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Difficult thoughts and emotions; can we really  

acknowledge, respect and resolve them? 

The term ‘emotion’ describes an experience that may be subtly different from ‘feeling’.  

But these experiences overlap, and are in relationship with each other, so I am using both 

terms. 

Difficult thoughts and emotions are normal 

Unpleasant thoughts are normal. Sometimes they arise even when we are relaxing,  

or during mindfulness practice. And of course, these thoughts frequently give rise  

to uncomfortable or painful emotions. I would like to look at these in terms of 

authentic (informative) emotions and non-informative emotions. 

Authentic emotions 

I believe that in almost all cases, our most authentic emotions are a valuable source  

of personal data. They are communications that provide information about what is 

significant and meaningful for us as individuals. We really do feel them in the body;  

in the chest, the tummy or elsewhere. They are a visceral response to what is being 

learnt or experienced. I believe it is important to consult these emotions, to 

acknowledge what they have to say, and to respect them. But I know there is a 

difference between those emotions that rightly demand my full attention, and  

those that I describe as non-informative.  

Non-informative emotions 

For me, the non-informative emotions are those that are aroused needlessly. They 

come in response to thoughts that suggest we are unsuccessful or unworthy. They  

also come in response to thoughts that suggest we have something unknown to fear,  

or thoughts that suggest we ought to revisit a hurtful situation. These thoughts tend  

to present themselves when we are feeling least satisfied with our lives or least 

complete, because during those times we are the most vulnerable.  

Overleaf are some examples of these kinds of thoughts, which many people have 

expressed as being extremely difficult to manage. 
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Self-critical thoughts:  

*I could get what I need and want if I were more sensible 

*I could be happier if I didn’t care so much about everything                             

*It’s my own fault I’m in this situation because I’ve made the wrong choices 

*I could have prevented most negative situations from happening 

* I’m too weak to cope with things 

 

Thoughts about uncomfortable or painful experiences in connection with other people: 

*It still hurts that they did what they did 

*I feel resentment 

*I can’t tolerate the cruelty that happens in the world 

*I can’t stop worrying about my loved ones 

*I feel angry even after all this time 

Most uncomfortable thoughts like these cause distress. And guilt can arise when this 

kind of disturbance is experienced yet again. We might say to ourselves, “I don’t want 

to be feeling like this. I wish I could just stop thinking about it all.”   

I have found it beneficial to develop a different response to these damaging thoughts. 

With a little practise, I found it possible to encourage a response that is more like a 

gentle internal conversation - similar to a non-judgemental exchange with someone 

else.  When we are speaking calmly with another person about a topic that interests us, 

it is quite natural, even if we do not agree with each other entirely, for our thoughts 

and feelings to be expressed without judgement of the other person. This is because 

we are allowing a flow of each other’s thoughts and feelings, rather than experiencing 

them as unwelcome presentations.  

When something flows, elements of it that are a hindrance (such as self-criticism) can 

begin to slide away. We are not so naive as to imagine that no ‘sediment’ will remain, 

but it is much less likely to create blockages in the mind and heart when it has been 

diluted with gentleness.  I could use the example of:  “I could get what I need and want 

if I were more sensible.”  (Although any of the examples will do.) Usually, if a person 

has that kind of thought, their immediate response will be to tighten, to feel stressed. 

But if the thought is allowed to be present without being owned, without an immediate 

assumption that it truly applies, it can flow. Having a softness towards it can allow it to 

drift away. It might return, but it can flow again. With practise, I believe we can choose 

to avoid taking hold of a painful thought.       
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When damaging thoughts become obsessive 

When a harmful thought intrudes repeatedly, to the point of becoming a serious threat 

to well-being, I feel it is worth considering that the power of this thought lies only in its 

habitual repetition. I suggest that this in itself can be the beginning of freedom from 

such a thought. Aside from becoming aware of the sheer power of repetition, my own 

perception of harmful thoughts has changed considerably. I am now certain that any 

thought which I have not invited (either pleasant or unpleasant) is an inherently benign 

passing energy, which does not know that its visit is unwanted. I believe that even a 

really horrible thought does not set out to harm me, because in all innocence it simply 

contains and carries pieces of human experience, human ideas and human images; it is 

not to blame for what it contains and carries. Previously, I had mistakenly been seduced 

into a steadfast relationship with particular negative thoughts, convinced that I was 

obligated to absorb them. Now I benefit from seeing these kinds of thoughts as 

wandering phenomena that I have not chosen, rather than believing them to be either 

my very own creations, or awful pieces of information that are sent to make me suffer. 

 

When thoughts are about things that are happening in the world 

Taking a gentle approach to thoughts that torment us with reminders about injustice or 

cruelty is not to suggest that injustice and cruelty are acceptable, and that we should 

try to make them seem less important in our lives. This is not the case at all. We will still 

feel anguish. Many of us will still cry, and cry regularly. Many of us will do what we can 

to change the causes of suffering. The emotions that arise when we are confronted 

with injustice or cruelty are pure and real and unavoidable, and they spring from 

compassion. I am not sure that we can be fully ourselves in this world if we do not 

experience them. But if we are unable to protect ourselves from an overload of such 

awareness, we can become depleted. I find it vital for my well-being to allow thoughts 

of great suffering to flow; to be seen, acknowledged - and allowed to leave. This may 

seem uncaring, but I find it is actually entirely respectful and loving. By daring to allow 

a flow of these thoughts, to observe them without harnessing them, I find I can 

experience them with compassion and immense care, while setting them free. 

 
Are some emotions beyond our management?  Yes, some are. 

Are there any exceptions to having these flowing exchanges with our thoughts and 

emotions?  What about grief? Of all possible human experiences, profound loss is surely 

the one from which we are least able to un-do ourselves. For most human beings, the 

only relationship we can have with grief is one of receiving the pain in all its fullness.   

 

It can add to our pain when we are urged to overcome loss, to lessen or deny the 

impact of it - each of which would require some kind of cognitive process which is 

highly unlikely to work. When it comes to grief we are usually completely powerless  
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to avoid all and any of the emotions that engulf us. Again, when we acknowledge and 

respect our authentic emotions we are dealing with our truths, and these must be 

allowed.  Conversely, in cases where meaningful emotions seem to have been locked 

away because of trauma, being urged to access those feelings can be harmful. If a 

person’s truth is that they need to be protected from debilitating emotions, this too 

must be respected. The apparent absence of emotion might suggest that a person has 

been unable to comprehend or acknowledge what has happened. In fact, an absence of 

emotion in response to extreme loss does itself have a sensation, and I would therefore 

say that it too is a feeling. 

 

The interplay of thought and emotion 

We are familiar with the idea that our thoughts are responsible for our emotions. We 

are told that our thoughts spring from our beliefs and are therefore responsible for the 

ways in which we make sense of the world, and the ways we react to it.  Consequently, 

these thoughts are considered to produce our emotions. We have looked at examples 

where this can certainly be the case. Yet it also operates the other way around.  

When we experience an uncomfortable thought, how can we tell if we are having 

communication with a habitual idea or a prejudice, or a meaningful piece of 

information? 

Those visceral responses that were mentioned before are usually sources of 

information about something that has touched us deeply, or which has a quality of 

importance. Whether or not we feel justified in being touched so deeply or sensing 

something of importance, is irrelevant. The more frequently we allow any and all of 

these bodily sensations to be experienced, the more we can come to understand them. 

We may realise that something is far more significant to us than we had previously 

understood it to be. We may realise that something else is far less significant than we 

had understood it to be.  And, in regard to all kinds of thoughts and emotions, we may 

begin developing a sense of empowerment. We may become better able to claim the 

thoughts we value, and reduce the importance of the ones that do not serve us.   

A further interesting thing may happen: we may think less.  It might seem impossible  

to glean more information in our day-to-day lives by feeling rather than by thinking, but 

it can happen. 

Despite such wonderful advances in scientific knowledge of the brain, the activity of 

the mind is still quite a mysterious process, because as we know, it cannot be observed 

as an object. What we refer to as the subconscious aspect of the mind has interested us 

for centuries, but unfortunately it is often described in derogatory terms, and is 

accused of leading us astray. During 1992 I discovered the work of hypnotherapist  

Dr Elaine Kissel, which led me to a positive view of the subconscious. I began to see the 

subconscious as an obedient and devoted servant, doing whatever it can to fulfil our 

conscious intentions even when it knows that those are not in our best interests. 
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However, when it is given the opportunity to communicate its insights, it reveals its 

ability to support our well-being and can startle us with its wisdom. I find that paying 

attention to my authentic emotions, sensations and feelings allows a direct pathway to 

the immensely positive power of the subconscious, because all these attributes - 

authentic emotions, sensations, feelings, and the subconscious - are in communication 

with each other. Additionally, paying such attention allows me to discriminate between 

constructive, creative and enjoyable thought, and the kind that visits without useful 

purpose. Being patient with myself and setting no oppressive targets, I find that none 

of this is complicated in practice. In a future article I will speak about how developing a 

closer affiliation with the natural world can make this self-communication become 

effortless in all but the most taxing situations. 

We know that a crowded mind can deplete our energy, causing depression and anxiety. 

But when the mind becomes less enslaved to habitual thought, we can find ourselves 

acting on a new kind of awareness, a new kind of self-trust.  We can be in better 

alignment with what is deeply felt - our true data. 

 

 

… 

 

I never assume that my own truths must apply to other people; I sense that there are multiple 

truths, so I offer mine purely for consideration. It is unhelpful - even dangerous - when our own 

truths become dogma. 
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