like for you to show up 
in this conversation or encounter with just a bit more courage and compassion.  
• A couple of times a day, practice leaning into your discomfort in the privacy of 
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your own mind. Do not resist your brain’s natural impulses as they come up. By 
leaning into your discomfort intentionally and mindfully, you stimulate your mind 
in ways that develop greater flexibility and open avenues for greater behavioral 
choice. 
• Remember that you transform your life, breath by breath. “By leaning into your 
discomfort not by leaping over it.” 
 
 
Tonight, we have with us Steve Weckle who is going to help us learn how we can 
physically deal with pain and perhaps to learn to lean into it. At this point Steve 
took over and led the group in some Tai Chai exercises. 
 
 

 

Closing: 

John 16:33: “I have said this to you, so that you may have peace.  In the world you 

will have persecution.  But take courage, I have conquered the world.”  1 John 

5:1-4: “Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ, has been born of God, and 

everyone who loves the parent loves the child.  By this we know that we love the 

children of God, when we love God and keep his commandments. For the love of 

God is this, that we obey his commandments. And God’s commandments are not 

burdensome, for whatever is born of God conquers the world.  And this is the 

victory that conquers the world, our faith.” 

Prayer: [Leader] Holy God, we have a history of fighting against unwelcome 

experiences, a history of resisting the learning that can come from embracing 

unexpected events and painful experiences.  In these situations, we are too quick 

to explain and too slow to learn.  Forgive us for our stubborn resistance to the 

infusions of your Spirit.  Forgive us for narrowness of vision and reluctance to 

change.  Give us your forgiving grace and empower us to find ways of leaning into 

pain and struggle to discover your abiding presence in all the shadows of our lives. 

[Unison] Strong Loving God, help us to be thankful every day and find the seeds 

of gratitude hidden in the unwelcome experiences of life.  Give us the courage 
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to avoid being overwhelmed and wisdom to discover new manifestations of 

your love and truth in all our circumstances.  In the name of the Christ, Amen. 

Sing “Make a Gift of Your Holy Word” #317   

Our Benediction tonight is in the form of a mantra.  Please listen to the mantra 

and then join me in reciting the mantra. It is printed on the front of the card we 

are giving you. When you are ready to leave the room, go out from the Door 

reciting the mantra to yourself:  Today, I resist nothing. I lean into the experience 

of life.  
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