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Week 128, Day 3: Bill O’Hanlon, LMFT  

When an Emotional Trigger Leads to Shutdown  

Dr. Buczynski: How do we help a client who goes into shutdown when they are emotionally triggered? 

Bill O’Hanlon worked with a woman who would often disconnect from her body when triggered during a 
session. Here’s how Bill was able to help the woman reconnect with the present and find a source of safety.  

Mr. O’Hanlon: I travel around and teach a lot of workshops. Sometimes we'd have a consultation day where 
people would bring in their most challenging clients.  

This therapist brought in their most challenging client and asked me to do some consultation. I was coming 
back every month, so I got to see her a few times. They were stuck in therapy because as soon as they would 
start to talk about this person's abuse and trauma history, she would dissociate. She would lose touch with 
her body and go into a place she called her black hole where she didn't feel anything, see anything, or hear 
anything. She was kind of missing from the sessions.  

Once she got triggered, which might happen in the first few minutes of a session or it might happen thirty 
minutes into a session, something would trigger her, and boom, she'd be gone. It would take twenty minutes 
for her to come back. Most of the session was the therapist trying to get to her and waiting her out. They 
were spending a lot of time with this and not making much therapeutic progress.  

They told me the situation. The therapist sat in with the client and then walked out and watched behind a 
one-way mirror. I said, your therapist has told me this and I suspect something I'm going to say is probably 
going to bring this on, because she said that it's pretty easy for you to get triggered. I was going to tell you 
this story, and it's a story that I read when I was a teenager. I used to read these spiritual novels by this guy 
who was supposedly a Tibetan Lama who had been reincarnated a lot of times. I was fascinated with 
Buddhism and other cultures, so I was reading these stories and they told this story about a ceremony that 
was held every hundred years in the Buddhist tradition in Tibet.  

It was the ceremony of the room of a thousand demons. The room of a thousand demons was you'd get all 
the students who'd been studying Buddhism, and all the Lamas who were the priests, lined up in their pointy 
hats and golden robes - and all the students in their white robes. They'd been meditating and studying 
Buddhism. They'd say, usually it takes lifetime, after lifetime, after being incarnated to become enlightened, 
but once every hundred years we have this ceremony and you can get enlightened today. Instant. Today, 
enlightenment. All you have to do is walk through this room and come out the other side and you're 
enlightened. It sounds simple, but it's not, because in this room there are a thousand demons.  

Those thousand demons have the ability, as soon as you walk in the room, to take on the form of your worst 
fears and seem to make them real. If you have a fear of heights, you walk in that room and it looks like you're 
on the small ledge of a tall building; the wind is blowing and you're about to fall off. It was really hard to face 
those fears. Most people get paralyzed with the fright because it's showing you your worst fears - ones that 
you weren't even sure anybody else knew. [This] can be quite devastating and paralyzing.  

The room isn't that big. It's about as big as this room. There's a door on one side, and as soon as you walk in, 
the door closes and there is no doorknob there. You have to walk all the way through the room to find the 
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doorknob. It's not locked or anything, but you have to get through the room and you have to face a lot of 
those demons before you get there. We can't come in and get you - that's part of the rules. This is only going 
to happen once every hundred years. If you don't want to do it -  that sounds too hard, or frightening - fine, 
go home. About half the students leave and half stay. They say, for those of you that stayed we can't help 
you, but you've been meditating, you've been studying Buddhism, and you've been studying this whole idea 
of mind illusion. We're going to tell you two hints because this is held once every hundred years and some of 
the people that have come out ...  Some people just get frozen inside there and they die of starvation and 
dehydration. We can't come in and get you. That's part of the rules.  

Some people just die in the room of a thousand demons. More students leave when they tell them that. The 
few of you who are left, we have two hints for you that have helped people in the previous hundred years, 
that have been passed down as traditions as to what you do. When you get in the room, no matter what you 
see, remember it's not real. The demons are taking images from your own mind. Most of the students said 
they couldn't remember that. It seems so real. It seems as real as this reality. But, the second hint was more 
helpful for more of the students who actually came out the other side: no matter what you see, feel, hear, or 
think, keep your feet moving. If you keep your feet moving, you'll eventually get to the other side, open the 
door, and come out the other side. That's enlightenment.  

I told her this story. Then we go on and talk about some of her abuse, and this and that. Something does 
trigger her, and boom, I hear her in this little child voice say, “I'm going into my black hole.” I'm going into my 
black hole, like she has with her therapist. I said, it's okay with me if you go in your black hole. She goes, 
really? She always says I shouldn't go. I said, yeah, it's okay with me. It's fine for me if you go in your black 
hole. And she said, “Okay, okay. I'm going to my black hole.” Then she's silent. I said, “You're in your black 
hole. You can keep your feet moving.” She said, “No, there's nothing here. I am not and there is nothing here. 
I said, “That's fine. There can be nothing there and you can keep your feet moving.” She said, “It's all black, I 
wouldn't know where to go.” I said, “It's okay not to know where to go and you can keep your feet moving.” I 
just kept saying this. Accepting where she was and then inviting her to keep moving.  

She said at a certain point, “Oh that's interesting.” I said, “What?” She said, there's a light ahead. She said, 
“There's never been any light in here before.” I said “Is it okay to go towards the light?” She said, “I don't 
know.” I said, “Can you keep your feet moving and find out?” She goes there, and she said, “Oh yeah, it's 
okay to go here.” I said, “What's there?” She said, “It's a safe place. It's a room full of light, and it's safe.” I 
said, “Can you go there?” She said yes. So, she's in there and then she said “I'm okay. I'm out of the black 
hole, and I'm okay.” I said, “Is it okay to stay there?” She said, “No, because the little ones are back in the 
darkness.” I said, “Can you go back and get them?” She went back and got them and went into the room of 
light. To me, it was just this profound acceptance of being stuck and then an invitation to move. Often, in my 
experience, you want to include being stuck and changing, and not take sides. When people are triggered, it's 
totally okay with me.  

I had another client, I'll just mention, who would do the same kind of thing. She'd have some associative 
memory. She'd go back into her trauma, and she would just suffer reliving it while in the session. She hated 
this. It would take five or ten minutes out of our session. She would be being raped and hurt again, and she 
would just be reliving it. At a certain point, she said, “I forget I'm in therapy with you during those moments. 
Is there a way we can remind me?” We talked about it. It's a little controversial - it was many years ago. I 
don't know if I'd do this these days because people are so tight on this stuff. She said, “I need to have some 
anchor to the present.” I think we could probably find another one, but for her she said, “If I start to go, just 
hold up and grab my finger to help me remember I'm here in a therapy room with you, while I'm re-
experiencing my abuse.” She didn't fall so deeply into it.  
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I think it's that inclusion of, you're back in it and you're present. You're in the past and you're in the present. 
That profound inclusion and permission to be there, and not to have to be there, is one of the keys to healing 
when people get triggered. Because what they're doing is going back to the past and forgetting their present 
resources and the present circumstances. They're kind of imposing the past on the present. If you can keep 
them present... I think those eye movement and tapping things do. They keep people in the present while 
they're re-experiencing the past. Somehow that may be one of the keys to integrating and not just collapsing 
back into the painful past.  

Dr. Buczynski: Bill’s creative approach normalized his clients’ triggers and allowed them to see a way to get 
past them. And when we help clients recognize that they are not trapped in the past by engaging them in the 
present, they can feel less overwhelmed by their triggers. 

Now tomorrow, we’ll look at how we can work with clients who intellectualize or over-analyze their triggers.  

But right now, I’d like to hear from you. How will you use what you just heard with your clients? 

Please leave a comment below. And while you’re there, maybe scroll up and read other people’s comments 
and comment on their comments. That’s how we build our community. 

I’ll see you tomorrow. 


