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Mindfulness and Difficult Emotions

By Katie Stanley

'm seated in a small makeshift
cubicle barely separated from
the lobby of the rural court I've

just appeared in. The court staff-
ers are mostly stationed behind plexiglass,
wearing masks, and half of the chairs are
blocked off with caution tape meant to en-
courage social distancing. As I quietly enter
my case notes and inch gleefully closer to
the end of day 300-something of 2020, I
hear a commotion erupt from the nearby
courtroom. A defendant bursts out of her
hearing and accosts anyone within earshot
about the outcome of her case. The court
security guard gently and graciously tries to
calm her down, then almost ends up forci-
bly removing her—twice. She was scream-
ing, crying, and refusing to keep her mask
on (because as if dealing with difficult emo-
tions isn’'t enough, a global pandemic is also
in the mix.)

You know that still, small voice of intu-
ition within yourself? Do you ever hear or
listen to that? In that moment, my intuition
was telling me that this person was going
to become our client. Seconds after that
thought crossed my mind, the woman com-
batively told the clerk that she wanted an
attorney. As I looked on from my cubicle,
the clerk turned to give me a pleading look
without revealing my presence. I smiled and
nodded, silently affirming that I wanted to
help however I could. I stood up and intro-
duced myself as a legal aid attorney, but
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before asking about the facts of her case
or giving any advice, I asked her to take a
seat and do a quick three-breaths practice
with me.!

There are many variations of what a
three-breaths mindfulness practice might
look like or what each breath might be tai-
lored to address, but in all forms, this is one
of my favorite integrated practices. This type
of practice refers to a mindfulness exercise
that can be used anytime, anywhere, and
right in the moment as opposed to a dedi-
cated practice like going to the gym. You
might focus on grounding yourself while
inhaling and on letting go while exhaling.
You might focus the first breath on fully
arriving in the moment, the second breath
on checking in with your body, and the
third on asking yourself, “What’s really im-
portant right now?” Many of us have intui-
tively done something similar, such as
taking a deep breath before entering a dif-
ficult meeting.

Surprisingly, in this case, the woman
didn’'t question my request. I guided the
practice aloud as the clerks watched and,
together, we took one breath to fully bring
our presence to what's going on, we took
another breath to try to relax any tension
being held in the body, and as we took our
final breath together, I asked her, “What’s
really going on?”

Any attorney can tell you that clients
come to us with issues, not when all is
well, so this is not an unusual occurrence
(family law, I'm looking at you.) What is
worth noting is not only how we can use
mindfulness as a tool to deal with difficult
emotions within ourselves and clients, but
also how often what we see on the out-
side isn’t the source of the real issue on the
inside. When we experience this compas-
sion and understanding, it makes it easier
to extend to others.

Mindfuiness asks us to look more deeply,
to show up more fully, and to meet what we
Sfind with curiosity and compassion.

After the three-breaths practice, she
calmed down. Not only was I able to pro-
vide advice to her, but I understood more
fully why she was so upset. These things
were contingent on both of us taking a mo-
ment to arrive, as it’s often called, and a
mindfulness practice provides great, practi-
cal tools for this.?

It's easy to get overwhelmed and snap
at otherwise inconsequential slights if you
aren’t checking in with what'’s really going
on; we've all experienced this in one way
or another. Once, while I was working two
jobs (one of which was representing crime
victims) while also pursuing my master’s
degree, I cried over losing a $10 bottle slip
in the grocery store. I can tell you, as you
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There is no way to separate suffering from our
experience of life, which also brings us joy,
hopefulness, and connection; we must learn to
sit with our difficult emotions.

probably suspected, it wasn’t about the
money; I was overwhelmed. I had been
on autopilot for so long, that I wasn't even
aware of what the real issues were any-
more until I took the time to explore what
my mind, heart, and spirit were telling me
without judgment. Upon deeper reflection,
I realized that my life had gotten sorely out
of balance and in this brokenness was an
opportunity to create something new.

Life often splits us open and, conse-
quently, creates the space for change and
growth to take place.

Kick Workplace Stress
to the Curb in 2021
with This Tip from LJAP

Plenty of studies demonstrate that
work is a significant source of stress
for Americans. Don't let workplace
stress get you down this year! Worry
well, but only worry once. If a work-
place issue causes you to feel anx-
ious or overwhelmed, set a timer for
10 minutes to worry through the issue.
Think of all possible outcomes, posi-
tive and negative. Anything that must
be handled immediately, do it. Oth-
erwise, set a time when it will be nec-
essary fo think about the issue again.
Put it on your calendar. Whenever the
thought pops back up, tell yourself that
the time to worry has passed and will
come again on the scheduled date.
This technique can help fo reduce sec-
ondary or unnecessary worry while
also eliminating avoidance.

Many refer to this process as post-
traumatic growth.? Researchers Richard
Tedeschi and Lawrence Calhoun coined
the term to capture what they found to be
seven areas of growth that most often spring
from adversity: greater appreciation of life,
greater appreciation and strengthening of
relationships, increased compassion and
altruism, identification of new possibili-
ties or purpose in life, greater awareness
and utilization of personal strengths, en-
hanced spiritual development, and creative
growth.! Todd Kashdan and Jennifer Kane,
who studied experiential avoidance in post-
traumatic growth, found that in many cases
the greater the distress, the greater the post-
traumatic growth.

Not only does research show how
scorched earth may often be the most fer-
tile, it also backs up how ignoring or bot-
tling up emotions may lead to negative
health outcomes such as a greater risk of
being diagnosed with cancer; increased
anxiety; depression; and issues with mem-
ory, blood pressure, and self-esteem.® Zen
teacher, psychiatrist, and psychoanalyst
Barry Magid refers to this state of ignoring
as spiritual or emotional bypass.” In this
sense, mindfulness provides a tool not to
escape or get rid of suffering or difficulty,
but to move toward accepting and facing
it by acknowledging it with curiosity and
compassion. If our thoughts incessantly tell
us that we dislike a certain part of our-
selves—such as saying, “I hate how anxious
I am”—we often end up more focused on
the negative and at war with ourselves. It's
been said that, in general, anxiety is a result
of trying to control the uncontrollable. One
thing this year may teach us is how to begin
identifying what’s within our control, what
is beyond it, and how to find acceptance.
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So what can we do? The best place to
start is with self-compassion.® We all face
challenges; we are all imperfect. One series
of steps you might take follows:

e TFirst, take a breath (or three) and iden-
tify what’s really happening. Therapy
and journaling can be very useful in un-
packing tangled issues if you need help
(shout out to the confidential services of-
fered by the wonderful folks at the State
Bar of Michigan Lawyers and Judges As-
sistance Program).’

e Then, acknowledge what you're feeling
as valid; all emotions are acceptable,
though all behavioral responses to them
are not. Existentially, you are not your
emotions, but you are experiencing an
emotion right now and that’s okay.

e Next, investigate whether something
deeper is triggering this response in you
(nothing to do with a bottle slip, per-
haps?) What is inside of you that’s ask-
ing to be looked at in this moment?

e Finally, begin the work toward letting
go or discovering ways you have the
power to respond compassionately to
what you uncover. One right decision,
one day at a time. As the saying goes,
the choices we make today are what de-
fine the future of tomorrow.

The “bottle slip moment” for me, as I
call it, marked my beginning in discovering
mindfulness as a personal practice. I was
empowered by the difficulties T was expe-
riencing to slow down just enough to ask
myself what was really going on. Slowly,
and not without struggle, I identified the
areas that were most out of balance and
started taking the steps toward realignment
that were within my control.

I forgave myself when I faltered. I started
finding my health again. T started working
a more manageable schedule. I finally gave
the practice of mindfulness an honest try in
order to better manage my stress. Eventu-
ally, these moments began to illuminate
what brings me joy and aligns with my per-
sonal values and sense of purpose—some-
thing that no one else can define for us.

This is something we can all do as we
reevaluate our experiences, whether it’s
through journaling, meditation, therapy, or
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some combination of the three. For me,
mindfulness provides the headlights to stay
on the path, but it doesn’t stop it from twist-
ing and turning or surprising me as I dis-
cover where it leads. This year has given
us all an opportunity to search inside our-
selves and define what's really important. It
may be a difficult process and even a messy
one at times, but don’t be discouraged; it
doesn’t have to look any particular way.
Meet yourself right where you are and do it
with compassion. The point is to start look-
ing, not judging what you find, trying to
be anywhere or anyone else, or using it as
ammunition for self-criticism. Explore with
kind curiosity and, above all, know that you
are enough.

As Zen master and author Thich Nhat
Hanh writes, you can’t have the lotus with-
out the mud.' There is no way to separate
suffering from our experience of life, which
also brings us joy, hopefulness, and con-
nection; we must learn to sit with our dif-
ficult emotions. As with the Japanese art

of kintsugi, or fixing cracked pottery with
gold, silver, or platinum, this way of being
owns its brokenness and is more uniquely
beautiful than ever because of it."

And so are you. B

Katie Stanley is a staff attorney and education
manager at Legal Services of Eastern Michigan.
She is also a Mindfulness Initiative advisory board
member at the Crim Fitness Foundation and a
Search Inside Yourself Leadership Institute fellow.
Stanley is currently pursuing a doctorate with a
dissertation focus on wellness in attorneys follow-
ing mindfulness-based interventions.
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