Patience

Patience is a virtue. We’ve heard it many times from many traditions, faith groups, and in secular society. What is patience really? What’s so great, nobel and virtuous about it? I will try to explain what I know about it from the Buddhist perspective, including its benefits, the pitfalls of lacking it, how to try and become more patient and then we will end with a meditation to help us put patience into practice in our daily lives.

Patience by any other name would still be as sweet. It is referred to in a few different ways: patient acceptance, patiently accepting suffering, tolerance, etc. In Buddha’s time he spoke in the language called Pali and patience in that language is ‘khanti’. He also included khanti as one of the 10 paramitas or ‘perfections’; virtues to cultivate if we wish to become happier, more peaceful and kind to our self and others. (The other nine perfections are: Dana (giving); Sila (morality); Nekkhama (renunciation); Panna (wisdom); Viriya (effort); Sacca (truthfulness); Aditthana (strong determination); Metta (loving kindness) and; Upekkha (equanimity).)

Patience means welcoming or being open to things as they are. Whatever arises, we don’t resist it expecting that it should be any different than the way it is. This is true patience and it differs from what we might normally consider: the ‘grin and bear it’ (but deep inside you’re seething) type of patience; or ‘counting to 10 to distract our minds until we can be rationale and avoid a blow-up’. Learning true patience will help us to not merely cope with the vicissitudes of life, but experience them with a balanced mind and peaceful heart.

Practising patience is not a passive activity, not for the weak, in fact it takes strength and courage to face up to our problems patiently and refuse to fall back into our habitual patterns of resisting, non-acceptance and intolerance. These mental ruts are deeply ingrained, the paths of least resistance that our mind takes normally, and they aren’t helping us or serving us well. 

A great Buddhist teacher from the past, Shantideva, said: “If something can be remedied why be unhappy about it? And if there is no remedy for it there is still no point in being unhappy.”

Most of our emotional problems come from resisting painful feelings that arise. Our failure to accept things as they are give rise to any of the suite of afflictive emotions (stress, sadness, anger, anxiety being some of the most common) and we either act out of them in an uncontrollable fit, or we repress them, burying them deeply only to arise again with a vengeance at a later time. True patience involves actually experiencing these emotions for what they are, just impermanent feelings passing through the mind. They may hurt but we don’t have to become the feeling of pain or anger etc. We don’t have to identify with them. With practice we can prove to ourselves that truly practising patience is of great benefit to ourselves and others. Our relationships can improve when with openness we accept others’ differences rather than merely tolerate them with a judging mind. You can probably easily imagine the difference, yourself when you feel this ease in others allowing for your good qualities come out rather than feeling closed off and defensive. 

Patience will allow us to see our well-worn mental habits that lead to a chain reaction of suffering. It is therefore essential that we learn new ways of relating to frustrations and disappointments, both large and small as there is now scientific evidence that this is not only bad for us emotionally but physically as well. When we are tense, stressed and are resisting things as they are a suite of hormones and biochemicals are released that are contributing to disease. Patience is directly linked- its the opposite of Dis- ease!  We are probably all too familiar with the rise in stress, anxiety and depression in society, but what of the many physical diseases, including new ones for which doctors and scientists are at a loss to explain the cause?  We are living with expectations that aren’t being met and not coming to terms with them in healthy realistic ways. 
We need a new tactic from reacting blindly through the force of emotional habit. With patience we can examine more helpful and realistic responses to our so-called stressors. These miseries, sufferings and unpleasant circumstances can’t be avoided, but we can be more effective and avoid the pain, unhappiness and anger we normally experience from them. Losing our patience is a cause for anger and many other afflictive emotions and impatience never helps anything. If there is a remedy, we take practical steps to improve our situation, but this won’t be helped by impatience. It adds unnecessary mental pain to physical pain as well. Another teaching of Buddha is impermanence, and that everything is constantly changing, nothing is permanent. If things appear to be going smoothly we can’t be certain of avoiding difficult situations for a specified time, or even if we will be alive to breathe our next breath. Likewise, all unpleasant circumstances can’t last forever. They arise, remain for some time, but eventually they all pass away.
There is no shortage of problems that we may have to face, the list is endless if we don’t learn to be at peace with things as they are. Here is an extensive, but by no means exhaustive list of the potential triggers to losing our balance of mind to an afflictive emotion: Losing something or someone dear to us; too much work to do; physical or mental abuse; difficult relationships; financial hardships; death; disease; painful illness; losing our reputation; being blamed; house burns down; loneliness; loss of job/unable to find employment; failing at something; too hot; too cold; imprisonment; robbery/theft; no time to ourselves; hunger; thirst; not to mention the plethora of small difficulties and hardships in daily life such as running late, traffic, sick pets/kids, being told ‘No’, stubbing your toe, cleaning the cat box, etc.

Our habitual REACTIONS to our difficulties are causing us the pain and angst, not the external circumstance itself. Meditation is a large part of learning to be more patient, open-hearted, accommodating of life’s up and downs. Besides specific meditations such as applying antidotes to impatience or afflictive emotions (such as the one after this discussion), basic concentration and mindfulness meditations help to strengthen our minds so that we can have the resolve and presence of mind to put our training into practice in daily life when the overwhelming moments come about. We learn to be in full control of our minds, become its driver, rather than being pulled along by the whimsical winds of change. These afflictive emotions, our habitual reactions are like storms in the sky. The storms pass through the sky, without altering or harming the sky itself. Similarly, these strong thoughts and emotions are just taking up some space in the vast sky of our mind, but they are not our minds, are not us, and will pass by, pass away.
Another problem that makes us so vulnerable to these afflictive emotions is identifying with them. Another teaching of Buddha is ego-lessness (Anatta) also known as no-self. We need to recognize that there is no solidly, eternal unchanging “I” that we hold on so strongly to. That’s a teaching for another day, but for now we can say that identifying with our emotion for instance thinking: “I am hurt” or “My feelings are hurt” makes them much more real, and bigger and much harder to let go of. We can instead refer to them more objectively, such as “Painful feelings are arising” or “Anger has arisen in the mind” and just this simple change of phrase changes the way we relate to them. It almost instantly brings with it some space, time and distance to gather our presence of mind to be able to react and proceed much more effectively. Instead of panicking in the face of strong afflictive emotions, we can patiently see them, accept they are there (have arisen), experience them, investigate their nature and from where did they come, and to where shall they go. 
The more we practice the easier it will become, until the new pathways in our brains we are developing become the new habits. We will be exhausting some of our negative karmic potentials and sowing the seeds for positive results or better karma for our future. There are no situations so bad that it cannot be accepted patiently. There are amazing stories of people who have undergone extreme hardships, human atrocities that to even survive would seem miraculous, but they have nonetheless, somehow remained at peace inside. When we can maintain the balance of our mind, and peace in our hearts through practicing true patience it will be nearly impossible to suffer in the traditional sense. 
I must state that this type of patience is not ‘acceptance’ in the way that many in society may think of it. If we are being harmed, or someone is being harmed and we can stop it, we should definitely take action and do so. But rather than reacting with anger, hatred and fear, instead we have understanding, peace and compassion in our heart and act appropriately with wisdom. As was mentioned earlier if there is a remedy we take the appropriate steps, but with a balanced mind and peaceful heart. If there is no remedy, equally we can remain balanced and peaceful.
Meditation to help give us space from our afflictive emotions (modified from meditation pages 114-117 of “Why Meditate?” by Mathieu Ricard) 

Stopping Identification with Emotions.

A way to deal with afflictive emotions is to dissociate ourselves mentally from the emotion that is troubling us. Usually we identify with our emotions completely. When we are overcome by anxiety or by a fit of anger, we are at one with that feeling. It is omnipresent in our mind leaving no room for other mental states such as inner peace or patience, or to consider reasoning that might calm our discomfort. However, if at that moment we are still capable of a little presence of mind- a capability we can be trained to develop- we can stop identifying with our anger. 

The mind is, in fact, capable of examining what is happening within it. All we need to do is observe our emotions in the same way we would observe an external event taking place in front of us. The part of our mind that is aware of the anger is just simply aware- it is not angry. In other words, awareness is not affected by the emotion it is observing. When we understand that, we can step back, realize that this emotion has no solidity, and allow enough space for it to dissolve by itself. 

By doing so, we avoid two extremes, each as bad as the other: repressing our emotion, which would then remain in a dark corner of our consciousness like a time bob; or letting the emotion explode at the expense of those around us and of our own inner peace. Not identifying with emotions is a fundamental antidote that is applicable to all kinds of emotions, in all circumstances.

In the following meditations, we will make use of the example of anger but the process described would be the same for any other afflictive emotion.

Meditation: Watching Anger with Awareness

Imagine that you are overcome by very strong anger. It seems to you that you have no choice but to let yourself be carried away. Helpless, your mind is repeatedly drawn to the object that triggered your rage as iron is drawn to a magnet. Someone has insulted you, and the image of this person and his words constantly come to your mind. Every time you think them, you let loose a new flood of resentment which nourishes the vicious cycle of thought and reactions to those thoughts.

It is time to change your tactics. Turn away from the object of your anger and contemplate the anger itself. This is a little like watching a fire but no longer feeding it with wood. No matter how intense the fire is, in a little time it will go out all by itself. In the same way, if you turn your attention to simply looking at the anger it is impossible for it to persist on its own. No matter how intense an emotion is, it will wear itself out and disappear naturally once you stop feeding it.

Also understand that in the end the most powerful anger attack is no more than a thought. Take a closer look at this. Where does the anger get the power to dominate you to this degree? Does it have a weapon? Can it burn you like a fire? Can it crush you like rock? Can you locate it in your chest, in your heart, in your head? If the answer to this last question seems to be yes, does it have a colour or a form? You will probably have great difficulty in attributing such characteristics to it. When you look at a big black cloud in a stormy sky, it appears to be substantial enough to sit on, but if you fly up into this cloud, you find there is nothing solid to hold on to. There is nothing there but intangible mist. Similarly, when you attentively examine anger, you find nothing in it that could justify the tyrannical influence it has over you. The more you try to pin it down, the more it melts away beneath you gaze like frost beneath the rays of the rising sun.

Finally, where does this anger come from? Where is it right now? Where does it disappear to? All you can say is that it comes from your mind, endures there for a while, and then fades away back into it. As for the mind itself, it is ungraspable, it is not a distinct entity; it is nothing more than a steam of experiences. 

Before you apply mindfulness, the afflictive emotion is the main component of your mind, filling its entire landscape. As you become aware of it, you experience both the emotion and the awareness of it. The part of your mind that is aware of the emotion is not under the influence of it, it is just aware. The emotion is now just a part of your mental landscape. As your awareness becomes more and more pervasive, the afflictive emotion loses its intensity and its grip on your mind. Eventually it vanishes.

