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PROLOGUE

by ROLAND NANSINK

Prologue

A silent room. The soft flicker of a single candle. In the stillness, a man sits
with eyes closed, breathing slowly. To any observer, nothing seems amiss
—yet within his mind a tempest rages. A simple trigger from earlier in the
day —a familiar song wafting through a café —had unleashed a flood of
emotion. In an instant, he was no longer in the present, but reliving a
painful memory from years past. His heart raced; his body tensed as if the
old hurt were happening anew. Such is the power of memory:
autobiographical memories intertwined with emotion can transport us
through time, reawakening joy or sorrow as if no time had passed
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov my.clevelandclinic.org. We all carry these echoes of
our past within us. Some are cherished recollections that warm and guide
us. Others are unwelcome phantoms —traumas and regrets that grip us
with reactive emotion whenever life reminds us of them.

Why do these emotional echoes cling so strongly? Modern science offers
some insight: the brain’s emotional center, the amygdala, forges deep
links between our experiences and our feelings my.clevelandclinic.org. If
we encounter something that even vaguely resembles a past threat or pain,
the amygdala sounds an alarm. We may find ourselves hijacked by fear or
anger that belong not to the present moment, but to the memory that has
been stirred my.clevelandclinic.org. The mechanism is ancient and
originally protective—early humans survived by instantly recalling danger
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at the slightest cue. But in our complex modern lives, this mechanism can
become a burden. Old emotional wounds, when repeatedly reactivated, can
dominate our present reality and dictate our behavior in ways we neither
understand nor desire. We might overreact to a colleague’s comment
because it unconsciously reminds us of childhood criticism. Or we avoid
intimacy because a long-ago heartbreak still throbs beneath the surface. In
psychological terms, these emotional triggers are stimuli—an image, a
word, a smell —that spark an intense emotional reaction out of
proportion to the current situation, as they reopen an unresolved past
experience workplacestrategiesformentalhealth.com.

Is it possible to live among our memories without being at their mercy?
Can we retain the wisdom of experience while neutralizing the painful
emotional charge that some memories carry? Across cultures and
centuries, wisdom traditions have grappled with these questions. In the
East, Taoist philosophy in particular offers a unique approach. Taoists
have long taught that clinging to the past or to strong emotions disturbs the
natural harmony of life. The Taoist sage seeks to dwell fully in the
present, to flow with life’s changes like water, neither avoiding nor
obsessing over what has been. This does not mean erasing one’s memory,
but rather transforming one’s relationship to it—achieving an inner state
where memories exist but their power to disturb is dissolved. In Taoist
terms, it is a return to one’s original nature, unburdened by stagnant
emotions and false attachments.

The man in the candlelit room is engaged in just such a journey. In his lap
lies a notebook filled with raw, honest words he has penned about his most
painful memories. In a ritual derived from ancient Taoist practice, he will
soon cast these pages into a small fire—watching the flames consume the
words, symbolically releasing the grip those experiences held on his heart.
This simple act is part of a three-stage Taoist-inspired self-cleansing
process. It is not a magic trick to erase the past, but a disciplined inner
alchemy to neutralize its emotional sting. The man has prepared himself
through reflection and meditation; he has confronted the roots of his
reactivity, and now he performs the ritual of fire to purge the “emotional
rubbish” he no longer needs thefeel.org. In the days and months that
follow, he will cultivate new habits of mind and spirit to maintain a calm
center — finding that, gradually, the song that once brought him to tears

becomes just a song again, sweet but no longer sorrowful.
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Restructuring the Brain: Taoist Approaches to Emotional
Neutralization of Memory is a guide to this transformative process. It
weaves together contemporary psychology and neuroscience with the
gentle, profound wisdom of Taoism. In the chapters that follow, we will
explore why emotional memories affect us so deeply and how we can
consciously restructure our relationship with them. We will learn what it
means, in practical terms, to “dispose of emotional rubbish” as a Taoist
warrior of the mind thefeel.org. Most importantly, we will discover a path
toward freedom: a way to remember our lives without reliving old hurts, to
carry our stories without being carried away by them. This path does not
require any special belief or clinical intervention—it is presented here as a
standalone philosophical and meditative approach, a do-it-yourself ritual
Jjourney toward inner peace and emotional balance.

As you read this book, you will be invited to reflect on your own life and
memories. You will be guided through each of the three Taoist self-
cleansing stages: recognizing the conditioned patterns that bind you,
releasing the past through symbolic ritual, and rebuilding a state of
inner harmony that can endure in daily life. Along the way, we will delve
into Taoist teachings on living fully in the Now, as well as modern findings
on memory and emotion that validate the power of such inner work. By the
end, my hope is that you will feel equipped and inspired to undertake your
own gentle restructuring of the mind. Like an artisan repairing cracked
pottery with gold (in the spirit of kintsugi), you can mend the breaks in
your heart with wisdom and ritual, emerging stronger and more whole. The
past will always be a part of you—but it need not control you. In releasing
its emotional charge, you reclaim your Selfness —the authentic self that
exists only here and now, ever-present and at peace.

Let us begin this journey of understanding and transformation. In silence
and sincerity, we step onto the warrior’s path within, learning to tame our
mind, honor our experiences, and finally let go of what no longer serves
us. The candle is lit; the pages are written. It is time to turn them to ash,
and find, amid the embers, the gentle light of freedom.

5 of 68


https://thefeel.org/blog-index.php#:~:text=There%20is%20such%20a%20thing,no%20purpose%20in%20the%20present

Contents

Contents

* Prologue
e Part I - The Emotional Brain and Its Triggers

o Chapter 1: Emotional Reactivity and Autobiographical
Memory — Why past experiences continue to live in our
present emotions. The neuroscience of memory and emotion;
how the brain links feelings to personal memories. The
evolutionary purpose of emotional memory and the formation
of emotional triggers.

o Chapter 2: The Weight of the Past — How Triggers Are
Formed — Inborn vs. learned emotional triggers. How
childhood and life experiences shape our automatic reactions.
Examples of common triggers (loss, rejection, trauma) and how
they manifest. The psychological cost of carrying unresolved
emotional memories into the present.

e Part II — Taoist Wisdom on Memory and Self

o Chapter 3: Living in the Now — Taoist Perspectives on
Memory — Introduction to key Taoist concepts (Tao, Wu Wei,
inner nature). How Taoist philosophy views time and memory:

6 of 68



the emphasis on the present moment (“‘the Now”) and the
illusion of the past. Teachings from Lao Tzu and Zhuangzi on
letting go of attachments and flowing with change.

o Chapter 4: The Authentic Self — Reclaiming Selfness — The
concept of Selfness in Taoist-inspired terms: returning to one’s
original, unconditioned self. The “Warrior’s Journey” as
described in Taoist teachings — striving for inner freedom
within the constraints of society thefeel.org thefeel.org.
Understanding conditioning (“‘the Matrix” of collective habits
thefeel.org) and how Taoist practice seeks to dissolve
conditioned beliefs and emotional baggage.

e Part III — Restructuring the Emotional Mind: Taoist Cleansing in
Practice

o Chapter 5: Stage One — Confronting the Roots of Reactivity
— Preparing for cleansing by self-reflection. Identifying one’s
emotional triggers and their sources in personal history. A
guided introspective process to “clean your roots,” examining
how others’ influences and past events have shaped your
emotional responses thefeel.org thefeel.org. Cultivating the
mindset of the silent warrior who observes inner disturbances
without judgment.

o Chapter 6: Stage Two — The Fire Ritual of Release — A
detailed description of an ancient Taoist-inspired self-cleansing
ritual to neutralize emotional charges. Using writing and
symbolic fire to externalize and release past pain: formulating
deep emotions into words, then burning them as an act of
letting go thefeel.org thefeel.org. The philosophy behind fire as
purification and the psychological power of ritual in signaling
the mind to relinquish old attachments. How this practice
serves as the turning point—a “death” of old narratives making
room for renewal.

o Chapter 7: How Rituals Neutralize Emotional Charge —
(Interlude) Analysis of the transformative effect of Stage Two.
The science and philosophy of emotional neutralization: how
confronting and symbolically destroying one’s “emotional
7 of 68


https://thefeel.org/blog-index.php#:~:text=Free%20yourself%20from%20all%20unwanted,of%20thinking%20is%20permitted%3F%20Personal
https://thefeel.org/blog-index.php#:~:text=Taoist%20were%20convinced%2C%20that%20they,total%20freedom%20within%20the%20system
https://thefeel.org/blog-index.php#:~:text=of%20our%20combined%20human%20thinking,creating%20new%20neural%20networks%20together
https://thefeel.org/blog-index.php#:~:text=happiness,and%20contemporary%20Combat%20Games%20in
https://thefeel.org/#:~:text=Deep%20within%20us%20lives%20a,other%20I%2C%20our%20forgotten%20I
https://thefeel.org/blog-index.php#:~:text=An%20ancient%20path%20to%20Self,management
https://thefeel.org/blog-index.php#:~:text=Ibiza%20retreats,triptych%20about%20reclaiming%20your%20Selfness

rubbish” breaks the link between memory and reactive emotion
thefeel.org thefeel.org. Insights from psychology (expressive
writing, exposure, memory reconsolidation) that help explain
why the fire ritual brings relief cambridge.org cambridge.org.
Emphasizing that this is a philosophical healing — a personal,
respectful release, not a clinical procedure.

Chapter 8: Stage Three — Cultivating Inner Peace and Flow
— After the release, building a new mental and spiritual
equilibrium. Taoist meditative practices (such as breathing
exercises, zuowang “sitting in forgetfulness,” and mindfulness)
to maintain a clear and neutral mind. Incorporating daily rituals
of presence: simple techniques to stay grounded in the present
moment so that old triggers do not return. Finding one’s
natural rhythm or “effortless flow” in life once the weight of
the past is lifted thefeel.org. Practical guidance for integrating
this peaceful resilience into relationships, work, and daily
challenges.

* Epilogue

e Index

8 of 68


https://thefeel.org/blog-index.php#:~:text=There%20is%20such%20a%20thing,no%20purpose%20in%20the%20present
https://thefeel.org/blog-index.php#:~:text=The%20warrior%20has%20memories%20too%2C,disposes%20of%20his%20emotional%20rubbish
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/advances-in-psychiatric-treatment/article/emotional-and-physical-health-benefits-of-expressive-writing/ED2976A61F5DE56B46F07A1CE9EA9F9F#:~:text=Expressive%20writing%20results%20in%20significant,Reference%20Norman
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/advances-in-psychiatric-treatment/article/emotional-and-physical-health-benefits-of-expressive-writing/ED2976A61F5DE56B46F07A1CE9EA9F9F#:~:text=Lumley%20and%20Dooley%20Norman%20et,Petrie%2C%20Fontanilla%20and%20Thomas%202004
https://thefeel.org/blog-index.php#:~:text=awareness,is%20a%20characteristic%20of%20nature

b o

Part I — The Emotional Brain and Its Triggers

Chapter 1: Emotional Reactivity and Autobiographical Memory

On a bright winter morning, a woman walks through a city park and
catches the scent of burning wood from a nearby chimney. In a heartbeat,
that smell carries her decades into the past: she is a child again at her
grandfather’s cabin, hearing the crackle of the fireplace and feeling
perfectly safe and loved. Her eyes well up with tears of joy from the
sudden, vivid recollection. Elsewhere, a man scrolling through his phone
sees a photo of a familiar old cafe —instantly, his stomach tightens. That
cafe was where he went through a painful breakup; even years later, the
image alone is enough to stir pangs of heartache. Autobiographical
memory has this remarkable power. It is far more than a mental archive of
facts; it is a living network of our experiences, sensations, and emotions.
When a memory comes alive, it can flood us with the very feelings we had
during the original event, as if a part of us is reliving that moment.
Neurologically, recalling a strongly emotional memory activates many of
the same brain regions that were involved when the event first happened. If
the memory was joyful, we may feel a rush of warmth; if it was traumatic,
we might feel our pulse quicken with fear or anger. The brain’s design
ensures that emotion and memory are deeply intertwined
my.clevelandclinic.org. This is no accident of evolution, but rather a
crucial feature that has helped humans survive.
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When we experience something emotionally intense — whether profoundly
positive or negative —our brain encodes that memory with extra strength.
The amygdala, an almond-shaped cluster of neurons deep in the limbic
system, is largely responsible for this effect. Acting as an emotional
amplifier, the amygdala tags significant experiences (especially those
related to fear, love, or pain) so they are stored with priority in our memory
banks pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. Psychologist Daniel
Goleman describes this process as an “amygdala hijack™ in extreme cases:
our rational mind is briefly commandeered by an emotional memory when
a trigger presents itself, leading to a sudden, intense reaction
disproportionate to the current stimulus. From an adaptive standpoint, it
made sense: if early humans nearly died crossing a raging river, the mere
sound of rushing water later would trigger terror, keeping them vigilant
near rivers. In modern life, however, the same mechanism can misfire or
overreact, causing significant distress. The amygdala cannot tell the
difference between a genuine threat and a symbolic one — it reacts to
perceived danger based on past associations. So if a certain tone of voice
was present during an abusive episode in childhood, hearing a similar tone
in a completely different context today might ignite panic or anger
unconsciously.

Modern neuroscience confirms that “emotionally arousing experiences are
better remembered than neutral ones”’pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. We tend to
retain the emotional contours of our life events — the exhilaration of a first
kiss, the grief of losing a loved one — more vividly than mundane details
like what we ate for breakfast last week. Moreover, each time we recall a
charged memory, the brain reconsolidates it, sometimes with new
emotional coloring depending on our current state. In a sense, our
autobiographical memories are not static snapshots but living stories that
can be reinforced and even modified with each retrieval. If the emotional
reaction is intense and negative, the memory’s influence can become
pervasive, contributing to anxiety disorders or depression. For example, in
post-traumatic stress, the memory of a traumatic event (and the body’s
learned fear response to it) involuntarily intrudes into the present, often
triggered by innocuous cues like a sound or smell. Even outside of clinical
PTSD, many of us experience more commonplace forms of this
phenomenon: a harsh remark triggers disproportionate hurt because it
echoes old childhood criticisms; an authority figure’s gesture ignites anger
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because it reminds us of a controlling parent, and so on. Our past “plays
through us” in subtle ways daily, for better or worse.

It is important to recognize that emotional reactivity to memory lies on a
spectrum. On one end, adaptive emotional memory enriches our lives — it
allows us to learn from mistakes, to recall joy with fondness, and to
empathize with others’ pain by remembering our own. On the other end,
maladaptive emotional memory chains us to bygone events, causing us
to react to the present as if it were the past. The latter is what we refer to as
being “triggered.” An emotional trigger can be defined as any stimulus —
an object, person, event, or even a thought — that sets off an emotional
reaction automatically. Triggers often work on the unconscious level; by
the time we consciously register what has happened, we are already feeling
the surge of emotion. They can be highly idiosyncratic. For one person,
walking past a school might trigger deep sadness due to memories of being
bullied there. For another, the same scene might trigger nostalgia or
happiness for carefree times. Triggers burrow into our psyche through
personal association. Some triggers are nearly universal or inborn — for
instance, a sudden loud noise will startle almost anyone (an innate fear
response), or the sight of an infant’s face tends to evoke tender feelings (an
instinctive caregiving response). Psychologists note that humans may be
“prepared” by evolution to especially fear things like snakes or spiders,
meaning we learn those fears very quickly if any negative experience
occurs nationalgeographic.com technologynetworks.com. These are
inborn predispositions, echoes of survival instincts from our distant
ancestors.

Far more of our triggers, however, are life-experienced and unique to our
personal narrative. These learned triggers form through associative
memory: our mind links a certain feeling with a specific context. The
more intense the original emotion and the more frequently it is revisited,
the stronger the associative link becomes. Many such links are formed in
childhood and adolescence, when we are especially impressionable. If a
child grows up with constant criticism, the fone of criticism itself may
become a trigger; later in life, even well-meaning constructive feedback
might provoke an outsized emotional defense or shame response. If one
experiences a heartbreaking loss while a particular song is playing, that
song can become an immediate conduit to sorrow years later. The details

that get encoded as triggers can sometimes seem trivial (a smell, a song, a
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color of the walls during a crisis), but because they were present during an
impactful moment, they become imbued with emotional power.

Not all emotional triggers stem from overt trauma. Subtle repetitions can
also wire us for certain reactions. Imagine a teenager who constantly felt
overshadowed by a more accomplished sibling — family gatherings might
subtly trigger feelings of inferiority even decades later. Or consider
someone who felt safe and loved whenever it rained because of cozy
family times; that person might actually feel comforted by thunderstorms
as an adult, whereas another person who survived a flood may panic at the
sound of heavy rain. In essence, our brains constantly weave our life
experiences into a highly personalized tapestry of emotional associations.

While the formation of emotional triggers is a natural process, trouble
arises when these triggers disrupt our well-being and agency. When we
find that past emotions are controlling present behavior, suffering persists.
The woman in the park might be pleasantly surprised by her nostalgia —
that trigger brought joy. But what of the man haunted by the photo of the
cafe? If that one image can sour his mood for a whole day, or make him
avoid visiting a part of town, it has become a limiting force. Emotional
reactivity becomes problematic when it is intense, involuntary, and
inappropriate to the present context. It is as though one part of the mind
is locked in the past, overriding the person’s ability to fully engage with
reality as it 1s now.

This entanglement of past and present lies at the heart of many emotional
struggles. As the psychologist and author Paulo Coelho once wrote,
“There is such a thing as emotional rubbish; it is the pain that was useful
in the past but is no longer useful now” thefeel.org. We carry emotional
rubbish in the form of these outdated reactions — once they might have
been protective or necessary, but now they only clutter our inner life with
unnecessary pain. The challenge, then, is learning how to separate the
useful from the unnecessary, as a warrior of the mind would do
thefeel.org. We must find a way to preserve the lessons of our memories
(so we do not lose the wisdom gained) while shedding the excess burden
of their emotional charge.

Modern psychology offers various techniques to help individuals manage
triggers: cognitive-behavioral strategies to reframe thoughts, mindfulness

12 of 68


https://thefeel.org/blog-index.php#:~:text=There%20is%20such%20a%20thing,no%20purpose%20in%20the%20present
https://thefeel.org/blog-index.php#:~:text=There%20is%20such%20a%20thing,no%20purpose%20in%20the%20present

to observe feelings without acting on them, exposure therapy to gradually
desensitize traumatic triggers, and so on. These methods can be effective,
but they often require guided therapy or extensive practice. The focus of
this book, however, is a complementary, philosophical approach drawn
from Taoist practices—one that a person can undertake on their own as a
form of inner cultivation. It aims not just to cope with triggers when they
happen, but to fundamentally reshape the mind’s relationship to
remembered experience. In essence, it is about training oneself to
remember differently: to recall even painful events with a measure of
equanimity, free of the acute sting that once accompanied them. This does
not happen overnight; it is a gradual re-structuring of mental and
emotional patterns, much like slowly training a vine to grow in a new
direction.

Crucially, “restructuring the brain” in our context is not a high-tech
intervention but a poetic way of describing neuroplasticity through
practice. The human brain remains adaptable throughout life. Each time
you create a new response to an old memory (for instance, by relaxing
rather than tensing up, or by viewing it with compassion rather than self-
blame), you are literally rewiring neural pathways. Over time, the new
response can replace the old one as the default. This is the scientific reality
underpinning ancient practices of healing and meditation. Neuroscience
validates what wise healers intuited long ago: attention and intention can
alter the brain. By directing our mind in certain ways, we encourage the
brain to prune away old connections and strengthen new, healthier ones.

In summary, this opening chapter has painted a picture of the challenge
before us. Emotional reactivity tied to autobiographical memory is a
powerful force—deeply rooted in our biology and personal history. It can
enrich life when positive, but when negative, it can trap us in cycles of
suffering. We understand now that our task is to loosen the grip of the past
so that our present is ours again. To do so, we will need tools that work at
both the conscious level (our thoughts, choices, and habits) and the
subconscious level (our stored emotions and symbols). We will need to
borrow insights from science to know what needs changing, and wisdom
from spiritual traditions to know how to change it in our hearts.

With this understanding, we are ready to delve into how an ancient
philosophy — Taoism —approaches the same human predicament. In the
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next chapter, we will examine how triggers and emotional burdens are
viewed through the Taoist lens, which for centuries has emphasized living
freely in the present. Perhaps in the gentle teachings of Lao Tzu and the
practices of Taoist sages, we will find a roadmap to complement our
modern knowledge: one that leads not to forgetting the past, but to no
longer being harmed by it.
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Chapter 2: The Weight Of the Past -
How Triggers Are Formed

Chapter 2: The Weight of the Past — How Triggers Are Formed

Every person alive carries an invisible sack of memories on their back—a
sack filled with experiences, interpretations, and the emotions attached to
them. Some loads are light and jolly, others heavy and painful. When we
speak of someone “carrying a lot of baggage,” we mean that their past
weighs on them, influencing their present in myriad seen and unseen ways.
In this chapter, we explore in more detail how that baggage is formed:
how exactly do experiences become internalized such that they trigger us
later? And why do some memories lose their sting over time while others
remain as sharp as ever? Understanding these questions can help us
appreciate the logic of the Taoist practices we will later introduce, since
those practices directly target the root causes of these triggers.

Formation of Emotional Triggers: In Chapter 1, we discussed how a
trigger is born when an experience of strong emotion becomes associated
with certain cues. Let us unpack this with a clearer example. Imagine a
child who is bitten by a large dog. The event is frightening and painful; the
child feels terror, and their body produces a surge of stress hormones
(adrenaline, cortisol) as the fight-or-flight response activates. The memory
of this incident is encoded in great detail —the look of the dog, its bark,
perhaps even the smell of wet fur or the particular location where it
happened —because the amygdala and hippocampus (a brain structure
crucial for memory) work together to imprint it deeply. Now, fast-forward
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years later: the child is grown, and walking in a park, hears a dog bark
loudly. Instantly, even before a conscious thought occurs, their heart
pounds and palms sweat; they might feel a bolt of fear. This is a triggered
reaction. The bark (a sensory cue) has become linked in their neural
circuitry to the original trauma of the bite. The brain’s pattern-matching
system says, “This is similar to that bad experience before; react with fear
to stay safe!”

Interestingly, this reaction might occur even if the adult consciously knows
that not all dogs are dangerous. The stored memory and its emotional
charge operate somewhat independently of rational thought. In
neurological terms, the explicit memory (conscious recollection of “I was
bitten by a dog”) and the implicit memory (unconscious emotional
memory of fear associated with dogs) are related but not identical. The
implicit part is what triggers the autonomic fear response upon hearing the
bark, whereas the explicit part might manifest as a mental image or
flashback of the old event. Sometimes we react emotionally without any
explicit memory surfacing at all—we just feel the emotion or a bodily
tension. That is a sign the implicit memory was activated while the explicit
memory stayed hidden. Many emotional triggers function through such
implicit pathways.

Why Some Memories Fade and Others Persist: It is commonly said that
“time heals all wounds.” There is truth to the idea that as time passes,
many emotional memories lose their intensity. Our brains naturally
undergo a form of exposure therapy in daily life: the more times we
encounter a similar stimulus without a bad outcome, the more our brain
learns that the stimulus is not (or is no longer) a threat. For instance, if the
person bitten by a dog later encounters many friendly dogs without
incident, over time their panic at hearing a bark may diminish. The
emotional charge of that memory gets weaker through repeated safe
experiences, a process known as extinction in behavioral psychology.
Furthermore, as we grow and our context changes, our perspective on past
events can change too—this can reduce the emotional impact. A teenager
mortified by a social embarrassment might, as an adult, laugh about it;
maturity and new experiences have reframed that memory as trivial. In
such cases, the memory remains but it has been “neutralized ’naturally by
life experience and reflection.
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However, some memories persist with alarming freshness and
emotional bite even years or decades later. Why? There are several
reasons. One is the intensity of the original emotion: extremely traumatic
events (like combat exposure or violent assault) can be so searing that the
brain encodes them almost like a permanent imprint. Another reason is
avoidance. Paradoxically, the more we avoid thinking about or
confronting a painful memory, the more power it can hold over us.
Avoidance prevents the natural extinction process because we never give
ourselves a chance to learn that we can face the memory without falling
apart. The memory remains walled-off, unprocessed, so it doesn’t get
updated with new, calmer context. Avoidance can be both conscious (“I
won’t talk about that, it upsets me”) and unconscious (the mind just steers
away from certain topics or feelings automatically).

Relatedly, certain triggers remain strong because they are reinforced by
rumination. If someone continually revisits a grudge or hurt in their mind,
nursing the same anger or sadness, they are effectively keeping that
memory’s emotional wound fresh. They may even embellish it, adding
new layers of interpretation (“It wasn’t just that incident; it proves that I'm
unlovable” and so on), which deepens the trigger. In such cases, time alone
doesn’t heal —the person’s pattern of thought maintains the pain.

Moreover, some triggers nest within identity and core beliefs. For
example, if a child grew up with parents who withdrew love as
punishment, they might internalize the belief “I am not worthy of love.”
Experiences that echo that belief—like a partner needing space or a friend
canceling plans—could trigger intense feelings of abandonment or
worthlessness. These reactions persist because the underlying belief
remains unchallenged and intact. To truly ease those triggers, one must
address the belief itself, which can be a complex process.

In summary, our emotional triggers are formed through strong emotional
encoding and associative learning, and they persist when we fail to
update or resolve the original emotion attached to the memory. Many
triggers lie dormant until something in the environment awakens them.
Life, unfortunately, tends to present us with such reminders when we least
expect it. No one gets through life without some emotional bruises; the key
difference is how we deal with them afterward. Some people are naturally
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or through support able to process and let go of hurts, while others carry
them unprocessed for a long time.

The Psychological Toll of Carrying Triggers: Carrying a heavy load of
unresolved emotional triggers can significantly impair one’s quality of life.
It can lead to chronic anxiety (always anticipating old fears), depression
(feeling weighed down by past pain), difficulty in relationships (reacting to
loved ones as if they were figures from one’s past), and self-destructive
behaviors (unconsciously reenacting scenarios related to the trigger, or
numbing oneself with substances to avoid the feelings). We often see, for
example, patterns where someone “keeps ending up” in the same kind of
bad relationship or situation — this may be because their unresolved
emotional imprint draws them toward familiarity even if it’s painful, or
because their perception is biased by past trauma. Without conscious
intervention, triggers can become self-fulfilling prophecies. A person who
was betrayed long ago might, due to constant suspicion (triggered by
anything that feels like deception), strain their new relationships to the
breaking point, thus experiencing betrayal again. The past, as the saying
goes, repeats itself.

This is where the concept of “restructuring the brain” becomes crucial. To
break out of these cycles, something in the pattern must change at the
fundamental level of how experiences are internalized and responded to.
It’s like resetting a broken bone that healed improperly — one must
carefully re-break and set it correctly. In psychological terms, one might
need to bring the buried memory to light, face it, and assign it a new
meaning or emotional value. This is not easy work, but it is profoundly
liberating when accomplished.

Traditional Western therapy often does this through dialogue and cognitive
reframing. The Taoist approach, by contrast, leans into ritual, symbolism,
and meditative insight. It engages not only the rational mind but the
deeper consciousness that speaks in images and metaphors (the language
of the unconscious mind). Taoist self-cleansing rituals, as we shall see, aim
to create a controlled, sacred context in which a person can safely revisit
their past hurts, express them fully (symbolically and somatically), and
then transform them through symbolic action (like burning written words).
This engages the psyche at multiple levels — intellectually (one
understands they are letting go), emotionally (one feels the release in the
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act), and even physically (the senses witnessing fire, smoke, etc., giving a
visceral finality). The goal is to loosen and finally sever the reflex
connection between the memory and the emotional reaction. In other
words, to keep the memory but drain it of its power to disturb.

Before we move on to how Taoism addresses this, let’s reflect on one more
point: no memory is inherently destined to hurt forever. It’s worth
emphasizing a hopeful truth here. We might feel certain that a particular
loss or trauma will torture us eternally, but history and research show that
human beings have an innate capacity to heal and even grow stronger
through adversity (a phenomenon known as post-traumatic growth). The
fact that some people can go through horrific experiences and come out the
other side with wisdom and peace demonstrates that the transformation of
emotional memory is possible. The approaches may vary — therapy, time
and support, spiritual practices, creative expression — but the underlying
process involves facing, processing, and reassigning meaning to the events
of our lives.

Our focus, in keeping with the theme of this book, will be on how Taoist
philosophy and practices create a conducive path for that inner alchemy.
By understanding how triggers form and linger, you have taken the first
step: awareness. Many people suffer simply because they don’t realize
they are re-experiencing their past in the present; they think something is
terribly wrong with “now,” when in truth their reaction belongs to “then.”
Now that we have illuminated this mechanism, we can better appreciate
what needs to change. We need to train ourselves to respond to old
memories in new ways. We need to symbolically tell our brain, “This
belongs to the past. I extract its lesson and let the rest go.”

The next part of our journey, Part 11, looks to ancient Taoist wisdom for
philosophical foundations. How did the sages of old China conceive of
memory and emotion? Did they too recognize the need to release the past?
As we will see, Taoist texts and teachings indeed speak, often poetically,
about the importance of simplicity, “forgetting,” and living with an
unburdened heart. They knew that clinging to history (whether personal
or collective) can be an obstacle to true freedom and harmony with the Tao
(the way of nature). By learning from their perspective, we prepare the
mind for the practices in Part III. Philosophy will set the stage for action.
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Just as a field is tilled before planting, our minds will be tilled by Taoist
ideas—open and ready to plant the seeds of change through ritual.

Before proceeding, take a moment to consider: What emotional patterns or
triggers have you noticed in your own life? Can you trace them back to
particular past events or influences? Simply acknowledging “yes, this
reaction I often have might be rooted in that past situation” is powerful. It
means you are already starting to separate the past from the present,
seeing them as distinct. Hold that thought, and let’s step into the Taoist
worldview, where we’ll find that such separation—living in the Now—is a
cornerstone of wisdom.

20 of 68



Part II — Taoist Wisdom on Memory and Self

Chapter 3: Living in the Now —
Taoist Perspectives on Memory

Part II — Taoist Wisdom on Memory and Self

Chapter 3: Living in the Now — Taoist Perspectives on
Memory

Imagine living as lightly as a leaf on a stream, moving along with the
current of life, never sticking stubbornly to a rock or snag. This is how the
ancient Taoists envisioned the ideal human life: in flow with the Tao, the
natural course of things, free of unnecessary resistance. Central to this ease
of being is the ability to live in the present moment, which the Taoists
considered the only reality. “The ancient Taoists were convinced that they
had only one life, in the Now, and that everything happened in that Now,”
as one modern interpreter of Taoism puts it thefeel.org. What, then, of the
past and our memories of it? Taoist philosophy does not deny that we have
memories, but it suggests that clinging to them —especially the sorrows
and joys long gone—disturbs our harmony. They saw the past as gone,
except for the ways it survives in the present as rules, habits, and
attachments.

In Taoist thought, time is often considered a human construct or, at least,
something to be viewed fluidly. The Tao Te Ching (the foundational text of
Taoism, traditionally attributed to Lao Tzu) doesn’t speak about memory
directly, but it often encourages a return to simplicity and an uncluttered
mind. One famous concept is “Pu”, the uncarved block, symbolizing a
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mind in its natural, unhewn state, not carved up by concepts, judgments or
lingering preoccupations. A mind that clings to the past is far from pu; it is
heavily carved with personal history. The Taoist way would be to gently
sand away those carvings, returning to a more spontaneous and free state.
This isn’t amnesia—it’s freedom through non-attachment. As the sage
Zhuangzi (Chuang Tzu) taught through his parables, the person who can
“sit and forget” (a practice called Zuowang, or sitting in oblivion) lets go
of distinctions and memories that burden the spirit. Zhuangzi humorously
wrote of a man so engrossed in the Tao that he “lost himself” and even
“lost his memory” of worldly concerns — meaning he achieved a kind of
merging with the present, untroubled by past or future osho.com. This
state, far from being a loss, was seen as a gain of true perspective.

Emotion and Personal History in Taoism: Emotions in Taoism are
viewed somewhat like weather —natural occurrences that pass through if
we do not hold onto them. The Taoist ideal is not to be unemotional, but
rather to experience emotions purely in the moment and then let them go as
the situation changes. The problem with memory is that it causes us to
hold onto emotions beyond their natural time. For instance, grief is a
natural response to loss, but clinging to the memory of loss can prolong
grief indefinitely, long after life has presented new joys. Taoist writings
often emphasize the folly of excessive mourning or worry. There is a story
in Zhuangzi of a man whose wife died; initially he grieved, but later when
a friend came, he found the widower singing and drumming on a bowl.
The friend was shocked, but the widower explained that at first he was sad,
then he realized his wife had merely changed form in the natural cycle of
Tao, so he let go of his grief. This tale illustrates the Taoist belief in
accepting change and not getting fixated on what is gone.

Taoists also recognized that society’s rules and narratives heavily shape
our minds. In the Now of any civilization, there are norms—*“rules of the
game,” so to speak —that come from past human agreements (culture,
tradition). These collectively form a kind of matrix for thought and
behavior. “History has brought us all the rules and regulations; the past is
gone, but the rules stayed,” as a commentary on Taoist thought notes
thefeel.org. The Taoists lived within society, but sought inner freedom
within it. They aimed to avoid being confined by the dead weight of
custom or past precedent. In our context, one’s personal history can be

seen as a microcosm of this concept: your personal past sets certain rules
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in your mind (e.g., “never trust strangers” because once a stranger hurt
you, or “I must be perfect” because you were only praised when you
succeeded as a child). These are like laws you carry into the present from
the past. Taoist wisdom would say: be very careful with these internalized
rules. They are often the cause of inner bondage. To be free, one must
examine which rules are truly in harmony with the Tao (the natural way)
and which are simply leftover imprints of past conditioning that no longer
serve.

A crucial Taoist practice is Wu Wei, often translated as “non-action” or
more accurately “effortless action.” It doesn’t mean doing nothing; it
means acting in accordance with the flow of nature without forcing. How
does this relate to memory and emotional triggers? When we are triggered
by a past memory, our reactions are often forced or reflexive—we tense up,
lash out, or withdraw because we are fighting ghosts. That is the opposite
of wu wei, which would be to respond only to what is actually present,
with calm and appropriateness. Achieving wu wei in emotional life means
we are no longer yanked out of the moment by old patterns; we have the
clarity to see each situation fresh.

Tolerance and Empty Space: Another Taoist idea, mentioned in later
interpretations, is that “your freedom stops where another’s freedom
starts” thefeel.org. This principle of tolerance means not imposing on
others, but it also subtly implies not imposing the past on the present—
because doing so is a kind of violation of reality’s freedom. If I treat a new
friend with suspicion because an old friend betrayed me, I am imposing
my past (and indeed someone else’s actions) onto this new person’s
freedom to be who they are. The Taoist sage tries to see things as they are,
not through the lens of prejudices or past experiences. This requires
cultivating an empty space within, often achieved through meditation,
where one can observe thoughts and feelings without immediately
identifying with them. In that emptiness, one can distinguish: “Ah, this
anger [ feel is actually not because of what’s happening now, but because it
echoes something before.” Recognizing that, one can refrain from acting
on it and let it pass.

Lao Tzu famously said: “The sage dwells in the realm of no action (wu
wei) and teaches without words. The myriad creatures arise and she does
not turn away from them. She produces but does not possess. Acts but does
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not expect. When her work is done, she forgets it. That is why it lasts
forever.” In this often-quoted passage, we see the theme of forgetting in a
positive light. The sage forgets her accomplishments — meaning she
doesn’t dwell on them or claim them — and thus stays humble and in tune
with the ongoing flow of life. Extrapolating from this, one could say the
sage also forgets insults, forgets troubles, forgets anything that would
anchor her ego in rigid stances. This is not literal forgetfulness, but a
cultivated lightness of memory. She remembers in a factual way if needed,
but without clinging emotionally.

Cleaning the Heart-Mind: In Taoist inner alchemy (a tradition of
practices aimed at spiritual development and longevity), there is an
emphasis on transforming emotional energies. Taoist meditation often
involves observing the heart (Xin, which means heart-mind) and allowing
disturbances to settle. A metaphor used in both Taoism and Buddhism is
that the mind is like a glass of muddy water; if you keep it still, eventually
the silt falls to the bottom and the water clears. Similarly, if we can still
our minds (by not constantly ruminating on the past or getting agitated),
the natural clarity and peace of the mind will reveal itself.

One practice from later Taoist and Chinese Buddhist syncretism is inner
smile meditation: smiling inwardly to each of your organs and letting go
of negative emotions stored there. This is based on the Traditional Chinese
Medicine view that different emotions affect different organs (anger in the
liver, fear in the kidneys, grief in the lungs, etc.). By visualizing releasing
resentment, fear, or sadness from these organs and replacing it with a
gentle smile energy, practitioners report feeling emotionally cleansed.
Whether or not one subscribes to the literal organ-emotion mapping, the
underlying idea is that consciously directing positive, releasing intention
inward can disperse emotional residues. This aligns well with our theme
of neutralizing emotional memories —by intentionally fostering
forgiveness, acceptance, and gratitude in meditation, one counteracts the
bitterness or fear tied to past events.

Memory as Narrative: It might be useful to note that Taoism, unlike say
Confucianism, doesn’t glorify historical memory or ancestral precedent.
Confucians would say we must remember and honor the past (ancestors,
traditions) to live properly; Taoists were more iconoclastic, often
suggesting that too much adherence to the old or to ritual for its own sake
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leads to staleness and hypocrisy. In Taoism there’s a playful irreverence for
established narratives. For instance, Taoist texts often parody Confucian
rites or poke fun at those who dwell on ancient teachings without personal
understanding. In one sense, Taoists advocated a kind of psychological
flexibility that is very modern in spirit: don’t be trapped by the story
you’ve been told or even the story you tell yourself. Be willing to forget
the story so you can experience truth directly.

When applied to personal healing, this suggests we might need to loosen
the grip of our personal story. If I have labeled myself “a victim of X
event” for many years, Taoist wisdom might ask: who are you without that
label, in this very moment? If you stop narrating that story internally, even
for a few minutes, what remains? Likely, what remains is simply being.
The more we can return to being as opposed to constantly storytelling in
our heads, the more the past’s hold diminishes.

Total Freedom Within the System: Earlier we mentioned the Taoist quest
for freedom within the system. A passage from a contemporary
commentary encapsulates this: “Taoists also had to deal with rules and
habits of their social and cultural Now, so they strived for total freedom
within the system. A difficult task... the most important rule of the game is
tolerance” thefeel.org. We interpret this in our context as follows: Each of
us lives within certain systems — family systems, work systems, societal
systems, and indeed the “system” of our own habitual mind. Total freedom
doesn’t mean anarchy or acting without regard for others; it means
internally not being bound by these systems to the point of losing oneself.
In emotional terms, you achieve freedom when your moods and reactions
are no longer dictated by external events or old internal patterns, but by a
deeper equilibrium. Taoism often compares the enlightened state to that of
a child or an uncarved block — not in the sense of ignorance, but in being
unimprinted by complexities that are not innate. After all, a newborn has
no past to regret or yearn for; it cries when hungry and then it’s done, it
doesn’t brood. Of course, we cannot be babies again intellectually, but
spiritually we can aim for a state of simplicity where we experience life
directly, rather than through the filter of accumulated wounding.

To sum up this chapter: Taoist philosophy provides a refreshing lens on our
relationship with memory and emotion. It invites us to live in the present,
to let go of what has passed, and to beware the ways in which clinging to
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memory — whether out of attachment or aversion—impedes our harmony
with the flow of life. The Taoist sage aspires to a mind that is clear like a
mirror: it reflects what is happening in the moment perfectly and lets it go
as soon as it’s gone, not holding onto images of the past.

For someone struggling with painful memories, these ideas may sound
idealistic. “How can I simply let go? It’s not so easy,” one might say. And
that is true—it is not easy, which is why the Taoists devised practical
disciplines to gradually cultivate this ability. They knew that
understanding a principle is just the first step; one must then practice to
embody it. This is where rituals and meditative practices come in. A
ritual, from the Taoist viewpoint, is not an empty ceremony but a concrete
way to align the mind and body with a desired inner state. In Part III, we
will move from theory to practice, describing the three-stage cleansing
process that this book advocates.

The connection between Part II and Part III is this: having absorbed the
Taoist attitude of non-attachment and presence, you are now encouraged to
apply it to your own past in a methodical way. The upcoming chapters will
guide you to confront your conditioned mind (the accumulated past
influences), perform a release ritual (to enact the letting go), and develop
a new mode of living that keeps you in the present (sustaining the
benefits). Each of these stages is imbued with Taoist spirit—respect for
nature’s rhythms, trust in your intuitive wisdom, and a gentle non-forcing
approach. We will not be “fighting” our memories or forcing ourselves to
forget—that would be counter to wu wei. Instead, we will work with our
mind’s natural processes to loosen knots and rinse away residue, much as
a mountain stream gradually wears smooth the rough stones within it.

As Lao Tzu famously said, “When I let go of what I am, I become what 1
might be.” Likewise, when you let go of what your past has defined for
you—when you release that grip—you become free to be who you truly
are now. And who you are now is always new, always changing, like the
Tao itself.
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CHAPTER 4:
THE AUTHENTIC SELF -
RECLAIMING SELFNESS

Chapter 4: The Authentic Self — Reclaiming Selfness

Who are you, really, beneath the stories and the scars? This question
resonates at the core of many spiritual traditions, and Taoism is no
exception. The term “Selfness” might sound unusual, but it encapsulates
the idea of one’s original self — a self not fragmented or distorted by
external conditioning. In the context of our journey, reclaiming selfness
means rediscovering the you that is not defined by your traumas or your
roles or the expectations of others, but by your fundamental being. It is an
authentic self that perhaps has been obscured by layers of life experience,
much like a clear sky can be obscured by clouds. Remove the clouds (in
this case, the accumulated emotional baggage and false beliefs), and the
sky was there all along. It doesn’t need to be built or added to; it only
needs to be revealed.

Taoist philosophy has a deep trust in the natural, uncorrupted self. Unlike
philosophies that say humans are born flawed or sinful and need fixing,
Taoism generally holds that we are born in a state of harmony (with the
Tao), and it’s primarily the influence of societal conditioning (ambition,
competition, artificial values) that leads us away from that harmony. Lao
Tzu extols the image of a newborn or an infant several times in the Tao Te
Ching, noting how the baby is strong in its softness, can cry all day
without becoming hoarse (i.e., has abundant life force), and is free of the
burdens that weigh on adults. The goal is not to remain literally childlike,
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but to recapture the spontaneity and purity of that early state even as
one gains the wisdom of maturity. In other words, become wise but also
retain (or regain) the inner freedom of a child unchained by regrets and

anxieties.

The Warrior’s Journey: The material we encountered from TheF'eel blog
speaks of “the Warrior’s journey — a challenging real life spiritual game
thefeel.org. The term ‘warrior’ here is used metaphorically; it does not
refer to physical combat, but to an inner combat against ignorance, inertia,
and imposed limitations. Taoist literature sometimes adopts the language
of warfare or adventure (borrowed from the context of martial arts or
heroic sagas) to describe the inner fight for liberation. A warrior in this
sense is someone who is courageous and disciplined in seeking truth and
freedom for the self. In our context, you are the warrior, and the foes you
face are not external enemies but the internal forces of emotional
conditioning.

One of the mantras given is: “Own choice is worth thinking! But what is
still your own choice, and what level of freedom of thinking is permitted?”
thefeel.org This rhetorical question suggests that many of our so-called
choices are not truly ours; they are heavily influenced by our past
programming —be it familial, cultural, or experiential. Part of reclaiming
selfness is to take back your freedom of thought and feeling from those
unchosen influences. Ask yourself: Do I react with anger here because |
choose to, or because I was conditioned (by past hurt) to do so? Am I
pursuing this goal because it genuinely fulfills me, or because society or
my parents taught me it was valuable? Such self-inquiry is the beginning
of the warrior’s challenge: to discern the self from the not-self that has
attached to you.

It’s acknowledged that “personal freedom turns out to be a subtle and
fragile concept”, and that “playing games with others’ Self... is not only
risky, but also a very unethical hobby” thefeel.org. This points to the
importance of respecting one’s own and others’ individuality. In life,
people sometimes manipulate or coerce each other (knowingly or not),
which can lead one to lose touch with their own selfness. The Taoist
warrior’s aim 1s to remain rooted in their own truth while also recognizing
that same right in others. Indeed, the blog emphasizes that being honest
with yourself about whether your inner peace or freedom is taken away by
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others is crucial thefeel.org. Many of us sacrifice bits of our selfness to
keep peace or meet expectations, which can accumulate as inner
resentment or a sense of emptiness.

Becoming Whole by Releasing the Past: A powerful line from the blog
states, “Becoming free of your past is becoming free of your conditioning.”
thefeel.org This succinctly ties together what we’ve discussed: the past
(especially the painful past) conditions us by creating triggers and negative
beliefs, and freeing ourselves from those effects is tantamount to
liberation. The authentic self, in Taoist view, is unconditioned. In practice,
of course, no adult is completely unconditioned —we are all shaped by life
—but the idea is to peel back the unhealthy layers of conditioning.

One way Taoist teachings suggest doing this is through conscious
awareness and non-judgment. There’s a Taoist-inspired saying: “If you
want to shrink something, you must first allow it to expand. If you want to
get rid of something, you must first allow it to flourish.” Applied to
emotions, it implies that to diminish the hold of a painful emotion, you
might first need to allow it space to be felt or expressed fully (expand)
rather than suppressing it. This is remarkably similar to modern therapeutic
ideas of facing and expressing trauma in order to heal. The ritual we will
explore soon—the writing and burning—is very much about giving full
expression to the pain (letting it expand onto paper) and then releasing it
(getting rid of it via fire). It’s fascinating to see such alignment between
ancient wisdom and modern psychology.

Dormant Strength (Tao) Within: The blog’s Part Two excerpt
mentioned, “It is the dormant strength (Tao) which lives within you...
always willing to support you in creating a higher level of existence.”
thefeel.org. This is a beautiful concept: within each person lies the Tao
itself, a wellspring of strength and insight that often lies dormant because
our surface mind is too noisy or clouded. If we clear away the clutter, that
inner strength naturally emerges to guide us. Many who have gone through
profound healing experiences report a sense that they discovered a core
self or inner wisdom that was there all along, helping them. In secular
terms, we might call it intuition or the wise mind. Taoists might call it the
voice of the Tao or the original spirit. Reclaiming selfness is about trusting
and reconnecting with that inner guide.
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To “hear the silent force of your inner inspiration,” as the text says, “there
is a lot of necessary work to do”, including giving up conditioning
thefeel.org. This “work” is exactly what our Part III covers: the cleansing
and re-centering practices that allow that inner voice to be heard loud and
clear. Taoism doesn’t promise that returning to selfness is effortless; it
requires sincerity and often courage, especially the courage to face oneself
honestly.

Emotional Rubbish and the Warrior’s Discrimination: We previously
quoted the notion of “emotional rubbish” thefeel.org. Let’s delve a bit
deeper. The passage in the blog explains that emotional rubbish consists of
“pain that has long since passed and is no longer useful.. precautions that
were important in the past but serve no purpose in the present.”
thefeel.org. This is a spot-on description of the bulk of emotional triggers.
They were precautions —defensive emotional responses —that were
relevant at the time of hurt (to protect us from further harm) but now are
maladaptive. The warrior (meaning the conscious, determined individual
on a path of growth) learns to separate the useful from the unnecessary
in their memory. For example, the useful thing to carry from a past
betrayal might be a learned ability to discern genuine trustworthiness in
people; the unnecessary part would be the blanket distrust or bitterness
toward everyone. The warrior keeps the lesson (perhaps with some healthy
boundaries or wisdom) but throws out the lingering anger or self-pity.

The blog presents a dialogue: A companion says, “But that’s part of my
history. Why should I eliminate feelings that marked my very existence?”
The warrior smiles...but he does not try to feel things that he no longer
feels. He is changing, and he wants his feelings to keep pace with him.
thefeel.org. This is a profound point. Many people cling to old emotions
because they feel those emotions are who they are (“part of my history/
identity”’). There can even be guilt in letting go, as if releasing anger at
someone who hurt you means it wasn’t a big deal, or letting go of grief
means you didn’t love the person. But the warrior realizes that holding
onto an emotion beyond its natural time does not actually honor the past—
it only impedes one’s own growth. It’s not that the warrior deliberately
forgets or denies the past; he simply stops trying to summon emotions
that naturally want to fade. He respects the cycle of change in himself. A
hurt from ten years ago perhaps genuinely doesn’t sting as it once did,

unless we reignite it by ruminating. The warrior allows that healing to
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happen. He doesn’t declare, “I must stay angry forever because it’s part of
my story.” Instead, he permits himself to evolve.

This attitude is key to ritual cleansing. When you decide to burn the
written recounting of an old wound, you are essentially saying: “I
acknowledge this happened and how it made me feel, but I now let the
feeling go. It doesn’t need to define me or my story going forward.” It is an
act of self-permission to be done with it. Sometimes people fear: if I let go
of my past pain, who will I be? The answer is: you will be yourself, only
lighter. You do not lose the memory or the lessons; you lose the heaviness,
which was never meant to be carried so far. In Taoist metaphor, you return
to being like water—carrying things lightly and moving freely around
obstacles.

Own Choice and Self-Responsibility: Taking back one’s selfness also
means accepting responsibility for one’s own life going forward. When we
are entrenched in past traumas, it’s easy to blame those past events or
people for all our current problems. And indeed, they may have caused real
damage. However, at some point in healing, there’s a shift where one says,
“No matter what happened, it’s my life now. I get to choose how I live it
henceforth.” This is not to excuse what happened, but to prevent the
perpetrators or circumstances of the past from continuing to rule over you
by proxy. That is true freedom. The blog quotes Lao Tzu: “The Sage lives
without resistance, and so nobody can resist him.” thefeel.org. This
puzzling line suggests that when you stop fighting reality (which includes
the reality of what has happened and what is happening), you become
invincible in a sense, because there’s nothing for others or fate to latch
onto to hurt you. If you fully accept your past and have released its trauma,
then even if someone tries to use it against you or life reminds you of it,
you remain centered — because you have neutralized it internally. There’s
no resistance, no festering wound to poke at.

The opposite, as described, is many of us do not truly perceive the present
because “we judge...we constantly say: that is good and that is wrong...
All opinions can be brought back to convictions and...ignorance...
Becoming free of your past is becoming free of your conditioning.”
thefeel.org. This highlights that our prejudices and preconceptions (often
products of past conditioning) cloud our perception. When we drop them,
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we see more clearly, without immediately classifying everything through
the old lens.

Preparing for the Cleansing Ritual: At the end of Part II content, the
blog segues into “Taoist rituals for self-management, cleaning and
health”, describing the inner stranger (our deeper self) and how manners
and repression can distort our feelings thefeel.org thefeel.org. It criticizes
how we often suppress desires and emotions to fit norms (politeness,
duty), comparing it to using hot water to keep a kettle from boiling — an
ultimately futile approach; instead, one should remove the fire (address
the root cause) thefeel.org. For our purposes, this is a caution: simply
suppressing emotional triggers or “managing” them superficially isn’t
enough. We must go to the root (the memory, the belief) and neutralize the
fire fueling the reaction. Otherwise, pressure just builds internally.

The text then introduces “An ancient path to Self management” — an
intuitive writing method using fire thefeel.org. This is exactly the ritual we
will detail. The promise is that it “improves your feeling of self-respect and
self-control, since you are doing it all by yourself and for yourself”
thefeel.org. This is worth noting: part of the empowerment is that you are
the agent of your own cleansing. You’re not relying on someone else to fix
you; you are taking active, ritualized steps to heal yourself. That builds
self-respect. You demonstrate to yourself that your well-being is worth
taking the time and care, and that you are capable of affecting your own
inner state.

There’s also mention of the immune system benefiting when “your body
is only occupied by yourself” and “every cell becomes present and enjoys
itself” thefeel.org. This poetic language aligns with scientific findings that
reducing stress and resolving emotional conflicts can indeed boost immune
functioning cambridge.org cambridge.org. The idea is that when you evict
the “foreign” occupants of your psyche (the lingering past pains and
influences of others), you reclaim your body-mind as wholly your own.
This increases the harmony within, which is reflected in physical health.
It’s the embodiment of the phrase “feeling comfortable in your own skin.”
Truly being in yourself —without inner division or intrusion—leads to
physiological benefits, as modern psychoimmunology corroborates.
Writing about traumatic experiences, for instance, has been shown to
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strengthen immune response and improve health outcomes cambridge.org
cambridge.org. The Taoists intuited this mind-body link ages ago.

Now, having delved into the meaning of selfness and Taoist attitudes
toward freeing the self, we stand at the threshold of action. You have an
intellectual and philosophical grounding: you know that letting go of past
emotional charges is both wise and possible; you know that within you is a
stronger, calmer self that can be awakened; and you appreciate that doing
so is a gift not only to yourself but to those around you, as you’ll become
more present and compassionate when not imprisoned by your past.

In Part III, we will walk step by step through the practices that
operationalize these ideas. Think of Part II’s content as the sharpening of
an axe and setting of a direction. Now in Part III, you will swing that axe
(gently and metaphorically!) to cut through the ties binding you to old
emotional pain. Each chapter of Part III corresponds to a stage in the
journey from trigger-laden to trigger-free (or at least trigger-mitigated)
living, aligned with what we introduced: Stage One (self-examination),
Stage Two (ritual release), Stage Three (integration of a new state). Move
through them at your own pace —there is no rush in a genuine personal
transformation. Some stages might stir up feelings that need time to settle.
That is fine; recall the Taoist patience of letting muddy water clear.

By embracing the warrior spirit — determined yet patient, courageous yet
humble — you are ready to reclaim your selfness. The path forward is lit by
both ancient wisdom and modern understanding, an auspicious
combination. Let’s proceed to Part III and take the practical steps toward
emotional neutralization of memory. The destination is a mind as clear
and open as the sky, and a heart that can hold all of life’s memories
without being weighed down.
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Chapter 5: Stage One - Confronting the Roots of Reactivity

Part III — Restructuring the Emotional Mind: Taoist
Cleansing in Practice

Chapter 5: Stage One — Confronting the Roots of Reactivity

A wise gardener, before planting anew, will first turn the soil and pull out
the weeds. Stage One of our Taoist approach to neutralizing emotional
memories is much like this preparatory gardening: it involves confronting
the roots of your emotional reactivity, identifying what needs to be gently
uprooted. In practical terms, this stage is about self-examination and
reflection. You will take stock of the emotional triggers and conditioned
patterns that operate in your life, tracing them back to their sources in your
past experiences or upbringing. The tone of this work should be
compassionate and honest—like a good detective investigating clues, not a
judge passing harsh verdicts. Remember, the goal is not to wallow in the
past or assign blame; it is to understand the link between past and present
so that you can break it where necessary.

Creating a Safe Space for Reflection: To begin, it is important to have a
safe mental and physical space for this introspection. Since some of the
memories you will probe may be painful or long-buried, choose a time and
place where you feel calm, unpressured, and secure. You might light a
candle or incense, play soft instrumental music, or sit in a place that has
personal significance. These small rituals of creating safety echo Taoist
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practices of setting sacred space—when Taoist adepts performed internal
alchemy meditations, they often did so at night in quietude or in nature,
symbolically being “in the womb of the world” to rebirth themselves. You
can do similarly in your own way. Have a journal or notebook at hand, as
writing will be a key tool from this stage onward.

Identifying Emotional Triggers: Start by listing situations that reliably
trigger strong negative emotions in you. Be specific. For example: “When
I perceive criticism from a colleague, I feel angry and ashamed.” Or,
“When I am alone on a weekend, I often feel an overwhelming sadness.”
Or, “Hearing my partner raise their voice makes me anxious and
defensive.” These are just examples; your triggers might involve certain
people, places, or even internal states (like feeling out of control). Write
them down without judgment. Think of it as mapping your inner emotional
landscape. The peaks (intense reactions) are what we’re noting on the map.

Next to each trigger, note what emotion it brings up (anger, fear, sadness,
etc.), and try to recall the physical sensations as well (tight throat, racing
heart, stomach knot, etc.). This helps reinforce awareness of the mind-
body connection in these reactions. Sometimes writing these out already
creates a slight detachment— you might realize, “Yes, whenever X happens
I feel Y; it’s almost mechanical.” That recognition is powerful because it
means it’s not truly a choice you’re making; it’s a reaction. And what is
mechanical can eventually be changed or deconditioned.

Tracing the Roots: Now for each trigger, ask yourself: When have 1 felt
something similar before? Is there an earlier memory —especially a
formative one—where that same emotion was very strong? Often, you will
find a link. Using the examples above: the colleague’s criticism anger-
shame might trace back to childhood when a parent or teacher was very
critical, and you felt powerless and humiliated. The loneliness on
weekends might trace to teenage years of feeling left out socially or to a
loss of someone that left emptiness. The raised voice anxiety might go
back to a household with frequent angry shouting in your youth, making
you fear conflict. List any memories that surface associated with each
trigger. Don’t force it; if nothing comes immediately, leave space for your
mind to continue working in the background. Sometimes connections
appear after a day or two of contemplation or even in dreams.
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This process is essentially connecting present triggers to past
conditioning. You are making explicit the implicit associations your mind
holds. In Taoist terminology, you are looking into your “roots.” The blog
called this “cleaning our roots”, which starts with seeing the roots clearly
thefeel.org. A root might be a particular incident (e.g., a car accident
leading to a lifelong fear of driving on highways) or a general pattern (e.g.,
consistently being ignored as a child leading to intense reactions when you
feel not heard as an adult). Write down whatever arises: “I think this
feeling may come from [past event] when I felt [emotion].”

Be prepared for some emotions to be stirred in this reflection. That is
normal. If you find yourself getting very upset, pause, take a breath. You
can place a hand on your heart, remind yourself you are safe now, and
even step away from writing for a moment to ground yourself (feel your
feet, look around the room, maybe sip warm tea). The objective here is not
to overwhelm or retraumatize you, but to coax hidden splinters to the
surface where they can be removed. Go at a pace that is gentle enough for
you.

The Role of External Influences: Besides specific events, consider also
the role of people and relationships in shaping your emotional patterns. We
mentioned how being caught in others’ “games” and manipulations can
steal your selfness thefeel.org thefeel.org. Reflect: did you have significant
figures (parents, relatives, close friends, early romantic partners) whose
treatment of you left deep emotional imprints? For example, a very
controlling parent might have planted triggers around issues of control and
autonomy; a betrayal by a friend might have seeded trust issues.
Understanding who contributed to certain emotional schemas can be
helpful. Not to hold onto blame, but to contextualize, e.g., “I learned to
expect abandonment because Person X in my life frequently abandoned
me when I needed them.” When you articulate that, you also open the door
to telling yourself: That was them, then. Not everyone will do the same.
This distinction is something we often intellectually know but haven’t
emotionally accepted. Writing it out bridges that gap.

On the flip side, recall inborn or positive influences too. Perhaps you have
innate sensitivities (some people are by temperament more reactive or
empathetic). It’s good to know these, since the aim is not to change your
core personality — only to clear what’s unnatural or burdensome. If you
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identify, for example, “I’m a highly sensitive person, which is why harsh
tones affect me strongly,” that’s fine. The goal isn’t to become a stoic stone
if that’s not your nature; it’s to remove the excess suffering. You might still
be sensitive after this work, but it will manifest as gentle awareness rather
than debilitating pain.

Journaling Your Story: To truly confront your roots, it can help to narrate
your life story with an eye for emotional ups and downs. Consider writing
a short narrative of key chapters of your life, noting significant emotional
events. As you do this, pay attention to what feelings each chapter stirs.
You may notice patterns: “In my early childhood section, I see themes of
feeling unsafe or unwanted. In my adolescence section, themes of proving
myself or feeling inadequate.” These thematic patterns often correspond to
the “rules” or beliefs you adopted (e.g., “I must please others to avoid
rejection” or “Showing emotion is dangerous”). Jot down any life lessons
you seem to have internalized, for better or worse.

One technique from psychology that matches well here is the “matrix” of
beliefs: draw a table of some core areas like Trust, Love, Self-worth,
Safety, Control. For each, write what your implicit belief seems to be (e.g.,
Trust: “People inevitably betray you,” Love: “I am only loved when I
achieve,” Self-worth: “I’m not good enough,” Safety: “The world is
dangerous,” Control: “I must stay in control to survive.”). These are just
examples; find yours. Almost always, these beliefs have roots in
experiences. Acknowledge those experiences next to the belief (“not good
enough because father always criticized; world dangerous because of
childhood accident”, etc.). This helps target exactly what narratives you
might aim to release or revise. In Taoist terms, these are aspects of
conditioned mind we want to cleanse.

Acceptance and Resolve: As you identify triggers and roots, it’s normal to
feel a range of emotions—sadness, anger, relief at understanding, even
skepticism (e.g., “Will addressing this actually help?”). Try to practice a
Taoist stance of observing these reactions without getting swept away. If
you feel sad realizing how much a younger you went through, extend
compassion to that memory. If you feel angry at someone from your past,
recognize that anger and perhaps resolve that you will address it in the
ritual to come. Importantly, adopt a mindset of acceptance: what
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happened, happened. You cannot change the events of the past. But you
can change how you carry them.

The warrior’s journey often begins with this sober acceptance: surveying
the battlefield of the past, taking stock of wounds and losses, but not being
deterred. In fact, often a kind of determination arises— “This has affected
me long enough; it’s time to reclaim myself.” You might even say this
aloud or write it as an affirmation. A warrior going into battle traditionally
might state their intent or prayer. In our inner battle, you could write a
simple statement of intent: “I intend to release the emotional burdens of
my past and restore my inner freedom.” Such a declaration sets your focus
and can be revisited whenever doubts creep in.

Exercise — Dialogue with the Past: Here is a short exercise to conclude
Stage One, if you wish. Write a letter addressed to your younger self at the
time of a particular hurt or to the person/situation that caused it. For
instance, “Dear 10-year-old me, I see how afraid you were when... I want
you to know it wasn’t your fault and you are safe now,” or “Dear [Person
who hurt me], what you did caused me deep pain. I have carried this for
years: [describe feelings]. I am now working to let this go. I may never
forget what happened, but I will no longer let it control my life. I release
this burden back to where it belongs.” This letter can be very cathartic. It’s
like exhuming the emotions in a controlled way. You do not have to share
it with anyone. It’s for you. You might keep it for the Stage Two ritual
(many choose to burn such letters as part of the release).

By the end of Stage One, you should have a clearer “map” of your
emotional reactivity: the triggers (present) and their roots (past), along
with a sense of what beliefs or unresolved feelings anchor them. You have,
figuratively, dug around the roots and exposed them to the light. This in
itself begins weakening their hold —awareness is a solvent for ignorance.

It’s fitting to mention that many feel a mix of exhaustion and hope after
this deep introspection. If you feel tired, that’s okay; you’ve done heavy
lifting. Take a rest; treat yourself gently. If you feel a glimmer of hope,
hold onto it: you’ve illuminated the targets for your cleansing ritual. In the
next chapter, we will use the powerful tools of symbolic ritual to help you
further loosen and remove those unwanted roots from your inner garden.
You might imagine already the relief of traveling lighter, without those
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entanglements. It is not a distant fantasy —it’s a realistic outcome that
many who have done such processes attest to.

Proceed to Stage Two when you feel ready, even if that’s a day or two after
doing this reflection. There’s no rush; let your intuition guide the timing.
The upcoming ritual will be most effective when you approach it with full
presence and sincerity, which Stage One’s work naturally cultivates. With
clarity on what you’re addressing, you are poised to perform an “ancient
Taoist cleansing ritual, releasing the past with fire”, as it’s been called
thefeel.org. This will be the dramatic heart of your journey — a turning
point where intention meets action in a ceremonial way.
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Chapter 6: Stage Two — The Fire Ritual of Release

At the heart of many cultures and spiritual traditions lies the recognition
that symbolic acts can have profound psychological impact. Stage Two of
our process is a ritual of release using the element of fire — a ritual
inspired by Taoist cleansing practices and echoed in many healing
traditions worldwide. Fire has long been a symbol of transformation: it can
destroy, yes, but in doing so it also purifies and clears the way for new
growth (think of how forest fires, though destructive, replenish soil and
spur fresh life). In our context, fire will serve as the agent that consumes
the physical representation of our painful memories and emotional
burdens, freeing us from their grasp.

This ritual is deeply personal and philosophical in nature. It is not a magic
trick or supernatural promise; rather, its power comes from the meaning
you invest in it. As you perform it, you are sending a clear message to your
own psyche: “I am letting this go now.” Such a message, when delivered
in a dramatic, tangible way, can penetrate deeper than a thousand
intellectual realizations. It engages the unconscious mind, where so many
of our emotional learnings reside, in its own language of image and action.

Preparation — Gathering What Must Be Released: Using the work you
did in Stage One, you will now gather together the “fuel” for the fire ritual.
This fuel is not wood or coal, but the written words that capture your
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pain, anger, sorrow, and any other emotions attached to the memories you
intend to neutralize. Writing is crucial here. As one Taoist-inspired source
noted, “you formulate your deepest emotions into words and write them
down on paper” thefeel.org as part of this method. Why writing? Because
writing forces you to concretize the nebulous clouds of feeling into
something defined and external. It’s a way to externalize the inner turmoil.
Psychologically, this is akin to pulling a thorn from your skin and holding
it out in your hand — you can deal with it better out there than when it’s
lodged painfully inside.

So, take your journal or several loose sheets of paper. Find a quiet time
when you won’t be interrupted (doing this at night by candlelight can add
to the solemn atmosphere, but choose any time you feel emotionally
ready). Begin writing about each significant memory or theme you
uncovered that you wish to release. Write in an uninhibited, unfiltered
way. You are not writing literature, nor worrying about anyone reading it —
you will be destroying these pages after all. Let it all out: the hurt, the rage,
the confusion, the regret, the wish that things had been different, the
apology you never got (or that you never gave), the things left unsaid — say
them on paper. If tears come, let them drop on the page; if your
handwriting turns angry and slanted, that’s fine. This is often called
expressive writing or cathartic writing, and research shows it has
immense therapeutic benefits hbr.orgcambridge.org. Here, beyond just
therapy, it’s part of a sacred ritual container you are creating.

You may choose to address your writing directly to certain people (“Mom,
you hurt me when you...” or “Dear self, ’'m sorry I...” or “To whom it
may concern: I hereby release...”). Or you might just write free-form
narratives of what happened and how you felt. Do what feels natural.
What’s important is authenticity and emotional truth. Hold nothing back;
remember, these pages will not be kept. This knowledge can be freeing —
you can express things you might never tell a soul. That honesty is what
allows the emotion to truly surface and be released.

Write until you feel there’s nothing substantial left to write, or until you
feel naturally that “that’s enough.” Some might produce a few pages,
others dozens. Again, quality of emotional expression is key, not volume.
Once done, if you have multiple pages and topics, you may optionally sort
them into piles or envelopes corresponding to different themes or
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individuals —whatever makes sense. For instance, you might have a letter
to your younger self forgiving them, a letter to someone who harmed you
expressing anger, a narrative of a traumatic event releasing it, etc. This
organization isn’t necessary, but some like to ritually burn things one by
one per topic.

Creating a Ritual Setting: Now it’s time to literally set the stage for the
fire ritual. Safety first: Choose a location and method for burning that is
safe and legal. Outdoors in a fire pit, metal bowl, or barbecue grill is ideal.
If indoors, use a fireplace or a large metal pot and have water/extinguisher
handy. The last thing we want is an actual uncontrolled fire! Ensure no
wind could scatter embers unsafely if outside. Many people find
performing this ritual outdoors under the sky (by day for a sunlit effect or
by night under stars) adds to the sense of communion with nature’s
elements.

Consider your attire and any symbolic items. Some wear white or another
color that to them symbolizes purification or new beginnings; others
simply something comfortable. You might bring photos (to represent the
people or yourself at certain ages) to have with you, or objects that connect
to the memories (and perhaps plan to burn those too if appropriate and safe
—e.g., old letters, etc.). If you have incense, candles, or anything that to
you creates a sacred space, feel free to incorporate them. The Taoist
tradition often uses incense and simple altar arrangements (like a bowl of
water and a candle representing yin and yang, perhaps) to mark a ritual
space. Do as much or as little as resonates with you. The essence is your
intention.

When ready, light a fire. As you gaze into the flame, take a few deep
breaths. Center yourself. Feel the weight of what you are about to release —
you have carried it a long time; acknowledge that. You might say a short
invocation or prayer according to your beliefs, or simply speak your
intention out loud: “I am here to release my past burdens. May this fire
transform my pain and set me free.” Speaking intentions audibly can
reinforce commitment; in Taoist and other ceremonies, chanting or
verbalizing is common to engage both the conscious and unconscious
mind through sound and vibration.
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The Act of Burning — Symbolism and Mindset: Now, take your first
paper or set of writings. You might skim it to recall exactly what emotion
you poured in (some prefer not to re-read every detail and just remember
broadly; others read it once fully to honor it). Then, when you feel ready,
feed the paper to the flames. As you do this, consciously visualize that
what is written is being energetically released. The smoke rising — see in it
the grievances, hurt, anger dissipating into the sky. The crackling paper —
hear in it the hold of the memory breaking apart. Some people like to
speak specific words at the moment of burning, for example: “I release
this.”, “Gone.”, “Never again.” , or even a forgiving or empowering
statement like “I forgive you and let this go,” or “I reclaim my power from
this memory.” Choose words that feel right. They can be solemn, or they
can be strong and even defiant if that matches the emotion (e.g., “You have
no power over me anymore!” directed at the symbolic memory).

One by one, burn each page or bundle. Take your time with each. Witness
it fully. It’s normal to feel a swell of emotion as you burn — you might cry,
you might feel anger surge and then lighten, you might feel a mix of
sadness and relief. Let yourself feel whatever comes. If at any point, an
overwhelming emotion hits, pause and breathe. You are in control here; the
ritual can be as slow as needed. Fire rituals can sometimes evoke
surprising feelings —like a sudden compassion for someone who hurt you,
or a deep grief you hadn’t fully accessed before, or a sense of finality that
is both sorrowful and liberating. All of that is part of the cleansing.

As you burn the last of your pages, you may choose to say a final closing
statement. Something like, “It is done. The past is ash; I am free.” Or in
Taoist flavor, “I return these memories to the flow of Tao, and I stay here
in the Now.” Use whatever resonates.

After the Fire — Thanking and Clearing: When the burning is complete,
allow the fire to safely die down. As the flames subside to embers, you
might, if it suits you, offer a moment of gratitude. Gratitude might seem
odd in this context, but you can give thanks to yourself for having the
courage to do this, to the elements (fire, air, etc.) for witnessing, or even to
the lessons learned from those painful experiences (as you now let the pain
part go). For instance, “Thank you, fire, for transforming my pain. Thank
you, past, for the lessons—now I leave you behind.”
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Once the ashes are cool, you have a couple of options. Some choose to
scatter the ashes in a meaningful place (letting the wind take them, or into
running water) as a final act of dispersal. Others bury them, symbolically
putting the past to rest. Or you can simply dispose of them. Do what gives
you a sense of closure.

Now, notice within yourself: what do you feel immediately after the ritual?
Some describe a lightness, as if a weight literally lifted off their shoulders.
Others might feel calm, or emotionally drained (like after a deep cry,
which often is accompanied by relief). Sometimes people report an
unexpected sense of joy or empowerment — a realization of “I did it. I
took control of my narrative.” Don’t worry if you also still feel some
sadness; that can linger a bit as your system readjusts. But pay attention in
the following hours and days to an internal shift. Many find that the
memory they addressed now feels different when they think of it—like it’s
more distant, or like the anger isn’t there, just the fact of it. That is the
neutralizing effect beginning. Essentially, by fully expressing and then
destroying the physical embodiment of those feelings, you’ve started a
process of teaching your brain: this is finished; we don’t need to hold onto
the intensity anymore.

To reinforce this, some like to ritually cleanse themselves after the fire. For
example, a bath with salt or herbs, imagining washing away any residual
negativity, or just a simple meditation focusing on breath, visualizing
golden light filling the space where those dark feelings were. In Taoist
health exercises, practices like qigong shaking or stretching can help
release tension the body was holding onto. Even a brisk walk, noticing
how things literally look brighter or different, can ground your new state.

Neutralization and Cognitive Shifts: It’s worth discussing exactly how
this ritual helps “neutralize reactive emotional charge” thefeel.org from a
psychological perspective. When you vividly recall and express a
traumatic or charged memory (as in writing) and then pair that with a
symbolic decisive action (burning and saying “I let go”’), you are
engaging in a form of exposure plus reappraisal. You confronted the
memory (exposure), and you provided a new ending to it: one where you
are in control and you release it (reappraisal). This can update the memory
in your brain’s storage. The next time you encounter a trigger that used to
set off that memory, your brain may retrieve not only the old narrative but
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also the final chapter you gave it — the chapter of release. That can
significantly blunt the emotional intensity. You have, in essence, re-
conditioned yourself to associate those memories with a sense of closure
instead of ongoing threat or hurt.

In the language of neuroscience, one could say you facilitated a
reconsolidation of the memory with less emotional arousal. Studies have
found that writing about and then “letting go’’ of trauma can reduce
physiological stress responses and improve mental health cambridge.org
cambridge.org. The fire adds a dramatic sensory component that marks the
event in your memory as something significant — the day you chose to free
yourself. Many people find that whenever the old issue comes to mind,
they also immediately recall the image of it burning and the feeling of
relief, which helps keep them from falling back into the old emotional
loop.

It’s crucial to mention: while one ritual can have a powerful effect, deep-
seated trauma might require repeated or additional work (sometimes under
guidance of a therapist). However, even in such cases, the ritual is a
turning point that can be built upon. For the majority of everyday hurts and
patterns, one sincere ritual can indeed suffice to significantly transform
your relationship to the past.

Caution and Self-Care: After the ritual, be gentle with yourself. You have
stirred deep waters and then stilled them; let any remaining ripples settle.
Avoid immediately jumping into a stressful situation right after—give
yourself a buffer of a peaceful activity or rest. Pay attention to your dreams
that night; often, dreaming is another way the psyche processes the “clean-
up” of emotions. People sometimes report very vivid or cathartic dreams
after such release, almost like the mind is flushing its cache.

If at any point after the ritual you feel emotional distress that worries you
or a sense that you need support, don’t hesitate to reach out to a confidant
or a counselor. Though rare, sometimes releasing a lot at once can leave
one feeling raw. Usually, however, that rawness transitions to a stable
sense of relief and empowerment fairly quickly, especially as we move
into Stage Three, where positive practices will fill the space formerly
occupied by those heavy emotions.
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To summarize Stage Two: You have performed a proven ancient
cleansing ritual as the blog described thefeel.org — writing and burning,
releasing the past with fire. This is the climax of your journey, the decisive
act of breaking chains. Take a moment to honor what you’ve done. Not
everyone confronts themselves so bravely. This is the stuff of the inner
warrior, and you have demonstrated that strength.

We now transition to Stage Three, which is about what comes next. After
a warrior wins a battle, they must then build the peace. In your case, after
casting off old burdens, you have space now — a lighter heart, a quieter
mind. How will you cultivate this newfound freedom so that it lasts? How
will you ensure the old patterns don’t creep back, and instead new,
healthier patterns take root? This is where Taoist philosophy again offers
guidance, in the form of daily practices and perspectives to continue
neutralizing any arising triggers and to sustain an “inner peace and flow
in everyday life.” The final chapters will focus on exactly that: embracing
the present fully, living as your authentic self, and dealing with life’s
events (including any reminiscences of the past) with equanimity and
grace.
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Chapter 7: How Rituals Neutralize Emotional Charge

At this juncture, having completed the fire ritual, it is useful to reflect on
why and how ritual practices like this help neutralize reactive
emotional charge in the mind. Understanding the mechanism reinforces
our commitment to the process and demystifies it — showing that while it
may feel spiritual or symbolic, it also has concrete effects on our
psychology and even physiology. This interlude chapter will thus step back
and illuminate the changes happening within you, grounding them in both
philosophical reasoning and a touch of scientific insight.

Emotional Charge as Memory Energy: Consider that every emotionally
charged memory is like a packet of energy stored in your brain-body
system. When something triggers it, that energy flares up — you feel the
emotion (energy-in-motion). In traumatic or strongly conditioned cases,
this energy doesn’t dissipate easily; it stays stuck, ready to flare repeatedly.
Taoists didn’t speak of neurons or hormones, but they understood in terms
of Qi (life energy) that stagnant or trapped emotional energy causes
imbalance and suffering. The goal of their cleansing rituals is to get Qi
moving and to release blockages. Modern science might rephrase it: the
goal is to allow the completion of an emotional response that was
suppressed or looping, thereby calming the associated neural pathways
(like the amygdala’s alarm circuit).
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When you performed the writing and burning, you did two crucial things
to that energy packet. expression and extinction. Expression (writing out
the pain) let the energy flow out of its stuck place; extinction (burning,
releasing) signaled that the threat is gone and the response can end.
Psychologically, you gave yourself permission to feel fully and then finish
the feeling. Many triggers persist because we never fully acknowledged or
processed the original pain — it lingered like a loop waiting for closure. By
providing closure through ritual, you effectively told your limbic system,
“You don’t have to sound the alarm anymore; this matter is resolved.”

The Power of Symbolism: Human beings intuitively respond to symbols,
often more deeply than to logical arguments. This is why rituals can
succeed where rational self-talk fails. Telling yourself “I should just forget
it” rarely works, right? But setting fire to a written memory — that
communicates “it’s over” in a language below words, a language the
unconscious understands. Fire is final — ashes cannot be made paper again.
In your mind, this finality is imprinted as a turning point. Even if you
consciously think, “Well, the event still happened,” on a subconscious
level you’ve enacted an ending, which the mind can use as a reference:
“We don’t go there anymore; it’s done.”

Anthropologically, cultures worldwide have used burning in ceremonies to
represent letting go (burning effigies, funeral pyres, burning offerings,
etc.). It resonates with something deep in us about transformation and
release. In a sense, by participating in such an archetypal act, you tapped
into a collective wisdom on healing. Neuroscience has begun to explore
this too: studies on rituals (even secular ones) show that when people
perform a deliberate ritual to get over something (like writing down an ex-
partner’s name and burning it), they report greater relief and less
recurrence of intrusive thoughts, compared to those who just “tried to
forget” betterup.com. The structured action seems to engage the brain’s
planning and emotion centers in concert, giving a satisfying sense of
closure.

Disposal of Emotional Rubbish: We used the term emotional rubbish
earlier thefeel.org. Think of the ritual as literally taking out the trash.
When you remove garbage from a house, the atmosphere immediately
improves — odors gone, space cleared. Similarly, you have removed certain
“psychological trash” — not the memory’s factual content, but the rotten
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emotional parts that were serving no constructive purpose. Now, when you
recall those memories (and you still can, if needed), they should smell
cleaner, so to speak. They have been stripped of the decay of long-held
resentment or fear. If any fragments of resentment or hurt remain, they are
at least greatly reduced and can be further cleaned with the ongoing
practices of Stage Three (like airing out a room after taking the trash out,
to continue the analogy).

Immune and Stress Response: Interestingly, as hinted before, releasing
emotional burdens has tangible effects on the body. Chronic emotional
stress (like unresolved grief or anger) keeps the body in a state of low-
level fight-or-flight arousal — elevated stress hormones, inflammation, etc.
Over time, this wears down immunity and can lead to health issues. By
doing what you just did — an emotional release — studies have shown
people often experience improvements such as lowered blood pressure,
better sleep, and enhanced immune function cambridge.org cambridge.org.
It’s as if the body says, “Finally, I can relax; the internal threat has been
dealt with.” Taoists would say when your Shen (spirit/mind) is clear, your
Jing (essence) and Qi can flow unimpeded, leading to health and vitality.
Modern terms: mental stress lifted leads to better regulation of bodily
systems.

One landmark study by Pennebaker et al. found that people who wrote
about traumatic experiences and truly let out their emotions visited the
doctor for illness much less in subsequent months than those who wrote
about trivial topics or didn’t express emotion apa.org. The immune system
got a boost, presumably because the body was no longer suppressing or
grappling with that emotional conflict. So, neutralizing an emotional
memory is not just good for the mind; it can literally make you healthier.
As the blog said, “The more awareness you bring into your body, the
stronger your immune system becomes... every cell becomes present and
enjoys itself” thefeel.org. By shedding that emotional weight, you’ve
invited your cells to “enjoy” the lighter state rather than fight stress.

Cognitive Restructuring — New Meanings: The ritual also likely changed
the meaning of the memory for you. Before, maybe the memory meant
“I’'m a victim,” or “I lost something irretrievable,” or “the world is unsafe”
— those kinds of disempowering interpretations. After a fire ritual, many
people find the meaning shifts to something like, “I survived that and I am
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moving on,” or “I learned something and released the rest,” or “I choose
not to let that define me.” In psychology, this is akin to cognitive
restructuring — replacing a maladaptive belief with a healthier one. The
key difference is you didn’t do it by mere logic; you did it through a
soulful act. But the result is similar: your internal narrative about the past
changes from one of being stuck to one of having agency.

In effect, you are practicing what therapists call reframing. For example,
instead of “I was betrayed and I can’t trust,” the frame may become “I was
betrayed, it hurt, but I released that pain; not everyone will betray me.”
This new frame dramatically neutralizes triggers, because triggers depend
on the old frame to generate the reaction. If the underpinning belief is
different, the trigger either won’t trigger or will trigger a different response
(like caution but not panic).

Emotional Memory vs. Emotional Present: Taoist mindfulness (even if
they didn’t call it that) trains one to distinguish between a memory of
feeling and a current feeling. Often we mix these — when triggered, we
think we are feeling something about now, when actually 80% of it is
about then. With the ritual done, you’ll find that if, say, a similar situation
arises that used to trigger you, you have more clarity to see, “This situation
is like that past one, but it is not that past one.” That thought might almost
automatically arise now, because you have declared the past one finished.
The brain loves closure; once it knows an event is in the past and resolved,
it will more readily categorize triggers as false alarms. It’s like having an
up-to-date security system: it recognizes the difference between a real
intruder and a shadow of an old intruder.

The Role of Ongoing Practice: While one ritual does a lot, neutralization
is also a maintenance task. Part III’s next chapter will detail practices like
meditation and mindful living to keep reinforcing the neutrality. From a
science perspective, every time you successfully confront a former trigger
without the old reaction (maybe thanks to your new mindset and
practices), you reinforce new neural pathways and further weaken the
old ones. Eventually, the trigger might not register at all, or if it does, it’s
fleeting. The warrior in you essentially tames what was once a “wild
horse” of emotion; with repetition, that horse becomes gentle and doesn’t
bolt anymore.
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A Note on Partial Neutralization: It’s possible that you won’t feel 100%
neutral about everything after one ritual — especially with major traumas.
Neutralization can be partial and that’s okay. Even a 50% reduction in
emotional charge is a huge relief and can improve functioning. You can
always consider doing another ritual round later for any remnants, or use
other healing modalities in conjunction. But the trajectory is set: you know
you can reclaim your power from these memories. Many report that even
if a memory still makes them sad, it’s a “clean” sadness — the kind that
comes and passes like a rain shower — rather than a despair that drowns
them. Or if anger remains, it’s a controlled, righteous anger perhaps that
motivates boundaries rather than a blind fury that hurts them. These shifts
indicate emotional charge has been moderated.

In Taoist terms, you’re turning extremes into balance (a key Taoist
principle — balance of yin and yang). A reactive trigger is usually an
extreme response (too much yang excitement or too much yin withdrawal,
for example); after releasing, it balances out to an appropriate middle. The
memory becomes just a part of your story, not the defining chapter.

Integration with Taoist Philosophy: We should tie this back explicitly to
Taoist philosophy as promised. In Taoist thinking, you have performed an
act of wu wei in an emotional sense: by ritually letting go, you ceased
resisting “what is” internally. You allowed the natural course of that
emotional energy to complete (it “boiled over and evaporated” once you
removed the lid of suppression). Now you’re closer to the ideal of “living
without resistance” that Lao Tzu spoke of thefeel.org — not because you
avoid challenges, but because you don’t carry unnecessary resistance from
the past into the present. You can meet each new moment with a fresh
mind (the “beginner’s mind,” as some say).

Taoists also highly value purity of heart (not in a moralistic way, but in
being unburdened and simple). There is a concept of “fasting the heart”
(Xin Zhai) in Taoism — it means to empty the heart-mind of clutter and
obsessions, to become clear and attuned to the Tao. By burning away your
heart’s clutter (old emotions that were clogging it), you have in effect done
a heart-fast. You’ve emptied out stale emotions, making room for new
positive states like peace, love, and spontaneity to flow in. Zhuangzi wrote,
“The goal is to empty, to wait for the soul to return.” After a cleansing,
people often feel more themselves, as if parts of their soul that were
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overshadowed come back to life. This is essentially reclaiming selfness.
You claimed back parts of your energy from the grip of old incidents.

To conclude this interlude: ritual cleansing neutralizes emotional charges
by giving the psyche a concrete way to close old accounts. It aligns
perfectly with the Taoist pursuit of harmony and release of attachments.
You should take confidence in knowing that what you did has both ancient
sanction and modern evidence behind it. If you ever feel doubt (“Did that
really help?”), recall the sense of relief you felt, recall that countless others
have found such rituals key to moving on, and maybe glance at a reference
or two: studies, as we cited, support that expressive release leads to healing
cambridge.org.

However, the journey isn’t over. Think of Stage Two as major surgery to
remove a thorn; Stage Three will be the rehabilitation and strengthening to
ensure full recovery and resilience. We will now shift into that phase —
cultivating inner peace and a state of flow, so that your mind not only
remains free of the old burdens but is fortified against future stresses and
capable of experiencing life with greater joy and presence.

52 of 68


https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/advances-in-psychiatric-treatment/article/emotional-and-physical-health-benefits-of-expressive-writing/ED2976A61F5DE56B46F07A1CE9EA9F9F#:~:text=A%20meta,consuming%20and%20expensive

Chapter 8: Stage Three —
Cultivating Inner Peace and Flow

Chapter 8: Stage Three — Cultivating Inner Peace and Flow

With the fire behind you and ashes scattered, you stand at a new threshold.
Stage Three is about what you cultivate in the cleared space. It’s not
enough to remove the weeds of emotional reactivity; one should plant
flowers of tranquility and resilience. The central aim in this final stage is to
establish habits of mind and practice that maintain your newly neutral
relationship to past memories and foster an ongoing sense of peace. In
Taoist terms, this is learning to live in the Tao, flowing with life’s current
rather than against it, and anchoring yourself in a state of balanced
awareness that isn’t easily perturbed by triggers or stress.

We will explore various techniques drawn from Taoist meditative and
philosophical practices—presented in a secular, accessible way —that can
be used as standalone tools for self-cultivation. These include mindfulness,
breathing exercises, visualization, and gentle movement. The emphasis is
on continuity: making inner calm and centeredness a daily experience, so
that over time it becomes your default mode of being. When that happens,
even if a memory of the past pops up, it’s like a small ripple on a vast calm
lake —easily noticed and gently let go.

Mindfulness and Present-Centered Living: Arguably the most important
skill to carry forward is mindfulness, which is very much in line with
Taoist present-centered awareness. Mindfulness means paying attention to
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the present moment deliberately and without judgment. A simple way to
practice this is through sitting meditation. For at least 10-15 minutes a
day, sit quietly (on a cushion or chair) and focus on your breath. Breathe
naturally and place your attention on the sensation of the breath (at the
nostrils, or the rise and fall of your belly). As thoughts or feelings arise,
simply notice them and let them pass, returning attention to breath. This
trains the mind not to cling or get carried away —exactly the opposite of
what happens when one is triggered.

Over weeks of consistent practice, you’ll likely find a growing gap
between stimulus and reaction in daily life. Viktor Frankl, a psychiatrist
and Holocaust survivor, famously said: “Between stimulus and response
there is a space. In that space lies our freedom.” Mindfulness expands that
space. So if you encounter something that once might have set you off, you
now have a moment in which you can choose how to respond rather than
react automatically. This is essentially the neutrality we seek: not a
numbness, but a freedom to respond wisely.

Mindfulness also keeps you anchored in the Now, which, as we’ve
reiterated, is where life actually unfolds. The more your mind inhabits the
present, the less it ruminates on the past or worries about the future.
Taoists might call this “being with Tao”. When walking, walk; when
eating, eat — fully present. You can turn many daily activities into
mindfulness exercises: truly feel the water on your skin in the shower,
notice the taste and texture of food when you eat without distractions, give
full attention to someone during conversation rather than thinking of
something else. Each time you do this, you are strengthening your ability
to live without the interference of past ghosts.

Breathing Techniques: In Taoist qigong and meditation, breath is key to
regulating emotional and energetic state. One helpful practice is deep
abdominal breathing (also known as diaphragmatic breathing). When
you breathe slowly and deeply into the belly (making the abdomen expand
outward on inhale, contract on exhale), you activate the parasympathetic
nervous system — the “rest and digest” mode — which counteracts stress
and promotes calm. A specific exercise: inhale through the nose for a count
of 4, feeling the belly rise; hold for 2; exhale gently through the mouth for
a count of 6 or 8, feeling the belly fall; hold for 2; and repeat. Within a few
minutes, this can significantly reduce anxiety or agitation.
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If ever you notice any lingering emotional charge trying to spark (say, you
remember something and feel a twinge of anger or fear), immediately take
a few of these deep breaths. You’ll often find the twinge dissipates before
it becomes a flame. It’s like a built-in neutralizer. Taoist texts sometimes
instruct practitioners to “breathe into” areas of tension or emotion,
imagining the breath washing the feeling out. You can do that too:
visualize your inhalation gathering any dark remnants of feeling, and
exhale releasing them as gray smoke (for example). You might have done a
version of this after the fire ritual when you breathed and saw the smoke of
the burnt pages — this is a similar concept but using your imagination and
breath internally.

Inner Visualization and Affirmation: After clearing out old negative
images (by burning them), it helps to consciously cultivate positive
imagery related to your self and life. One Taoist-inspired visualization is
the ‘““inner smile” technique. Sit quietly and imagine a warm, genuine
smile — like the feeling of someone who truly loves you — starting in your
eyes. Then direct that smiling energy inward to different parts of your
body and mind. Smile to your heart (feel gratitude or love), smile to your
lungs (feel the relief of fresh air, letting go of grief), smile to your liver
(releasing anger, fostering kindness), smile to your kidneys (releasing fear,
instilling calm), and so on. This might sound esoteric, but it’s really a way
of pouring positive emotion into oneself intentionally. It counters any
residual negativity and builds a baseline of contentment.

Another visualization: see yourself as a mountain, solid and unmoved by
the changing weather around (weather being emotions or events). Or as the
ocean, with a vast depth untouched by surface waves. These are classical
imagery in meditation circles. They reinforce the perspective that you, the
deeper self, remain steady even if feelings come and go. Repeating a short
affirmation can also set this in mind. For example: “I am grounded in
peace.” or “The past has no hold on me; I am free in the present.” Say it
during morning meditation or whenever needed. Over time, such phrases
become almost automatic thought responses that kick in if something starts
to disturb you, reminding you of your new truth.

Physical Practices and Flow: Taoism is unique in integrating the body
with mental training through practices like Tai Chi, Qigong, and other
martial or yogic arts. Consider incorporating some form of mindful
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movement into your routine. Something as simple as a daily walk in
nature, done in a mindful way, can be profoundly stabilizing. Pay attention
to the sensation of your feet on the earth, the sounds, the colors. Nature has
a healing way of putting our personal histories in perspective — the trees
and rivers have been here much longer, and they simply are; we can learn
to simply be as well, without overthinking.

If interested, you could explore Qigong exercises (many beginner routines
are available in books or videos). These involve gentle, flowing
movements synchronized with breath. They help release tension and
encourage a harmonious energy flow in the body. People often find them
very calming and centering. Yoga or stretching can serve similar purpose if
done mindfully. The key is, by moving the body and breathing, you
prevent stagnation — physical or emotional. It’s a kind of preventive
cleansing that keeps you from accumulating new “rubbish.” As the saying
goes, “a rolling stone gathers no moss”’; likewise, a person in healthy
motion and flow accumulates fewer mental cobwebs.

Re-engaging with Life Fully: A beautiful outcome of neutralizing painful
memories is that you reclaim bandwidth for joy and creativity. Energy
once tied up in suppressing or re-experiencing the past is now available for
living. Stage Three encourages you to actively explore positive
experiences. Perhaps there were things you avoided because they triggered
you — you can try them now in this new light. Or there are hobbies and
interests you left by the wayside when you were preoccupied with
emotional struggles — pick them up again or start new ones. Taoism
celebrates life — remember 1t advocates naturalness, which includes
enjoyment, laughter, spontaneity. A sage is often depicted as laughing or
dancing in nature (think of the joyous figures of some Taoist immortals).

So allow yourself lightness. Playfulness is an underrated spiritual quality;
it keeps us from taking our pain too seriously or too permanently. You
might experiment with activities that induce a state of “flow” (in the
modern psychological sense described by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi) — this
is when you’re so absorbed in a task you love that you lose track of time
and self-consciousness. It could be anything: painting, cooking, sports,
music, gardening. These moments of flow are direct experiences of
present-moment living and greatly nurture the brain’s reward system
without negative side effects. The more such fulfilling moments you
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accumulate, the more your past recedes as the defining story of your life.
Instead, your life becomes defined by what you’re creating and
experiencing now.

Handling Echoes of the Past: Despite all efforts, it’s possible occasional
echoes or reminders of past events may still surface in life — that’s normal.
The difference now is you have tools and a different relationship to them.
Suppose you run into someone from your past who wronged you. How to
react? With the work you’ve done, you might first notice the body wanting
to react (maybe a heartbeat increase), but then your mindful awareness
kicks in: “Ah, I recognize this feeling, but I’'m in control now.” You might
take a breath, perhaps silently recall “I have released that”. You can then
choose your response. Maybe it’s as simple as politely ending the
encounter quickly, or maybe you even feel at peace enough to converse
without issue. The key is, you decide from a place of calm, not from a
knee-jerk emotion.

If a memory comes in a dream or flash, rather than getting upset that “it’s
back,” you can treat it as a passing cloud. Observe: “There’s that memory,
it’s okay, it can drift by.” Sometimes, ironically, when we achieve peace,
the mind “tests” it by floating an old thought to see if we’ll bite. If we just
acknowledge and let it pass, it usually stops doing that. It’s like proving to
yourself the neutrality — when the trigger fails to trigger, the mind stops
presenting it as often. And if something does catch you off-guard and you
react more than you’d like, be gentle. Use it as information: perhaps
there’s a residue to address. You can journal about it or do a smaller
personal ritual (like burning just a sticky note describing the feeling, or
practicing a specific meditation focused on forgiveness or letting go for
that aspect). It’s a gradual refinement process.

Supportive Community and Learning: While the journey is personal,
don’t overlook the value of support. Taoism historically was often
practiced in communities (monasteries, teacher-student lineages, etc.). In
modern life, you might find support in a meditation group, a yoga class, or
even an online forum of like-minded individuals focusing on healing and
growth. Sharing progress or struggles with others who understand can
keep you motivated and feeling connected. However, ensure that any
group or community is a positive influence aligned with your goals, not
one that wallows in negativity. You want to reinforce your newfound
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freedom, not get pulled into others’ unresolved dramas. Healthy
community uplifts and celebrates each member’s growth.

Additionally, continue learning if it interests you: read more about Taoist
thought (texts like Tao Te Ching or Zhuangzi are endlessly insightful), or
related philosophies (Buddhism, Stoicism, etc.) that all teach in their own
way about letting go of what we can’t control and focusing on virtue and
present action. These readings can provide steady reminders and deepen
your understanding, making it easier to live out the principles.

Measuring Transformation: How will you know that Stage Three has
truly taken root in you? The signs might be subtle at first, but consider
these as milestones: Perhaps weeks or months down the line, you suddenly
realize, “Hey, [ haven’t thought about [that painful event] in a long time,”
or “I saw something that used to make me upset, and I felt fine or only
mildly bothered.” You might notice more emotional range for positive
feelings — maybe you find it easier to feel excitement, love, or contentment
because gloom or anger isn’t occupying as much space. Loved ones might
comment that you seem lighter or more cheerful or more “yourself.”
Importantly, you’ll likely feel an increased sense of self-efficacy — the trust
that you can handle challenges. After all, having confronted your own past
demons, normal day-to-day problems might seem less intimidating in
comparison. There can be a kind of quiet confidence: the warrior’s inner
strength, now applied to living well rather than fighting battles.

Finally, a note on flow: When we say cultivate flow, it’s both the
psychological concept of optimal experience and the Taoist idea of living
in effortless harmony (Wu Wei). You’ll know you are in flow when life
feels enough exactly as it is at moments — those times you wouldn’t rather
be anywhere else, doing anything else. It doesn’t mean constant bliss or
that nothing bad ever happens; it means even amidst life’s ups and downs,
you feel a fundamental okayness and adaptability. Taoists often describe it
as being like water — adaptable, soft yet powerful, finding a way around
obstacles rather than resisting head-on. In your own journey, perhaps
you’ve gone from feeling like brittle clay — cracked by past shocks — to
now feeling more like water or flexible bamboo. You bend, you flow
around difficulties, and you cannot be broken easily because you don’t
resist unnecessarily. That is resilience, and it’s one of the crowning
achievements of this process.
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As we wrap up Stage Three, take a moment to truly acknowledge the
distance traveled. From identifying your emotional shackles, to shattering
them in ritual, to walking forward unchained and serene — this is profound
work. It is a restructuring of the brain in the most organic way: through
experience, not external force. You’ve rewritten the story of your
memories, and in doing so, rewritten a part of your own identity —from
someone defined by the past to someone defining themselves by how they
live in the present.

Though the book is nearing its end, your journey continues. But it
continues now with you firmly in the pilot’s seat of your mind, and with
the gentle guidance of Taoist wisdom to keep you on a path of natural
well-being. In the Epilogue, we will reflect on this journey one last time
and envision the road ahead —a life where the past has been put in its
proper place and the vast potential of the present is fully open.
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Epilogue

A gentle rain began to fall as she stepped out of her door one morning —
the kind of spring rain that creates a soft hush over the world. Without a
second thought, she lifted her face to the sky and let the droplets caress her
cheeks. Once, not long ago, such a morning might have invited a gloomy
mood or a retreat back under the covers; rain had often made her wistful,
triggering memories of a sadder time. But today, the rain was just rain —
water from the heavens, refreshing the earth and her spirit. She smiled,
feeling the simplicity of this moment. There was a subtle joy in getting a
little wet, in being alive to the sensation rather than lost in recollection.

This scene, unremarkable at first glance, quietly exemplifies a remarkable
transformation. It is the transformation of someone who has restructured
their relationship with memory and emotion. The weather of external
circumstances and internal feelings will continue to change, as is the way
of life, but the climate of her mind has grown temperate and stable.
Emotional neutrality does not mean emotional numbness; it means
emotional freedom. She can feel the raindrops of sadness or nostalgia if
they come, but they no longer drown her. She can bask in sunshine
moments of happiness without the shadow of past sorrow looming. Each
kind of weather passes through her with minimal resistance, leaving her
core of serenity intact.
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In the course of this book, we have charted a path that blends age-old
wisdom with personal introspection and ritual art. We began by
understanding the invisible threads binding past trauma to present
reactivity — how the brain’s linking of emotion and memory can act both as
a teacher and a tyrant pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov my.clevelandclinic.org. We
acknowledged the weight each person carries: a unique bundle of
experiences, some light and some terribly heavy, all influencing how they
walk through the world. Recognizing those patterns and burdens was the
first brave step, akin to a diver taking stock of the tangled nets before
attempting to cut free.

We then turned to Taoist philosophy, not as a historical curiosity but as a
living guide. The Taoist sages taught us about /iving in the Now, about
flow and naturalness, about the folly of clutching at what is already gone
thefeel.org thefeel.org. They offered paradoxical insight: that by
“forgetting” the self (the constructed, wound-up self) one can rediscover
the deeper Self; that by yielding one overcomes; that by letting go one
gains. These ideas gently undermined the hold of our personal histories by
revealing them as shadows on the wall of a cave — instructive perhaps, but
not the ultimate reality. The ultimate reality is the present, continuously
unfolding, ever-new. We were encouraged to drop the narratives that no
longer serve and to trust the quiet strength within, which Taoists personify
as the Tao or the “dormant strength” always waiting to support us

thefeel.org.

Armed with awareness and inspired by philosophy, we moved into action —
the heart of the journey — ritual cleansing. In the private theater of one’s
own ritual, tears and flames and resolve converged. It was a solemn act of
courage to face one’s pain and then release it. The pages turned to ash
carried not only words but years of suffering away with them thefeel.org.
In that fire, many emotional bonds were burned through: bonds of
resentment tying one to an old betrayal, bonds of grief chaining one to a
time of loss, bonds of shame linking one to a childhood hurt. The smoke
rose, and with it, one’s spirit felt a lift as well — lighter, unburdened. What
remained was not a void but a clean space, a heart-room with open
windows where stale air had been let out and fresh air allowed in.

Into that open space, Stage Three guided us to bring new life. Inner peace
is not a static state one achieves and then ignores; it’s a garden to be
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tended. Through mindfulness, breathing, and alignment with the rhythms
of nature and one’s own body, we learned to cultivate tranquility and
resilience daily. This is an ongoing practice — the gentle discipline of a
sage-in-training, or simply of a person who cares for their own well-being.
Each day one practices presence or gratitude or gentle movement, one lays
another brick on the foundation of a stable mind. Over time, that
foundation becomes a sturdy home that emotional tempests cannot easily
destroy.

One of the beautiful paradoxes we discovered is that neutralizing
emotional reactivity actually enriches emotional experience. By
neutralizing the unhealthy charge, we made room for healthy, appropriate
emotion. The goal was never to become an emotionless stone — that would
contradict the Taoist reverence for the full range of natural experience.
Rather, it was to become like water: clear, adaptable, capable of reflecting
the world honestly and of nourishing life. A neutral mind reflects reality
without distortion, so one can respond to it authentically. Thus, when it is
time for joy, one can feel joy more fully (no old sorrows dampening it);
when it is time for sadness, one feels it cleanly and lets it go (no additional
fear or anger complicating it). Life’s palette of feelings may in fact become
more vivid once the muddy tones of lingering past emotions are washed
away.

In reclaiming our “selfness,” we also reclaimed responsibility and
authorship of our lives. The past no longer writes today’s script; we do.
This is both liberating and, in a way, humbling. There is no more excuse to
say “I am this way because X happened to me.” Instead, one says “X
happened, and I am the person who has grown from it and decides who to
be now.” That self-agency is a hallmark of emotional maturity and spiritual
growth. Taoism celebrates such self-sovereignty tempered by harmony
with the greater whole. As the saying goes, “The journey of a thousand
miles begins beneath one’s feet,” meaning it starts exactly where you
stand. By taking conscious steps, you have traveled far — perhaps farther
on the inside than outwardly visible, but that inner distance will shine
through in your presence, your reactions, your choices.

It’s worth noting that emotional neutralization of memory does not mean
forgetting what happened, nor necessarily forgiving in the conventional
sense (though forgiveness often naturally emerges as a byproduct of
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understanding and letting go). It means those memories have been
transformed. The coal of suffering may well have been compressed into a
diamond of insight or compassion. Those experiences become part of your
wisdom rather than your torment. Perhaps now you can recall a once-
painful memory and feel, instead of bitterness, a kind of gentle compassion
— maybe for your younger self who endured it, or even for others who
were involved, recognizing their human frailties. This compassionate
distance is a sign of true healing: the wound has closed, leaving a scar that
does not hurt to touch and that may even be seen as a mark of strength.

As you step forward from here, envision the path ahead as a winding river
— sometimes swift, sometimes slow, sometimes curving through shadows,
other times sparkling in sunlight. You are both the traveler and the river.
Like water, you move forward with ease, finding a way around obstacles.
The banks of the river are your memories: they give context and guidance,
but they do not confine you because water is not rigidly bound — it shapes
and is shaped fluidly. You carry with you the essence of all you’ve been
through, but not the weight of it. And as the river flows, it nourishes the
landscape — think of how your personal growth will quietly nourish those
around you. People may notice your calm, your tendency not to overreact,
your attentive presence. Some will ask your secret. In this way, wisdom
and peace have a ripple effect. By healing yourself, you’ve contributed a
bit to healing the world, or at least to not adding to its pain.

Before we close, let’s revisit the title of this eBook: “Restructuring the
Brain: Taoist Approaches to Emotional Neutralization of Memory.” It’s a
formidable title for a fundamentally humane endeavor. You have indeed
restructured your brain — through neuroplastic processes of reflection,
emotional relearning, and practice. But more poetically, you have reshaped
your heart. The Taoist approach provided the blueprint, blending head and
heart: intellectual insight, symbolic ritual, bodily practice, all unified by
intention. This integrative approach is what makes the change sustainable.
It’s not a surface fix; it’s holistic re-patterning of how you relate to
memory, emotion, and self.

Roland Nansink (in whose voice this work is written) and countless
teachers before him would remind us that this is a cyclical journey. One
may cycle through these stages in different forms as life presents new
lessons. But each time, it gets easier, more intuitive. Eventually, living in
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such a way — acknowledging emotions, processing and releasing them,
returning to equilibrium — becomes second nature. It becomes simply the
way you live, akin to the Tao (which literally means “the Way”). And when
that happens, you truly embody the notion that the brain, the mind, the

self, is not a fixed entity but a dynamic process that you can participate in
directing.

In closing, imagine yourself walking forward from here, perhaps with rain
still lightly falling or maybe now the clouds part and a ray of sun comes
through — in either case, you walk with a steady stride. The past lies behind
like a landscape you’ve traversed: there were beautiful parts you cherish,
there were rough terrains you navigated and left behind. The road you’re
on now stretches forward under your feet, and with each mindful step, the
present is renewed. The journey is ongoing, but you carry a compass
within now — the calm knowledge of how to remain free.

May you continue to walk in peace, flow with life’s currents, and dwell in
the gentle strength of a heart unbound. The emotional knots of memory
loosened, your mind can take the shape of whatever vessel you choose —
be it love, creativity, or wisdom — and be filled with the richness of life
itself, pure and untainted. This is the quiet revolution within: the neutral
mind, fully alive.
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Neutral Mind

Index

Amygdala — brain’s emotional center linking feelings to memories; key in
forming strong emotional memories my.clevelandclinic.org; role in fear
triggers and “amygdala hijack” my.clevelandclinic.org. Helps explain why
past trauma provokes present reactions.

Autobiographical Memory — personal life memories often charged with
emotion; can produce vivid recollections and trigger present emotions
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. Interacts with mood (mood-congruent recall) and
can be reshaped by new experiences or rituals.

Breath (Breathing Exercises) — used to induce calm and present focus;
deep abdominal breathing activates relaxation response. Taoist practice
values breath for regulating Q1 and emotions. E.g., counted breathing
(inhale 4, exhale 6) to reduce anxiety.

Conditioning (Emotional Conditioning) — process by which past
experiences (esp. in youth or trauma) create automatic emotional responses
(triggers) in the present thefeel.org. Can be unlearned through awareness
and new associations (as in ritual letting-go).

Emotional Charge — the intensity of emotion attached to a memory or
trigger. High charge means strong reactions. This book’s focus is
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neutralizing or dissipating that charge (through expression thefeel.org,
cognitive reframing, ritual, etc.) so memory remains but reaction calms.

Emotional Rubbish — metaphor for lingering emotional pain that is no
longer useful thefeel.org (old hurt, grudges). Should be discarded for
mental health. Rituals help “take out” this rubbish by consciously
disposing of it (e.g., writing & burning process).

Expressive Writing — writing about one’s deep feelings and experiences.
Proven to improve mental and physical health
cambridge.orgcambridge.org. Used in Stage Two ritual to externalize and
release emotions onto paper.

Flow (State of) — a state of full absorption and effortless action in the
present. In positive psychology, marked by focus and loss of self-
consciousness. In Taoism, akin to Wu Wei (going with the flow of Tao)
thefeel.org. Cultivated by mindfulness, engaging activities, and letting go
of resistance.

Forgiveness — not explicitly a step but often a byproduct of releasing
emotional charge. When one lets go of past pain, sometimes forgiveness of
others or self naturally emerges. In Taoist context, might be seen as
restoring harmony (not holding onto vengeance or guilt).

Mindfulness — practice of present-moment nonjudgmental awareness. Key
tool in Stage Three for maintaining neutrality and preventing new triggers.
Helps create space before reactions, fostering deliberate response rather
than autopilot from past conditioning.

Neutral Mind / Neutrality — an equanimous mental state where one isn’t
carried away by extreme emotions or biases. Achieved by resolving past
triggers and practicing presence. It doesn’t mean lack of feeling, but
balance and freedom from emotional “hijacking.”

Past (The) — seen in Taoist perspective as gone except for what we carry
in mind thefeel.org. Excess attachment to past events causes suffering;
releasing the past allows living in the Now. Past experiences are
acknowledged, learned from, then let go or reframed.

Qi (Chi) — in Taoist thought, life energy that flows through body and
nature. Emotional blockages are seen as stagnant Qi. Practices like
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Qigong, breathwork, and cleansing rituals aim to restore smooth Qi flow,
correlating with emotional balance.

Reactivity (Emotional Reactivity) — intense, automatic emotional
responses often tied to unresolved past issues. Examples: disproportionate
anger at mild criticism (perhaps due to earlier life criticisms). Reducing
reactivity involves healing triggers and increasing mindfulness.

Reconsolidation (Memory Reconsolidation) — process by which recalled
memories can be modified before being stored again. By recalling a
painful memory in a safe context (like writing) and introducing a new
interpretation or ending (like a ritual closure), one can reconsolidate the
memory with less emotional charge hbr.org.

Release (Letting Go) — core theme of the book; intentionally freeing
oneself from the hold of past emotions. Methods include symbolic acts
(burning paper) thefeel.org, meditation, breath release, and cognitive
letting-be. Results in relief and “lightening” of mental load.

Ritual (Self-cleansing Ritual) — structured action with symbolic
significance to effect psychological change. Here, refers mainly to the fire
ceremony of writing and burning one’s pain thefeel.org. Rituals engage
emotions, mind, and senses, facilitating deeper transformation than
thought alone.

Selfness (Authentic Self) — one’s true nature or original self,
unconditioned by external pressures and past wounds thefeel.org.
Reclaiming selfness means restoring wholeness and autonomy, as opposed
to living defined by others’ games or old narratives thefeel.org.

Standing Zen (Ritsuzen) — (mentioned in context of ZenmaX retreats) a
practice of standing meditation from martial arts (Yiquan/Taikiken). Builds
internal strength and calm focus. Representative of combining meditative
stillness with physical presence — could be a tool in cultivating resilience.

Tao (Dao) — literally “the Way”’; the natural order/principle underlying the
universe in Taoism. Living in accordance with Tao involves ease,
spontaneity, and balance. Memory neutralization aligns one more with Tao
because one is not stuck resisting what is or what was.
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Taoism (Taoist Philosophy) — ancient Chinese philosophy/religion
teaching harmony with nature, simplicity, and inner freedom. Provided
framework for this eBook’s approach: emphasis on present moment,
letting go, non-force (Wu Wei), and cleansing practices.

Trigger — any stimulus that provokes an emotional reaction linked to past
experience workplacestrategiesformentalhealth.com. Triggers can be
sensory (a song, smell), situational (criticism, solitude), or relational (tone
of voice, etc.). The aim was to identify triggers and diffuse their power via
understanding and ritual.

Warrior (Inner Warrior) — symbolic archetype for the part of oneself that
takes courageous action to defend inner freedom thefeel.org. The warrior
mindset was invoked to bravely face one’s past and do the challenging
work of change. Not a warrior of aggression, but of self-mastery and truth.
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