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Week 22 Lesson: 

Transform Negative Emotions 
 

Emotional intelligence is the ability to identify and manage your own emotions and the emotions 

of others. It is generally said to include three skills: emotional awareness; the ability to harness 

emotions and apply them to tasks like thinking and problem solving; and the ability to manage 

emotions, which includes regulating your own emotions and cheering up or calming down other 
people.
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Being spiritually aware and living in the highest way includes conscious facility with every aspect 

of our being—our body, senses, emotions, thinking mind, intellect, and soul. Every part of us is 

respected for its intelligent and divine capacities and its ability to be “spiritualized”—to become a 

clear channel for our divine expression. We have worked with body, mind, and intellect so far in 

this course. Now we turn our attention to emotions.  

Emotions are a common stumbling block on the path of dharmic living. Without understanding 

their origins and potential, and knowing how to work with their sometimes overpowering energy, 

we can find ourselves dragged about by wily emotions as if against our will. It’s a timeless, 

universal challenge. We find it addressed in the very first chapter of the Bhagavad Gita where 

Arjuna is unable to shake his depression and grief. He turns to Lord Krishna for help. Krishna 

launches into a deep teaching about ultimate Reality and the changing nature of all conditions. 

He concludes his discourse by reminding Arjuna that if he understands the fleeting nature of all 

phenomena and how Life itself can never perish, he should not grieve.  

We find similar advice in translations of the Buddha’s wisdom in the Dhammapada, where is he 

quoted as saying, “never be angry” followed by a teaching on its harmful nature. While these 

																																																													
1 Psychology Today https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/emotional-intelligence  
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admonitions are useful, and true, in terms of understanding emotion as both powerful and 

fleeting, they don’t provide much practical help for dealing with the reality of emotion.  

Ideally, instead of trying to reason away our emotion, we learn how to value it and work with its 

energy in constructive ways. We become “emotionally intelligent.” We learn to listen to and 

honor our emotions without being carried away by them, discover how to transmute their 

energy, and manage our expression of emotion in ways that are most constructive. We also 

become aware of the emotions of others and impact made by our emotional state on them. We 

learn how to be more supportive and to contribute to peace and harmony in relationships. There 

are two primary skills that can be helpful toward these goals. The first is to learn how to fully 

experience our emotion without being overwhelmed by it. The second is learning how to 

transmute the energy of negative emotion along with being able to self-regulate our impact on 

others. 

 

Being With 

A first step in becoming skillful with emotion is developing our witnessing power to be present 

with it—to be able to feel it fully without being overtaken by it. The wisdom teachings cited from 

Krishna and Buddha form the basis for this witnessing ability. I have come to interpret their 

words of wisdom as meaning “do not drown in grief” or “do not be carried away by anger.” While 

it is considered possible in the highest state of spiritual realization to no longer have afflictive 

emotions arise, for most people, even those who are Self-realized, such emotions will still surface. 

They are a natural indication of an underlying desire that is thwarted.  

Suppressing emotion, or feeling it but not creating time or space to honor it, can lead to that 

energy “leaking out” into unwanted, unconscious outbursts in our communications, accidents, 

illness, or even negative energy that is picked up by other people or by things in the environment 

itself. Everything is connected. Emotion carries energy, and when we don’t recognize it and deal 

with it, it moves under the surface of our life. 
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With awareness of our essential Self as our ground, we can consciously witness the arising of 

emotion and inquire into its origins if necessary. Seeing it for what it is, understanding the desire 

at the root of it, and allowing it to arise and subside in its natural way is a healthy response to 

emotion.  

While some, due to past trauma, need therapeutic support to identify and be with emotions, 

many of us simply need to be willing to be with what we are feeling. Make space for it. Allow it to 

be. Identify it. Be curious about it. See it as a natural expression of the body-mind that carries 

important information. Honor it. Be aware of the impact it has on you and others.  

 

Emotional Alchemy 

Beyond clear awareness of emotion, the ability to be with it fully, and allow its wisdom to be 

revealed, the next skill is learning to transmute negative emotions. Negative emotions are those 

that are afflictive, those that bring sorrow and are rooted in the primary obstacle of avidya, 

misunderstanding of our essential Self. Avidya gives rise to various desires and attachments that 

bring forth afflictive emotions when those desires are thwarted. Without the light of 

consciousness directed to such emotions, they lead to suffering or sorrow—for ourselves and for 

others.  

The primary vehicle for transforming afflictive emotions recommended in the teachings of yoga 

is to work with the existing energy by substituting its opposite. We become alchemists of 

emotion, transforming negative energy into positive energy through intention, awareness, and 

cultivation of a fuller range of emotional expression. For example, we develop the ability to 

transmute the energy of anger and hatred into the energy of love and compassion. No one has 

said it is easy. It is not something that can ordinarily be done in the heat of an afflictive emotion 

at the crest of its wave of expression. This practice takes cultivation over time and the willingness 

to experiment.   

How do we do it? We take a step by step approach. We begin by noticing the underlying, subtle, 

felt-sense of emotion before it blooms into expression. At this stage, we can stand aside from it,  
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witness it, and inquire into it. Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra offers basic instruction for this practice in 

sutra 2.33: Upon being troubled by negative thoughts, one should cultivate counteracting 

thoughts. For example, we may notice feelings of dislike, disapproval, or even disgust toward 

another human being. These feelings are rooted in the qualities of hatred; they are a form of 

violence. To cultivate the opposite would be to train ourselves to see a person who evokes such 

feelings in us as simply another human being who is perhaps afflicted by various karmic 

influences and yet, at the core, is a divine being. Seeing through the behavior or appearance 

which evoked disgust in us allows us to cultivate compassion.  

The more we transmute our afflictive thoughts and emotions, the more radiant our heart and 

mind become and the less we are troubled by negative emotions. We naturally shine the light of 

peace and compassion into the world.  
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Lesson Journal: 

Do I consider myself to be “emotionally intelligent?” Am I aware of my emotions with the ability 

to manage them? Am I conscious of how my emotions affect others? Do I bring calmness and 

peace to others? 

 

 

 

What was a recent experience with my emotions that I either learned from in the moment or can 

learn from now? What did I do that was skillful? What, if anything, would I do differently? 

 

 

 

Do I take time to be with my emotions, to feel what I am feeling, and to inquire into the 

experience? If not, why not? If I do take time in this way, is it useful? 

 

 

 

Draw an example from your experience of an afflictive emotional reaction to another person or 

circumstance and imagine “cultivating the opposite.” What would that have been? How might it 

have transformed the situation or your experience?  

 

 


