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PLAYING WITH PAIN
NOVEMBER 10, 2013

DAVID ROBINS


Forty years ago I received a telephone call from my unconscious brain circuitry. It had been working overtime to try to sort out a number of problematic dilemmas, one of which was my work. At the time, I was a teacher’s aid in an open classroom for 10 year olds in a school for children who were emotionally, physically and spiritually wounded. They were playing with such pain that they could no longer manage either public school or private school. Home schooling was not an option since many of their wounds had come from their families. 


My role was to teach, tutor, coach, guide and assist students with math, science, reading and social studies….but most of the time I spent mediating fights and conflicts. Many of them had a lot of anger. In spite of having many education and social work courses under my belt, I was a terrible teacher’s aide. I was easily manipulated and lax on discipline and boundaries. Not surprisingly, little has changed in 40 years for me. It is part of my personality that is impervious to change. 

The steering committee that works in the shadows of my conscious mind came to a decision and decided to make a long distance call to my conscious mind. The message was: “Hey! Listen! You are an ineffectual teacher’s aid who would rather listen to the children tell their stories. Mostly because you are as emotionally and spiritually wounded as they are, and you forget about your own troubles when you listen to theirs. Move your tookas and try the ministry. We’ll check back with you in 40 years. Goodbye. And good luck.”


So I did. 

I was reminded this past month, again, how children play with pain. How did we cope as children? Avoidance. Acting out. Lose oneself in reading. Talk to our friends. Ask for help sometimes. 

I have to leave a space in this sermon around all of our children, yours and mine, because it is too big to unpack, except to be in compassion for them and for ourselves. 

But I cannot leave the subject of children just yet, because so many of us have been thinking about the 14 year old who brought a loaded gun to school several weeks ago. Does it miss the mark to wonder if that child was in pain? And could have caused greater pain? That child and their friends found a safe space in the back yard of this church all summer and into the fall. I saw them there. Knew I should try to get to know them, or at least ask them to pick up their trash. 
We want them to have a safe place while they gather some tools that will allow them to live their lives as adults who play with pain. Just as we have done, and as we continue to do. 

Here are some tools that have been helpful to me:

1.Cultivate a sense of humor. Lighten up. A sense of humor or irony, acceptance of the absurd is one way to manage the daily slings and arrow. Be a bit more playful. 

2. Write poetry and read poetry. Even bad poetry. I wrote a lot of bad poetry as a child and it got me through tough times. I still write bad poetry, but with much more appreciation for a sense of absurdity. 
3. Beauty. Allow yourself to be distracted by the beautiful. Beautiful people, flowers, art, music, spiderwebs, the sun, the stars. Beauty helps us to live briefly in the moment, not in the pain of the past or in the angst of the future. Just now, just here, just in beauty.
4. Read books. Lots and lots of books. And talk to everyone about what you are reading, what it means to you and how it affects you. But first, ask others what they are reading. What it means to them and how it affects them. Reading books, fiction, non-fiction, biography, memoir…is such an amazing combination of escapism, curiosity, learning, self-revelation, and often feeling empathy for people and characters who may or may not exist in real life. 
5. And that leads me to #5….the mustard seed path. In this story the main character, in today’s language, was having a pity party. Everybody, everyone, everyday deserves to have some pity party. We deserve to be vulnerable, whining, crying, despondent. It is one of the reasons why we have congregations. To have a safe, loving environment for our pain to be received with empathy and compassion. And the beginning of wisdom, and sometimes we have to begin again and again…the beginning of wisdom is to ask someone…”How are you?”, and then to listen. Usually a transformation of wisdom takes place. We don’t feel as bad when we focus on someone else. This is part of what candles of joy and concern area about, to practice listening as the beginning of wisdom. And then to carry this practice into the world. Commit these random acts of kindness.
6. Pay attention to your fears. Work to name them, understand them, and hold them with compassion…and sometimes laugh at them. 

7. Perhaps the most annoying tool, the one I avoid using if possible, is to at least ask the question: What can I learn from this situation that will provide some clarity and peace of mind? 

8. Build pockets of stillness in your life. Explore prayer, types of meditation, movement, hobbies, crafts, music making, creating art. It is not escape. It is exploring one’s deep humanness and spiritual quality. 

9. Ask for healing help. Clinical depression and chronic pain is just about immune to every one of the previous 8 tools. Willpower is sometimes a tool that gets broken. 
*****

Playing With pain is a saying used most often with sports players. If you watched the Red Sox in the World Series, you held your breath as David Ortiz hobbled down the first base line with a sore heal. You crossed your fingers that Jon Lester’s back would not go out.  If you watch the Patriots, you know that Tom Brady’s throwing hand was so swollen that it looked like he had no knuckles. They play with pain. 

Playing with pain has no gender distinction and crosses all ethnic and racial boundaries. Thanks to title IX, women are 8 times more likely to sustain injuries across sports ranging from rowing to basketball. 

But pain is not the point. 

In the early 1970’s Henri Nouwen wrote a slim little volume that became required reading for seminarians, titled, “The Wounded Healer.” In so many words, he told us ministers to re-evaluate the traditional way of the minister acting as if they have all the answers and an unlimited reservoir of compassion. Not only is it a myth, but it is damaging and ineffective to clergy and laity. Be vulnerable and open to a new way, a new model. 

Each of us has spent time pondering and talking about the increase in painful stories that we see and read in the many medias. We are acutely aware of the pain in the world. Is this what it begins to feel like to be a Deity who feels the pain of every living being on the planet and in the universe? If so, I am humble before one who can absorb it all without slipping away or turning it off as we have to do at times. This is part of the emotional attraction to the mythology of Christianity. Take a God who is distant and emotionally uninvolved, make them human. Make them mindful of others who suffer. Wound them. Make them suffer terribly, and die, and come back with a new, loving relationship with people and life. It is an archetypal story of being human. Of how to play with pain. Of how to be a wounded healer. 
A popular bumper sticker among UU’s is the one that reads, “Nurture your spirit…heal the world.” It is catchy, but it is missing the part about what level of difficulty we are talking about. Do you ever watch figure skating or diving in the Olympics? Each athlete is judged on the level of difficulty of the particular movement….a triple axel for example has a high level of difficulty. If you were to rate the level of difficulty of nurturing your spirit right now, would it be low level of difficulty like a level one….or highly difficult like a level 10? If I can rate my level of difficulty, I sometimes can figure out which tool I need, or which one will be most effective. 
And what level of difficulty is healing the world? Is it a level one, that can be healed with a smile or an act of kindness? Or is it a level ten, and we need a team to be a tool for good, and mercy and healing? 

