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         Replace Fear with Awareness

Fear of Silence and Fear of Suffering
- Thich Nhat Hanh

I have the impression that many of us are afraid of 
silence. We’re always taking in something—text, 
music, radio, television, or thoughts—to occupy 
the space. If quiet and space are so important for 
our happiness, why don’t we make more room for 
them in our lives.

We can feel lonely even when we’re surrounded 
by many people. We are lonely together. There is 
a vacuum inside us. We don’t feel comfortable with 
that vacuum, so we try to fill it up or make it go 
away. Technology supplies us with many devices 
that allow us to “stay connected.” These days, we 
are always “connected,” but we continue to feel 
lonely. We check incoming e-mail and social media 
sites multiple times a day. We e-mail or post one 
message after another. We want to share; we want 
to receive. We busy ourselves all day long in an 
effort to connect.

What are we so afraid of? We may feel an 
inner void, a sense of isolation, of sorrow, of 
restlessness. We may feel desolate and unloved. 
We may feel that we lack something important. 
Some of these feelings are very old and have been 
with us always, underneath all our doing and our 
thinking. Having plenty of stimuli makes it easy for 
us to distract ourselves from what we’re feeling. 
But when there is silence, all these things present 
themselves clearly.

When feeling lonely or anxious, most of us 
have the habit of looking for distractions, which 
often leads to some form of unwholesome 
consumption—whether eating a snack in the 
absence of hunger, mindlessly surfing the Internet, 
going on a drive, or reading. Conscious breathing 
is a good way to nourish body and mind with 
mindfulness. After a mindful breath or two, you 
may have less desire to fill yourself up or distract 
yourself. Your body and mind come back together 
and both are nourished by your mindfulness of 
breathing. Your breath will naturally grow more 
relaxed and help the tension in your body to be 
released.
 

Coming back to conscious breathing will give you a 
nourishing break. It will also make your mindfulness 
stronger, so when you want to look into your anxiety or 
other emotions you’ll have the calm and concentration 
to be able to do so.

Guided meditation has been practiced since the 
time of the Buddha. You can practice the following 
exercise when you sit or walk. In sitting meditation, it’s 
important for you to be comfortable and for your spine 
to be straight and relaxed. You can sit on a cushion 
with your legs crossed or on a chair with your feet flat 
on the floor. With the first in-breath, say the first line of 
the meditation below silently to yourself, and with the 
out-breath say the second line. With the following in-
and out-breaths, you can use just the key words. 

    Breathing in, I know I’m breathing in.
    Breathing out, I know I’m breathing out.
    (In. Out.)

    Breathing in, my breath grows deep.
    Breathing out, my breath grows slow.
    (Deep. Slow.)

    Breathing in, I’m aware of my body.
    Breathing out, I calm my body.
    (Aware of body. Calming.)

    Breathing in, I smile.
    Breathing out, I release.
    (Smile. Release.)

    Breathing in, I dwell in the present moment.
    Breathing out, I enjoy the present moment.
    (Present moment. Enjoy.)

____

We should not be afraid of suffering. We 

should be afraid of only one thing, and 

that is not knowing how to deal with our 

suffering. 
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Finding Solid Ground

In our daily lives, our fear causes us to lose ourselves. 
Our body is here, but our mind is all over the place. 
Sometimes we plunge ourselves into a book, and the 
book carries us far away from our body and the reality 
where we are. Then, as soon as we lift our head out of 
the book, we’re back to being carried away by worries 
and fear. But we rarely go back to our inner peace, to 
our clarity, to the buddhanature in each of us, so that 
we can be in touch with Mother Earth.

Many people forget their own body. They live in an 
imaginary world. They have so many plans and fears, 
so many agitations and dreams, and they don’t live in 
their body. While we’re caught in fear and trying to plan 
our way out of fear, we aren’t able to see all the beauty 
that Mother Earth offers us. Mindfulness reminds you 
to go to your in-breath and to be totally with your in-
breath, be totally with your out-breath. Bring your mind 
back to your body and be in the present moment. Look 
deeply straight in front of you at what is wonderful 
in the present moment. Mother Earth is so powerful, 
so generous, and so supportive. Your body is so 
wonderful. When you’ve practiced and you are solid 
like the earth, you face your difficulty directly, and it 
begins to dissipate.

Handling our suffering is an art. 

If we know how to suffer, we suffer much less, and 
we’re no longer afraid of being overwhelmed by the 
suffering inside. The energy of mindfulness helps us 
recognize, acknowledge, and embrace the presence of 
the suffering, which can already bring some calm and 
relief.

When a painful feeling comes up, we often try to 
suppress it. We don’t feel comfortable when our 
suffering surfaces, and we want to push it back down 
or cover it up. But as a mindfulness practitioner, we 
allow the suffering to surface so we can clearly identify 
it and embrace it. This will bring transformation and 
relief. The first thing we have to do is accept the mud 
in ourselves. When we recognize and accept our 
difficult feelings and emotions, we begin to feel more at 
peace. When we see that mud is something that can 
help us grow, we become less afraid of it.

When we are suffering, we invite another energy from 
the depths of our consciousness to come up: the 
energy of mindfulness. Mindfulness has the capacity 
to embrace our suffering. It says, Hello, my dear pain. 
This is the practice of recognizing suffering. Hello, my 
pain. I know you are there, and I will take care of you. 
You don’t need to be afraid.

Now in our mind-consciousness there are two 
energies: the energy of mindfulness and the energy 
of suffering. The work of mindfulness is first to 
recognize and then to embrace the suffering with 
gentleness and compassion. You make use of 
your mindful breathing to do this. As you breathe 
in, you say silently, Hello, my pain. As you breathe 
out, you say, I am here for you. Our breathing 
contains within it the energy of our pain, so as 
we breathe with gentleness and compassion, we 
are also embracing our pain with gentleness and 
compassion.

When suffering comes up, we have to be present 
for it. We shouldn’t run away from it or cover it up 
with consumption, distraction, or diversion. We 
should simply recognize it and embrace it, like a 
mother lovingly embracing a crying baby in her 
arms. The mother is mindfulness, and the crying 
baby is suffering. The mother has the energy of 
gentleness and love. When the baby is embraced 
by the mother, it feels comforted and immediately 
suffers less, even though the mother does not yet 
know exactly what the problem is. Just the fact 
that the mother is embracing the baby is enough to 
help the baby suffer less. We don’t need to know 
where the suffering is coming from. We just need to 
embrace it, and that already brings some relief. As 
our suffering begins to calm down, we know we will 
get through it.

When we go home to ourselves with the energy 
of mindfulness, we’re no longer afraid of being 
overwhelmed by the energy of suffering. The 
parctice of mindfulness gives us the strength to 
look deeply and gives rise to understanding and 
compassion.


