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			“This book is a bright lantern that leads you through the dark corners of your mind and heart, only to learn that therein lies freedom, justice, and love. Ralph utilizes personal stories of radical healing combined with wisdom from meditation, neuroscience, psychotherapy, activism, and music to make complex theory accessible and relevant. A stunning and transformative book, critical for our times.”

			» YAEL SHY

			author of What Now? Meditation for Your Twenties and Beyond

			“Stepping onto the path of radical self-inquiry just got a little easier with Ralph De La Rosa’s guidance. With his requisite punk-rock sensibilities, deep spiritual practice, and years of clinical practice, Ralph goes beyond the usual platitudes and teaches us all how to navigate those times when we’re not so mindful, when we’ve become entangled in a web spun of anger, fear, and shame. Ralph’s wit, wisdom, and practical advice were the antidotes I needed in these anxious times to exhale completely and recommit to a life of service.”

			» LINDA SPARROWE

			author of Yoga at Home and Yoga Mama

			“This book is like a flotation device amid the churning waters of insanity—not only in the world we live in but inside our bodies and minds as well.”

			» WILL JOHNSON

			author of The Posture of Meditation and Breathing as Spiritual Practice

			“Through his experience as a psychotherapist, author, storyteller, and meditation teacher, Ralph De La Rosa sheds light upon the crucial subject of emotional resilience. He masterfully blends science with love to help us understand that we are all able to mention, and manage, our emotions through self-healing, mindfulness, and growth.”

			» BRENDAN BURNS

			host of The Brendan Burns Show

		

	
		
			For anyone lost in the dense forest of the world without a compass.

			For anyone left in the dark without a match to make fire.

			For anyone caught in cycles of systemic confusion and cruelty.

			For anyone who has known bedtime without dinner. Or breakfast.

			For anyone who has never felt listened to. Or loved.

			For anyone so stressed or scared that they’ve forgotten to savor the sky and the rain.

			For every wolf that roams.
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			Para mi madre.
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			When the chips were down,

			you came through for us.

			Like a lioness.

		

	
		
			It’s chaos.

			Be kind.

			—Michelle McNamara
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			INTRODUCTION

			Waking Up in a World on Fire

			
				If you are falling…dive.

				—Joseph Campbell

			

			Samsara davanala nada lida lokah. “Being caught up in this world is like sleeping in a forest fire.” These were the first words from my lips each morning during my brief foray into Vedic monasticism. Fresh out of a cold shower at 4 a.m., we’d gather in the temple room to sing the mangal aarthi (or “most auspicious ceremony” in Sanskrit). It’s striking that this celebratory, devotional ritual opens with such a grim admission—that the forest fires of crisis (be they personal or global) are not only inherent in this life but that they become so normalized that we can fall asleep in them. Yet, it’s only a matter of time before a burning ember lands on our pillow.

			The mangal aarthi is far from a manifesto of cynicism, though. This particular stanza is intended to incite a liberating sense of urgency. It connotes, “Seeing this, we must refuse to rest on our laurels. We must rise. We must find the path home. We must make sure no one is left behind. We cannot put this off until tomorrow.” It’s a call to confront the status quo of our lives. A needed kick in the arse for a somnambulistic human race. It points us toward a secret truth known to the ancient yogis and meditators—that the trouble and disaster inherent in this life can become an endless wellspring of inspiration when we know how to meet it. The old-schoolers knew about a door to freedom that opens when we turn toward our distress and its sources rather than away from them. They also knew that this was not a religious or sectarian truth but a universal one that belongs to us all.

			The devotional hymn, or kirtan, goes on to speak of an “ocean of mercy” that is capable of extinguishing the heat of the suffering world. It tells us that such a boon could only be delivered through the strength of intelligent self-inquiry combined with courageous, compassionate action. The ocean of mercy is formed by our willingness to embody a better way—a deeper way, a daringly heartfelt way, a humane way both fierce and tender in its approach. It is then made manifest when we stand for and enact that very way in the world. The verse, then, frames meditation and wakeful living not as a set of personal stress-reduction techniques but as a systemic approach to life, one that is capable of informing our responses to the most calamitous of situations. The verse frames meditation as a form of disaster preparedness.

			The disaster, my friends, is here.

			[image: ]

			“Like sleeping in a forest fire.” I appreciate the disruptive honesty of this phrase now more than ever. Our world is burning, being ravaged by the gross misuse of power right before our eyes. At the time of this writing, three-quarters of the way into 2019, we’ve had more mass shootings than days of the year in the United States.1 Record-breaking climate disasters abound with increasing frequency amid the dismantling of the Environmental Protection Agency. Approximately fifteen thousand undocumented immigrant children sit in over-crowded cages—alone, traumatized, separated from their loved ones—in some two hundred for-profit detention centers in unsanitary and unlivable conditions. White nationalists in openly racist organizations have not only come out of the closet, they’re being retweeted and referred to as “very fine people” by the president of the United States. Working poor and middle-class families continue to struggle mightily while violence, police brutality, and drug addiction soar in impoverished, disproportionately black and Latinx communities.

			The bubbles have burst and the masks have come off. Shaken from our slumber, we must now figure out how to address an unprecedentedly distressing situation. Our limbic systems are pumping cortisol and adrenaline into our bodies with every disaster we read about, with every dangerous reality we face. The constant stream of algorithmically curated clickbait headlines can make it tough to tune out the noise and focus on the actual injustice around the world and even—maybe especially—in our own backyards.

			Staring down the barrel of a global crisis, we might assume that things like emotional intelligence, neuropsychological insight, and meditation are beside the point. It might seem that we ought to be laser-focused on concrete solutions and actions. Those who doubt the efficacy of more inwardly focused practices to support social change aren’t misguided. The capitalist appropriation of meditation and wellness culture isn’t just disheartening; it too often places such inner technology out of the reach of those who need it most. What was designed as a means for getting all sentient beings out of the fires has, in many spheres, been reduced to a strategy for the optimization of privilege. Meditation can and has been co-opted by our overarching tendency to numb and distract ourselves in the face of difficulty; it can and has been used to quell our sense of urgency about our current and impending global crises. That which could summon an ocean of mercy is being reduced to a sophisticated form of naptime.

			Such trends cannot corrupt the integrity of the practice itself (and, while we’re here, neither can any of the reprehensible scandals that have gone on with some of the more visible spiritual teachers in recent years). Meditation is a vehicle that can uncover indomitable compassion and an earnest desire to lift each other up. Nothing can change that, and there are thousands of spiritual communities and secular mindfulness spaces that promote the true spirit and intention of the practice. Yet, even in such groups, one often finds a prevailing belief among practitioners that spiritual practice and politics should have little to do with one another—a belief so strong that it has led many such communities to institute formal or informal taboos on discussing “political” topics in their practice spaces.

			Such situations are what inspired the title of this book. I take “don’t tell me to relax” as a mantra of empowerment. It connotes our willingness to confront that which is corrosive to our inherent dignity as beings and the survival, both literally and figuratively, of humanity. That said, this book could just as easily have been titled “Don’t Tell Me How to Feel.” The matter at hand isn’t about whether or not we ought to relax—a question that is, after all, entirely contextual—but about our inherent right to have and express feelings about dehumanization. Others may urge us to channel our anger with “civility” or call us “unhinged” for being hurt, angry, or terrified at what we are faced with. To be told we ought to feel some other way is the epitome of adding insult to injury. It’s a terrible irony to express anger about harm and atrocity only to have people take issue with our anger as opposed to the harm and atrocity. This book is about how we can wash the salt from such wounds.

			If you’re a young person who can’t understand why the adults in your life don’t seem all that concerned about the future of our planet; if you’re a woman being mansplained and then told you’re overreacting when you bristle; if you’re a person of color walking into a hostile white space for the umpteenth time this week (or a white space where everyone acts precious about your presence because they’re trying to #staywoke)—you have every reason to not calm down. If you’re an older person whose heart is breaking over the loss of urban neighborhoods or wild spaces you’ve loved your whole life; if you’re here, queer, and refuse to get used to the way you are treated; if you’re someone suffering from mental health issues in a world where we are disbelieved or blamed for our symptomology at every turn; if you work your ass off every week and still can’t afford health insurance, student loan bills, or childcare; if you carry none of those identities but know in your bones that business as usual in our society cannot go on, let us join arms as we sing in heavenly refrain, “Don’t you dare tell us to relax.” Our anger is moral. Our rage is sacred. Our anxiety contains wisdom. Our hearts are telling us the truth. If the truth makes others uncomfortable—good. Show me an alarm clock that makes a sweet sound and I’ll show you an alarm clock I can sleep through.

			And—there’s a catch.

			Working with traumatized children and families was overwhelming for me at first. Though I’ve always reminded myself, “I’m not the one having the bad day here,” the interface that my job entailed with mass-scale poverty, sexual abuse, and physical abuse, as well as the systemic abuse delivered by the family court system itself—it was enough to break anybody. In my earliest days working in clinical foster care, I was constantly distressed, and it showed. A senior administrator stopped me in the hall one day and, unprompted, advised me, “Don’t worry. You’ll grow a thick skin soon. And then it’ll get better.” I pointed to the center of my chest, to my heart, and responded, “No, thanks. This thing is my compass. I’m dead in the water without it.” Though still wrestling with the question of how to walk through it all, I knew the answer couldn’t be to “grow a thick skin.” Thick skin, after all, is a callous. And to become calloused in the process of compassionate action simply makes no sense.

			When I did find the answer, it was actually the exact opposite of growing a thick skin. Things got better when I allowed myself to become even more tender, to be even more connected to my emotions and reactions than ever before—to let the anguish-ridden realities set before me to kick my ass, even. I needed to stop thinking I ought to feel some other way and allow myself to feel into the truth of what I was presented with. That was step one. And this opened the door to step two. With my resistance to so-called negative feelings set aside, I could then tend to the hurting and distressed parts of myself with compassion and help those parts heal. In this way, I could feel what was natural for me to feel and let it give rise to self-compassion in me (which then increased my capacity for compassion for others). These two steps formed a sustainable way through the forest, a resilient way that not only was callous-free but also sparked unexpected growth in my life. This kind of self-compassion is a big part of what this book is about. Sure, it can look like taking breaks, celebrating life, and engaging in self-care to take the edge off—things I hope we all know to do by now. But I will argue that we need deeper medicine than that, too. Beyond emotional triage and self-maintenance, we need processes that alchemize our emotions and natural reactions: processes that uncover the transformative potency latent in our reactions and lead to lasting shifts in our lives (and thus in the actions that we take).

			Repressing and contorting our emotions is unsustainable and unnatural. And yet, in the exact same breath that we own our anxiety, concern, and rage, we must also acknowledge that these feelings will harden us if we don’t develop compassionate skills of emotional resilience. We cannot afford to stay flooded with toxic cortisol and adrenaline if we intend to stay in the ring long-term. (Please stay.) We cannot confront cruelty effectively if we lose touch with our hearts. We cannot lose sight of the larger view. We cannot afford to burn out. We need practices that will help us connect to our deeper wisdom in the face of crisis. We need ways to remember that the fight for justice is synonymous with a celebration of humanity. We need methods that help us to stay clear even as we stumble in the thick, gray fog. A path of “both/and” rather than “either/or.” After all, embracing the interdependence of inner life and outer engagement was precisely the aim of many spiritual traditions at their outset.

			[image: ]

			Having a strong awareness and effective methodologies for working with one’s own mind and heart has, if anything, become increasingly essential. To “resist psychic death,” as the Bikini Kill song goes, is crucial. It’s true that meditation and healing can be misappropriated as distancing mechanisms to quell the edge of anxiety we ought to feel about the despair of others. Such spiritual bypassing, is, in fact, a form of psychic death. I can assure you such is not this book’s MO. We will instead be immersing ourselves in a worldview one finds in both Eastern and Western traditions: in Robert Frost’s maxim that “the way out is through”; in the Tibetan principle that “the obstacle is the path”; in Gloria Steinem’s reminder that “the truth will set you free, but first it’ll piss you off.” My friends, we are here to meet and wrestle with our situation. This is our mountain, and it must be moved.

			How we move it matters. We can shout “Be the change” until we’re blue in the face, and yet the question remains: “How?” How do we embody love, justice, decency, strong ethics, wisdom, and sanity when we’re fighting to hold down a fire line? How, amid all this heat and smoke, do we remind ourselves to stay on a middle path between the extremes of paralyzing outrage and apathetic dissociation? Consider this book a field guide to finding your own answers to such questions, to locating your own inherent wisdom within the blaze.

			[image: ]

			Here’s what I really want you to know:

			» We need you. Your presence here on this planet really matters. In each moment you are setting off a ripple effect that touches all beings either explicitly or implicitly. It’s safe to say that you matter more than you or I can even fathom. What you do with your time and resources is of the utmost importance. And as Hallmark-card-cheesy as this sounds, you are a gift to the rest of us. It is a privilege to have you living and breathing in this world. I know that sometimes it feels like you’re screaming at a tidal wave and making no difference. I know that sometimes you wish you could take a long, pizza-fueled nap and have the rest of us wake you when it’s over. But we need you. We need the unique contribution you’re here to make, now like never before. If you don’t make the contribution you were born to make, it will be lost forever. Please do not keep it from us.

			» We need your emotions. Emotions are the very center of our lives. Whether acknowledged or not, they drive everything we perceive, believe, think, say, and do. From one vantage point, your emotional state is the most important variable in any situation. It not only influences all your output; it filters everything you take in as well. Thing is—in case you haven’t noticed—our emotions aren’t up to us. What we do with them, however, is absolutely up to us. The parts of us that express our afflictive emotions are very much like people. If we relate to them with understanding and care, there tends to be one kind of outcome. If we relate to them by shoving them in the basement or forcing them to change, we get another kind of outcome.

			
				Or maybe it’s like this:

			

			
				» Our emotions are like cats. You can ignore them all you want but eventually they will poop in your bed to get your attention.

				» Our emotions are like dogs. You can throw shoes at them to get them to shut up but that only teaches them to attack you later.

				» Our emotions are like liquor. They can intoxicate us, and we can stumble into addictive patterns with them.

				» Our emotions are like children. Hold them firmly with love, just like you would a baby, and they will grow to be healthy. They will, over time, become a source of inner harmony, healing, and intuition. This book is about learning how to do just that.

			

			» We need a new paradigm of emotional resilience. We’ve inherited an understanding and view in which emotions are erroneously considered irrational and in need of control. This model tells us our two choices are either to be consumed by our emotions or to push them away, to indulge them or repress them. It’s a static paradigm that treats our emotional parts as if they’re one-dimensional objects, as if they’re not living, embodied forces inside of us that have inherent value and intelligence. This view not only plays an enormous role in perpetuating our pain, shame, and fear but also contributes greatly to the normalization of violence and exploitation in our societies.

			Thankfully, the static paradigm is not our only option. A range of psychological modalities are offering new, emergent paradigms of emotional intelligence and resilience that are much more scientifically informed and lead us down more humane roads. At the leading edge of this paradigm shift is the radical psychological modality Internal Family Systems (IFS), which informs this book to a great degree.*1 IFS offers us a paradigm of allowing space for our various emotions to be present so that we can learn how to be with our emotional parts as opposed to in them. From such a place, we can begin to uncover insights and useful information that they hold for us, reclaim the vital energy our emotions tend to eat up, and help to unburden the parts of us that have become stuck in patterns of wounding and defense. It’s a process paradigm that treats our emotional parts as the dynamic, multidimensional, and intelligent energies that they are. It’s an invitation to shift the kinds of conversations we’re having within ourselves, which then shifts everything about how we show up in the outer world. Such a process paradigm is in direct alignment with approaches to emotional life present in Tibetan Buddhism (experiential mahamudra practices and some forms of Vajrayana maitri meditation present in the Kagyu and Nyingma lineages, specifically), and it’s also taught by many renowned American Theravadin Buddhist teachers such as Tara Brach and Jack Kornfield. This is, in part, because the emotional process paradigm often opens the doorway to a direct experience of our deeper nature—an energy of self-compassion that allows “be the change” to start at home, in the human heart, where matters of justice begin and end.

			» We need to bring compassion and curiosity to our outrage and worry. The static emotional paradigm has taught us our emotions are mutually exclusive. That is, if I’m feeling compassion, I’m not feeling anger; if I’m feeling devastated about the decimation of human life, I don’t have room for joy or gratitude. Thankfully, this is false. Our synaptic networks have plenty of operating capacity for our so-called positive and so-called negative emotions to coexist. The truth is, we can marry compassion to our rage, we can use curiosity to clarify our anxiety, and we can mix empathy in with any gradient of emotional responsiveness. Practicing that in real time may sound complex and challenging, but I’ve been working with this kind of emotional alchemy long enough to know—it just takes practice and guidance. So, hello. This book is here to help.

			» We need to pendulate. A pendulum swings back and forth, eventually traversing the entire area of a circle. This can serve as a model for our lives. In the evidence-based therapeutic modality Somatic Experiencing, one way that pendulation is practiced is by building psycho-emotional bridges between stronger parts of ourselves and those that are more wounded and reactive (such as bringing compassion to our rage, as described above). That’s pendulation in the immediate sense, a way we can practice it on the spot. The concept of pendulation can apply to our lives and communities in a larger sense as well. There are times when we need to go all the way into the more challenging side of the spectrum (e.g., doing inner trauma work and healing, doing outer activist work, having tough conversations with people, asking ourselves the hard questions, making behavioral changes to bring our lives into alignment with our values); then there are times when we need to let all that go as much as possible and swing to the other side (e.g., basking in simple delights such as the warmth of the sun or the comfort of a song, practicing genuine self-love and deep self-care, releasing ourselves from perfectionism and worry, and savoring our messy and problematic lives just as they are). Like the Earth orbiting the sun, we, too, need to allow for and honor seasons in our lives. A time for things to bloom, a time for things to hibernate, a time for things to go through changes and uncertainty.

			[image: ]

			In my last book, The Monkey Is the Messenger: Meditation and What Your Busy Mind Is Trying to Tell You, I introduced the term radical nonpathology. Radical nonpathology is the antithesis to the medical model taken up by conventional psychology and even some proponents of Eastern spirituality. The medical model is rooted in the notion that if somebody has a symptom of some sort, there is a disease down below: there is something wrong with the person that ought to be fixed. A nonpathological model, then, is rooted in the notion that there isn’t anything wrong with any of us. Nonpathology sees symptoms, even painful ones, as evidence of our innate drive toward health and well-being. A fever, for example, is just your body “cooking” a virus or bacteria out of you. The symptom of a fever isn’t evidence of an inherent problem in your body. It’s evidence of your body’s innate intelligence, responsiveness, resilience, and robust drive toward health. Hence, radical nonpathology: the audacious notion that our wholeness as beings precedes all else. The splendor of our being (ziji in Tibetan) is what’s primary, and the troubles in our lives are actually much more meaningful than we take them to be. The troubles in our lives are alarm bells that wake us up and incite our motivation to find a deeper way. They are, therefore, precious.

			This book retains the focus on radical nonpathology, embedding it in an empowerment model: the truth that the inherent wisdom, clarity, and freedom of our deeper nature need not wait for anyone or anything else to come along. We can begin allowing our wiser nature to emerge now, right in the midst of the mess. We can begin taking ownership of our lives and actions regardless of what’s coming at us. We must. We cannot afford to live in a perpetual mode of reactivity any longer. The “I do what I do because you did what you did”*2 model is about as third-grade as it gets. That’s the burnout model, the static model, the grow-a-callous-over-your-heart-to-survive model. We can do better.

			Our inherent power is the greatest resource we have. This was known to Frederick Douglass when he wrote, “I prayed for twenty years but received no answer until I prayed with my legs.” It was known to James Baldwin when he wrote, “Freedom is not something that anybody can be given; freedom is something people take and people are as free as they want to be.” It was known to Viktor Frankl when he penned, “Everything can be taken from a [person] but one thing: the last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.” Such genuine empowerment seems to be accessed most deeply in counterintuitive ways—by communicating when we’d rather shut down, by becoming more aware when we’d rather sleepwalk, by choosing the vulnerability of connection when it would be easier to stay walled off, by digging deeper for new and more evolved ways, by caring.

			Now, there’s a word: caring. At a time when a prevailing maxim is to “give no fucks,” a trope so tantalizing it has been turned into bestselling books, allow me to lift up precisely the opposite notion—the notion that we can and ought to give more fucks than ever. The energy of caring is synonymous with empowerment. While the world may frustrate and wound and oppress us into thinking that giving no fucks is the answer, notice how reactionary of a stance that is. It is that outdated, disempowered, “I’m doing what I do because you did what you did” model. To care in the face of whatever has been done, whatever has gone on, whatever mess has been made—that’s a true choice, a nonreactive choice, an outrageous choice, a self-directed choice, an empowered choice. The energy of caring is not bosh, it is not flimsy. It is, counterintuitively, an expression of strength. To give a fuck is fiery. It takes courage. It requires that we leap from the nest of our comfort zones. To feel cared for, after all—that is, to feel that we matter, are respected, listened to, understood, considered, and that our efforts count—is at the heart of all that we want and all that we strive for at the end of the day. It doesn’t matter if it’s our lover, our coworker, our lawmakers, or our president; it’s what we all want. The energy of caring is at the heart of justice itself. And it is at the heart of the emotionally intelligent and transformational processes used throughout this book.

			Although we will be exploring a range of practices in this book, at their center is what is commonly referred to as parts work. This kind of work, as you’ll soon see, asks us to give a damn that we are angry, that we are numb, that we are overthinking, that we are resentful, that we are self-punishing—whatever it is. It sees these emotional experiences as important and meaningful, as opportunities for growth we can’t find anywhere else, and—perhaps most importantly—as bridges that can help us connect with the world around us in a healing way. But we must first choose to allow our psycho-emotional experiences to be a cause for curiosity and introspection rather than just another occasion to either self-medicate or go off.

			This book is among the first to offer a parts work approach to emotional resilience using examples drawn directly from people’s most pressing individual and sociopolitical concerns. My hope is that you will find yourself accessing the insights and practices from Don’t Tell Me to Relax in all manner of situations—the inner turmoil of self-criticism or social media FOMO, the emotional challenge of constant exposure to brutality through the news (or our neighborhoods), the difficulty of honest and even confrontational conversations with the people in your life. With a little bit of persistence, the perspectives and practices that we’re about to dive into can become resources available to you whenever you find yourself in emotionally challenging situations. What’s more, my hope is that the insights put forth here will help you disentangle your psycho-emotional world so that you can be more efficacious as you continue to fight for environmental justice, health care, and universal human rights.

			It’s been said that the personal is the political. I don’t think that sums it up at all. The personal is the political is the spiritual is the emotional is the neuropsychological is the familial is the economic is the interpersonal is the sexual is the societal is the professional.
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