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Pain and Ripples

Pain is like a rock dropped into water. The rock itself — the initial pain — is real. It
may be physical, like an ache or injury, or it may be emotional, like grief, fear, or
heartbreak. This first impact is unavoidable and deeply human.

But once the rock strikes the surface, ripples spread outward. These ripples represent
the thoughts and fears that radiate from the pain: Will the pain get worse? Will | be
able to handle it? Am | going to lose control?

These ripples are not the pain itself. They are the mind’s interpretations and imagined
futures — the stories we tell about what pain might mean or become.

When we confuse the ripples with the rock, we amplify our suffering. It is often not the
pain itself that overwhelms us, but the endless “what ifs” that circle around it.

The practice is learning to hold the rock gently, with care and compassion, while
letting the ripples settle. Breathing, grounding, and mindful awareness help us return
to what is real in this moment instead of drowning in imagined futures.

Questions for Reflection

When pain arises, it can be powerful to pause and gently inquire within yourself.
These questions are not meant to judge or criticize — they are invitations to clarity
and self-compassion.

Am | in danger?

When pain or fear feels overwhelming, ask yourself: Am | in danger right now? Often
the body is safe in the present moment, but the mind is racing into imagined futures or
replaying old wounds. If true danger is present, action is needed. But if not, this simple
guestion can anchor you in safety and calm.



Which part of this pain is real, and which part is imagined?
What is the rock — the immediate, undeniable pain? What are the ripples — the fears,
assumptions, or predictions?

How am | amplifying this pain right now?
Am | adding layers of fear, resistance, or self-criticism? Am | replaying the past or
projecting worst-case scenarios?

How have | amplified pain in the past?
When have | noticed myself turning discomfort into suffering by the way | thought
about it? What patterns tend to increase distress?

What happens in my body when | amplify pain?
Do I notice tightness, shallow breathing, or racing thoughts? What physical signals tell
me I'm caught in the ripples instead of holding the rock?

What would it look like to respond differently?
How can | meet the rock — the real pain — with care, rather than fueling the ripples?
What calming or grounding practice could I try in this moment?

What Happens in the Body When We Believe We're in Danger

When the mind perceives danger — whether the threat is real or imagined — the body
reacts as if survival is at stake. This activates the fight—flight—freeze—fawn response,
an ancient survival system.

Brain and Nervous System: The amygdala sounds the alarm while the thinking brain
(prefrontal cortex) quiets down. The sympathetic nervous system prepares the body to
respond.

Heart and Lungs: Heart rate speeds up and breathing becomes shallow or rapid,
sometimes leading to dizziness or chest tightness.

Muscles and Tension: Muscles tighten and brace. Shoulders rise, jaws clench, and
the body feels wound up, ready for action.

Digestion and Immunity: Digestion slows, often causing nausea or stomach upset.
Over time, stress can weaken the immune system.



Hormones and Adrenal Response: Adrenaline and cortisol flood the body, creating
heat, restlessness, and agitation.

Senses and Perception: Vision may narrow into tunnel vision, sounds may sharpen
or dull, and time can feel distorted.

The key insight: The body reacts this way whether danger is real or imagined. By
asking, Am | in danger right now?, we can help the nervous system distinguish
between immediate threat and imagined fear, gently shifting back into the
parasympathetic rest-and-digest state where healing and calm are possible.
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