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The Gifts of 
Suffering: Insight, 
Compassion, 
Renewal
Polly Young-Eisendrath
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The Nature of Reality

� Dukkha: 
� Unsatisfactoriness, anguish, stress, discontent, 
restlessness, gaps, confusions, off-centeredness

� Anicca:
� ceaseless change, impermanence at all levels of 
existence

� Anatta:
� Interbeing, no-thingness, no-self, embeddedness, the 
absence of thingness in all phenomenal, contextualized

The Trouble With Our Emotions

According to Jung, our personality is normally and 

habitually dissociated, discontinuous and hard to 

manage; we frequently defend ourselves through 

projection, finding some of our worst problems and 

faults in others. Rather than being regulated by 

conscious cortical thought, we are more often driven 

by unconscious psychological complexes – ego and 

otherwise 
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Insight

� Buddhism: Seeing things as they really are; 

seeing past our ego, feelings, desires

� Jung: Becoming a “psychological 

individual” — knowing yourself in terms of 

your own inner conflicts and hidden 

desires

Compassion

� Buddhism: Suffering with others, helping 

effectively, “The Mustard Seed Story”

� Jung: Developing a fundamental core of 

humanity and stepping back from 

impossible ideals for self and others
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Resilience

� Resilience is the capacity to renew your life 
and vitality in the face of disappointment, 
disaster or adversity, and to thrive in the midst 
of Dukkha, Anicca, Anatta

� Resilient people utilize their skills and strengths 
to recover from problems and challenges and 
then to change their identity to meet the 
changed circumstances of their lives
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Finding a Box of Family Letters
by Dana Gioia

The dead say little in their letters
they haven't said before.
We find no secrets, and yet
how different every sentence sounds
heard across the years.

My father breaks my heart
simply by being so young and handsome.
He's half my age, with jet-black hair.
Look at him in his navy uniform
grinning beside his dive-bomber.

Come back, Dad! I want to shout.
He says he misses all of us
(though I haven't yet been born).
He writes from places I never knew he saw,
and everyone he mentions now is dead.

There is a large, long photograph
curled like a diploma—a banquet sixty years 
ago.
My parents sit uncomfortably
among tables of dark-suited strangers.
The mildewed paper reeks of regret.

I wonder what song the band was playing,
just out of frame, as the photographer
arranged your smiles. A waltz? A foxtrot?
Get out there on the floor and dance!
You don't have forever.

What does it cost to send a postcard
to the underworld? I'll buy
a penny stamp from World War II
and mail it downtown at the old post office
just as the courthouse clock strikes twelve.

Surely the ghost of some postal worker
still makes his nightly rounds, his routine
too tedious for him to notice when it ended.
He works so slowly he moves back in time
carrying our dead letters to their lost addresses.

It's silly to get sentimental.
The dead have moved on. So should we.
But isn't it equally simpleminded to miss
the special expertise of the departed
in clarifying our long-term plans?

They never let us forget that the line
between them and us is only temporary.
Get out there and dance! the letters shout
adding, Love always.Can't wait to get home!
And soon we will be. See you there.

From Pity the Beautiful. © Graywolf Press, 2012. 
Reprinted with permission. 


