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FOREWORD

Daniel Goleman

THE YEAR WAS 1975, the setting a restaurant in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche had invited me out to dinner to tell me about his plans for a new educational institution he was founding, Naropa Institute. At one point in the conversation he leaned across the table toward me with a conspiratorial air, looked me straight in the eye, and said emphatically, “Buddhism will come to the West as a psychology.”

That proposition made immediate sense to me. I had recently received my doctorate in psychology from Harvard, and returned there as a visiting lecturer after a year of postdoctoral study in Sri Lanka and India. My topic was abhidharma, an ancient Buddhist theory of mind that has been in continual use as an applied psychology for the last fifteen hundred years or more.

Of course, I had never heard of this system in any of my academic psychology studies. The implicit assumption (culture-bound and flavored with hubris though it may be) was that the field of psychology had begun only a century before, in Europe and America—none of my psychology professors had ever heard of abhidharma. I took Rinpoche’s observation to mean that Western students of psychology would soon be hearing whispers of abhidharma that might inspire them to pursue further study of Buddhism. Indeed, he sprinkled his teachings with nuggets from this rich psychological mine, offering practical hints on everything from one’s state of mind while diapering the baby to transforming aggression. Trungpa Rinpoche was among the very first to offer such glimpses to a Western audience, sometimes casually interspersing these into a discussion and sometimes discoursing on them at great length.

This volume does a great favor for Western readers who want to understand the view Buddhist psychology takes of the human condition, pulling together a lifetime of insights on the subject by one of its most articulate teachers. Buddhism, like Western thought, harbors multiple schools of philosophy and psychology of mind. Several of these are represented here, though there are still more awaiting exploration by those readers who find themselves intrigued. Chögyam Trungpa offers us a rich banquet, with many inviting, intriguing, and delicious glimpses into these Buddhist perspectives on our mind and life.






FOREWORD

Kidder Smith

PERHAPS IT’S A SHOCKING THOUGHT, that we are all born sane. But the Buddhist tradition goes further still, declaring that we are actually sane right now. Whatever confusions we experience, whatever doubts or anxieties may arise, at the base of all this, in the midst of all this, our fundamental sanity is always present. We might say that this book seeks to demonstrate how such an outrageous claim can be true. But actually this book provides a means for you, the reader, to determine its truth for yourself.

That means is meditation. As Trungpa Rinpoche says, meditation is “a way of clarifying the actual nature of mind.” Insofar as psychology is the study of mind, meditation offers us a psychological practice that is uniquely intimate. It is not someone else’s experience we are studying, it is our own. And yet, as we will see, meditation takes us into the same intimacy with other beings that we have with ourselves.

What is mind? Everything. We get a hint of that in the way our experience is continuous. Even in deepest sleep our mind is active, aware, processing. When we meditate, attending consciously to mind, it never abandons us, never runs out or expires. Not only is our consciousness abundantly wall-to-wall, it actually is those walls, and everything imaginable or unimaginable lying beyond them. There is no end to this, nor exit from it. When we plan our escape, it is already taking place in mind. When we reach our destination, we are here in mind as well.

All we know is mind. It creates our world. “By meditating, we are dealing with the very mind that devised our eyeglasses and put the lenses in the rims, and the very mind that put up this tent. Our coming here is the product of our minds. . . . So this is a living world, mind’s world. Realizing this, working with mind is no longer a remote or mysterious thing to do. It is no longer dealing with something that is hidden or somewhere else. Mind is right here. Mind is hanging out in the world. It is an open secret.”

Unhidden, omnipresent, not elsewhere, endless, that’s quite a lot. So when we seek to work with mind, we need a discipline that is equally vast—and utterly simple. Otherwise it’s like trying to devise an elaborate set of china platters, pewter flagons, and silver utensils for serving up the whole world. There would never be enough of them the right shape, nor could the world ever fit comfortably inside. Actually, all we need is one very, very big flat plate. Meditation is that open plate; it accommodates everything. Thus in chapter after chapter, Trungpa Rinpoche returns us to simplicity. All we need to do is just sit here on the earth. We breathe. We give bare attention to that breath.

As we settle into doing nothing much, we start bumping into our thought processes. At first we may notice only their valences of like, dislike, or neutrality. But as we become more familiar with this way of attending, we begin to sense the subtler and more complex dynamics of mind. Several chapters in Part Two of this book address these matters: the eight consciousnesses, the six realms, the five buddha families, and so on. Here the practice of psychology means recognizing these patterns as they begin to show themselves, like seascapes at the bottom of an ocean when the winds subside.

Even before we start noticing that clarity, Trungpa Rinpoche urges us further into the ungainly: “Don’t be afraid of being a fool; start as a fool. The techniques of meditation practice are not designed to reduce active thoughts at all. They provide a way of coming to terms with everything that goes on inside. . . . When we begin to find the spiky quality in ourselves, we see it as antispirituality and try to push it away. This is the biggest mistake of all in working with our basic psychological patterns.” Here the psychotherapist meets her first client: herself. In the practice of sitting meditation, she has no compulsion to reduce, alter, or reject anything or anyone. All are welcome. All are simply thoughts. They manifest in varying intensity or appeal, and endless flavors, but their nature is always the same. They are only “that, that, that.”

Sitting with this nameless “that,” doing nothing whatsoever, allowing the mystery that we are to arise, arise, arise, something finally becomes obvious. The thoughts that seem to perpetuate our existence and define our being are pretty flimsy things. When we peer directly at them, trying to catch hold for a closer look, they melt right out from under us, evaporate into nothing. We have accomplished nothing: the thoughts dissolve on their own, without our even looking at them. We could not preserve them even if we wished. But now that we have experienced their utter transitoriness, they have yielded up the secret of their instantaneous mortality. Their persuasiveness is never quite the same.

From that recognition it is possible to relax into our native gentleness. Since we do not experience our mind as threatening, we can, as Trungpa Rinpoche often says, make friends with ourselves. That friendship is the basis for all relatedness. In particular, it is the model for the conduct of psychotherapy:

“This means working first of all with our natural capacity for warmth. To begin with, we can develop warmth toward ourselves, which then expands to others. This provides the ground for relating with disturbed people, with one another, and with ourselves, all within the same framework. . . . Patients should experience a sense of wholesomeness vibrating from you. . . . Therapy has to be based on mutual appreciation. . . . You have to cut your own impatience and learn to love people. That is how to cultivate basic healthiness in others.”

This recognition of our basic healthiness is what distinguishes Buddhist psychology from all others I have encountered. Through the practice of sitting meditation, kerplunk in the midst of watching our thoughts dissolve, in our very inability to sustain a storyline about ourselves or anything else, we come, obliquely or directly, to something that was always there. Trungpa Rinpoche calls it basic goodness. It is also known as buddha nature, primordial purity, the true nature of mind, the essence of dharma. It is the sanity we are born with.

I think many of us come to psychology because we feel that something, somehow, must be wrong. Our curiosity about the human mind is not unmotivated. Though we may be repelled by the concept of original sin, the experience of our own mental states has not yet conclusively ruled it out. But the practice of meditation, with its fearless investigation and unconditional acceptance of all forms of consciousness, carries us ineluctably to a deeper knowledge. We actually experience the fundamental purity of mind, of our minds. This is not faith or doctrine, nor can we produce it if we try. But neither can we miss it when it rises up within our experience. And gradually we may develop confidence in its constant presence, the way we know our lungs will find air to breathe, in and out, in and out. It requires no thought of us.

At this point we can no longer maintain that we, or any others, are wounded at our core. Indeed, “the world that we live in is fabulous. It is utterly workable. . . . We should realize that there is no passion, aggression, or ignorance existing in what we see. . . . Whatever we do is sacred.”

This fabulous sacredness means that Buddhist psychology has no sense of cure or healing. In fairy tales the kissed frog transforms into a prince. But in Buddhism the frog is crowned as a frog. Our lily pad is a royal seat. “You realize that you are capable of sitting like a king or queen on a throne. The regalness of that situation shows you the dignity that comes from being still and simple.” “One begins to feel, without egotism, that one is the king of the universe. Because you have achieved an understanding of impersonality, you can become a person. . . . This stage is called enlightenment.”

At that point our approach to existence inverts. We no longer start with experience and peer through its confusing folds in search of depth, clarity, or Buddha. Instead we find ourselves resting in basic goodness, and our experiences arise continuously out of that, folding and unfolding as they will. There is no need to pry loose grasping fingers, or a grasping heart. We can begin with an open love that knows when to hold, when to let go. Because this is so intimately impersonal, we can become, and unbecome, a person.

Thus, when asked about the difference between meditation and psychotherapy, Trungpa Rinpoche replied: “The difference is in the individual’s attitude toward undergoing the disciplines of meditation and psychotherapy. In the popular therapeutic style, the individual’s attitude is one of trying to recover from something. He looks for a technique to help him get rid of, or overcome, his complaint. The meditative attitude accepts, in some sense, that you are what you are.” “From that point of view,” he says elsewhere, “we could say that meditation is not therapy. If there is any notion of therapy involved in the spiritual journey, or in any kind of spiritual discipline, then it becomes conditional. . . . The practice of meditation is the experience of totality. You can’t regard it as anything at all, but it is completely universal.”

So should an authentic psychologist become a Buddhist? Of course not. We could go further: the authentic psychologist must cease being Buddhist or Western, or anything that is based on concept, doctrine, or design. “Buddhist psychology,” then, is a funny term. We are not really psyches at all, there is no logic to it, and Buddhism does not exist. “Fundamentally there is just open space, the basic ground, what we really are. Our most fundamental state of mind, before the creation of ego, is such that there is basic openness, basic freedom, a spacious quality; and we have now and have always had this openness. . . . We are this space, we are one with it.”

These are words. Do they point to the truth? That is up to you, the reader, to decide. You lack nothing you need to make that determination.

Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche is my teacher. I am able to write this foreword because I have the same mind as he. And you are able to read it because you also have that mind. It is the ground of sanity, from which all our miraculous, goofy, teeming world arises every moment.

My own path has in certain ways followed the outline I provide above. I have found meditation and psychotherapy to be powerfully linked practices of liberation, each necessary to the other. They engage the mind with indescribable precision, emancipating its activities from the inside out.

Some personal anecdotes may help illustrate this. For years whenever chaos struck, I’d transform into an investigative terrier, tearing through the flower beds to nab the culprit. But on both the meditation cushion and psychiatric couch I learned to rest in chaos itself. “She hates me because” returned to simple pain. “I hate her because” returned to simple anger, which returned to simple pain. In that pain there was no justification, reasoning, appropriate response, judicious assignment of blame, attempted forgiveness, in fact, nothing meaningful at all. Especially there was no cure. It was only pain. I found I could bear pain, it just hurt a lot. And then it didn’t hurt quite so much.

That made it possible to adopt my emotions as my children—lively, adorable, impulsive, stubborn, convincing, and with unerring intuitions about their world. But as their loving parent, I got to choose what course of action we would take together.

I tried this out with other people as well, when they showed up in my mind. My father is in many ways a harsh, ambitious man. I remember sitting in my psychotherapist’s office, suddenly envisioning myself as king. I was seated on a boulder atop a mountain, great green vistas opening far below. A dozen people were before me, including Dad. “I’m so glad you’ve come,” I said. And silently I appointed him my lieutenant, seating him to my right just below the throne, facing outward. We had found the perfect role for his fierce discontent, one in which it would be acknowledged, ever-present, but expressed only in extremis.

Was that my father or myself? When I say, “I love you,” whose energy is that? What is this “self”? My strong sense of being me, insistently individual and separate, gradually loosened. Inside and out became harder to distinguish. And basic goodness began seeping into things. Of course my wife and daughter didn’t always experience me this way. But it was still evident there was enough love to go around, despite my habits of forgetfulness.

I also recall therapy sessions when nothing happened—I just looked into my therapist’s eyes, and she into mine. And then I stopped going, at least for then. For though ego’s patterns are endless in their complexity, there are times when we are sane enough. Then our psychology is not much different from the weather: we wear hat and coat in the rain, or we run naked through the rain, but it’s difficult to take either one very personally. Or very earnestly. That frees huge energies for others. It also shows the whole of existence as a field of aimless, loving play.

Both psychology and meditation have a particular way of working with mind. Skillfully practiced, psychotherapy releases the elaborate disguises we have put upon our thoughts and feelings, revealing ancient gripes that seize them as their proxies. As these patterns come into sunlight, they become transparent—we can see through them, and treat them thus with a slightly distant courtesy.

Meditation introduces us to deeper and deeper registers of mind. At first it may be sufficient just to see we have a mind, that we are a mind. But gradually, and in a moment’s flash, we realize that we are not exactly the thoughts and feelings that constantly occupy us, that had seemed to define us. There is space around them; better, we are this space, and thoughts and feelings occur here as our guests. Actually, though, that space is wisdom itself, and our thoughts and feelings its manifest intelligence. We can relax into this vibrant emptiness. That is the whole path, that relaxation, that falling apart into basic sanity.

My gratitude to all my teachers, parents, therapists, and friends, to all beings and nonbeings.






EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

THE SANITY WE ARE BORN WITH: A Buddhist Approach to Psychology is a collection of writings by the Tibetan Buddhist meditation master Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche. It presents insights into meditation, mind, and psychology that he shared with Western psychologists, psychotherapists, and students of Buddhist meditation in America in the 1970s and ’80s. Fundamentally, this is a book about how any of us, all of us, can work with ourselves and others in a sane and gentle fashion. Beyond that, in the discussion of Buddhist psychology, the author also addresses the specific problems and needs of people in profound psychological distress. As well, he speaks to the concerns of psychotherapists and all health care professionals who work with their clients’ states of mind as well as their physical well-being.

While the author acknowledges the need that many people have for professional psychological help and the importance of providing appropriate therapeutic environments and communities for some patients, the premise of this book is that all human beings have within them the resources to heal themselves at a deep level. Trungpa Rinpoche proclaims over and over again that all of us are born with basic sanity, which he also describes as basic goodness, healthiness, and wakefulness. Helping ourselves and others to contact this ground of sanity and health is both the path and the goal of Buddhist psychology as presented in this volume. As the author says in “Creating an Environment of Sanity”:

You should look into where the patient’s health is coming from. . . . Someone might be acting paranoid and critical, but where is that accuracy coming from? They could be extremely neurotic and destructive, but where is the basic pinpoint of that energy? If you can look at people from that point of view, from the point of view of basic goodness, then there is definitely something you can do to help others.

Chögyam Trungpa’s entire life was dedicated to working with other people and to helping them. The mahayana Buddhist tradition, which was the foundation of his training, talks about the responsibility that each one of us must ultimately assume to liberate all sentient beings—starting with oneself, so that one can be of use to others. This is working to benefit others on a very big scale!

Trungpa Rinpoche worked with people day in and day out. He introduced tens of thousands of people to the sitting practice of meditation and conducted thousands of individual and group interviews with students. People came to him for advice about their meditation practice, but also for advice about how to conduct their lives: whom to marry, what job to take, whether to go into business or go back to school. Rinpoche was with people when they were dying, when they were giving birth, when they were meditating, when they were getting married, and when they were ill. People came to him when they were depressed, when their marriage broke up, when they felt suicidal—in just about every circumstance and every state of mind. While one would not say that being a teacher of Buddhism is the same as being a psychologist, nevertheless—and especially in the West—a Buddhist teacher is called upon to respond to many of the same problems that are presented to clinical psychologists. Of the similarity between the two enterprises, Chögyam Trungpa said, “You shouldn’t regard what you are doing as ordinary medical work. As psychotherapists you should pay more attention to your patients and share their lives. That kind of friendship is a long-term commitment. It is almost like the student-teacher relationship on the Buddhist path. You should be proud of that.”

For Chögyam Trungpa, spirituality, psychotherapy, and life altogether were about being the most fully human that we can be, rather than trying to change ourselves into something we are not. He wrote, “Mind cannot be altered or changed, only somewhat clarified. You have to come back to what you are, rather than reform yourself into something else.” It is this wisdom—the wisdom of who we are—that he passionately proclaimed and that is presented here as the basis for working with ourselves and others.

Meditation, Mind, and Psychology

This book is loosely divided into three parts: Meditation, Mind, and Psychology. (I say “loosely” because Chögyam Trungpa often addresses the nature of mind while discussing meditation; and in many of the discussions of mind and psychology, he refers to the practice of meditation.) The book opens with a Prelude, “The Meeting of Buddhist and Western Psychology,” which presents the underlying logic that connects all of the material in this book. Here, Trungpa Rinpoche defines intrinsic health and explains the importance of meditation and the study of one’s own mind as the ground for understanding and working with others. Then, Part One, “Meditation,” introduces both the technique of meditation and its implications for understanding the nature of mind and self, as well as applying the insights gained in our relationships with others. Part Two, “Mind,” presents material on the development of ego from a Buddhist perspective, as well as discussing aspects of human intelligence, perception, and cognition. In this section, the author also discusses the energy of emotions and the complex states of mind that we create. Part Three, “Psychology,” looks specifically at working with others in a therapeutic context. The contemplative approach Trungpa Rinpoche advocates is based on the practice of meditation and the insights that arise from that practice. As the author says:

One important question always seems to come up when Western psychologists begin to study Buddhism. Does one have to become a Buddhist in order to learn about Buddhism? The answer is that of course one does not, but it must be asked in return, what does one want to learn? What Buddhism really has to teach the Western psychologist is how to relate more closely with his own experience, in its freshness, its fullness, and its immediacy. To do this, one does not have to become a Buddhist, but one does have to practice meditation. . . . A good taste of meditation is actually necessary in working with oneself and others.

MEDITATION

Who am I? What am I? Why am I? Human beings have been asking themselves these questions for many thousands of years. Over time our species has articulated many answers, but still each person wrestles individually with these concerns. Preformulated answers seem to leave us unsatisfied—such is the centrality of these questions to the human predicament. Rather than offering articles of faith, the practice of meditation in the Buddhist tradition allows one to investigate these questions in a firsthand, experiential fashion.

Meditation is an ancient technique, yet it is amazingly applicable and appropriate to working with our contemporary situation. It resonates with many of the discoveries of Western psychologists over the past century. Buddhist meditation encourages us to start with our experience of our own minds and to use the experience gained through meditation to investigate what we are, or seem to be. The Buddhist teachings suggest that we need to examine more closely our habitual patterns of thought and how they condition our experience. Investigating who we are through the practice of meditation can help us to free ourselves from unnecessary mental baggage and to move forward in our lives in a real way. It’s not that we are necessarily going to be freed of all our problems, but by beginning to look at how we are often uncomfortable, how we often suffer, how we are often dissatisfied and anxious, we also begin to see how to step beyond or dissolve those predicaments.

There are many approaches to meditation, even within the Buddhist tradition. There are significant variations in the techniques and how they are applied, and these have an impact on one’s experience of meditation and on the conclusions one may draw about the nature of mind and reality. One might say these differences are akin to looking at the world through different lenses. We can look with the naked eye; we can use glasses that correct farsightedness or nearsightedness; we can look through a microscope; we can use a telescope to gaze into outer space. Each of these will give us a distinct view. Some of these views support a commonsense interpretation of reality; some show us an aspect of the world that is radically different from what we might expect. Galileo was branded a heretic for describing what he saw when he turned his telescope to view the heavens. Meditation can offer us a view that might be equally revolutionary.

However, all tools, including meditation, can be used merely to confirm what we already believe, ignoring anything that doesn’t conform to our views about reality; or we can use them to explore the territory with an open mind, which will lead us to fresh insights. Chögyam Trungpa’s approach was that of the explorer. The technique he taught encourages us to suspend belief, proceed without a lot of preconceptions, and to continue without drawing too many conclusions. Just be. Just sit. See what happens. That is his prescription.

At the same time, as someone who has already made extensive explorations and who has consulted the work of other explorers, he shares with us the signposts one might find along the way. Also, rather than just setting us loose to hack our way through the wilderness, he gives us a way to start and a way to continue; he provides us with the tools we need to make our journey. These are, very simply, our body and our posture as a way of orienting ourselves and expressing basic wakefulness and human dignity; our breath, as a means to focus bare attention, as a reminder of our livelihood, or aliveness, and more profoundly as a means to mix our mind with space; and the techniques of labeling our thoughts—acknowledging that we are thinking—and applying a light-handed sense of effort, so that we can stay in the present and connect with the nowness of experience. He encourages us to bring all that we are and all that we experience to the meditation cushion. Bring the chaos; bring the confusion; bring the baggage. Don’t leave anything out; don’t push anything away. Bring it all. Don’t hang on to it, but let it be. See what happens.

Chögyam Trungpa’s approach to meditation—an approach that is free from goal orientation—is quite a radical prescription for how to live one’s life. The technique he taught is based on developing an appreciation for nowness by focusing on an open-ended sense of being. This approach is not based on developing concentration, although it encourages awareness. It is not a relaxation technique, although it leads to the development of a sense of peace through the acceptance of who we are. Nor is it primarily a way to overcome problems or a means to change things about ourselves that we do not like. Rather, this approach embraces the richness and complexity—even the chaos—of our experience. It is based on opening to yourself, rather than trying to suppress or change something. Many times, Chögyam Trungpa talked about meditation as making friends with yourself.

One might say that because nothing changes through the practice of meditation as he presented it, everything is transformed. When we stop beating ourselves up and stop thinking that something is wrong with us, that brings fundamental liberation and relieves suffering and anxiety. Rather than manufacturing a means to overcome confusion, meditation allows us to connect with the sanity and wakefulness that are inherent in our experience. Thus, while meditation may help us to see that many of our fixed concepts about ourselves and our world are questionable, at the same time, it is not a technique that should discourage, depress, or fundamentally undermine us. It is rather a way to appreciate our life, ourselves, and others.

Sometimes in our meditation practice, we may be looking at difficult things about ourselves. However, we should recognize that it is basic intelligence that allows us to look and examine our lives at all. Without it, we could not ask the questions. This insight might be our first real glimpse of basic sanity. As we come to an appreciation of our own wakefulness, we also begin to see that there is something powerful and sacred about human life altogether. This connection to a larger world is the basis for appreciating and therefore genuinely helping others.

Trungpa Rinpoche felt that Western practitioners of meditation, as well as Western therapists and therapies, were often affected by a subtle, or not so subtle, hangover from the belief in “original sin.” He talked about this as a preoccupation with guilt and a feeling of being condemned, feeling that we did or are doing something bad or that something bad has been done to us, which is the source of our problems. In contrast to that guilty feeling, which he felt was quite foreign to Buddhism, he spoke of “basic goodness” as the foundation of experience and of meditation practice. Basic goodness is good without reference to bad, goodness as the ground of experience before the dualism of good and bad ever occurred. From this point of view, some sin or crime is not the fundamental root of our problems, although it may be a contributory factor. We don’t have to fear that, if we open up, we will discover some terrible inadequacy or secret about ourselves. When we clear away the clouds of confusion, we find that there has simply been a misunderstanding, which turns out to be our mistaken belief in a solid self or ego. We discover that our nature is like the sun shining in the sky: brilliant and fundamentally unobstructed. The discovery of the “myth” of ego leads us to the second section of the book.

MIND

Part Two, “Mind,” presents writings from a Buddhist perspective on the nature of mind and the development of ego. This section examines some of the insights that might arise when examining one’s experience through the lens of meditation. Whereas Western clinical psychology often begins its inquiry at the level of fully formed thoughts, emotions, and states of mind, the Buddhist view starts at a more fundamental level, looking into the constituents and basic faculties of mind, intellect, and the self. In the view presented by Trungpa Rinpoche, one starts with basic space, an open space that is related to the intrinsic state of intelligence and wakefulness that underlies all our experience. The various components of what we generally think of as our self or our ego arise out of, or in the midst of, this basic ground. When we panic—in response to the unsettling aspect of openness—we try to freeze this open ground, and we create the world of duality, the world of ego. In the Buddhist teachings, ego is seen as an unnecessary and duplicitous invention, a dualistic self-consciousness that prevents us from a genuine appreciation of our life. It is seen as a patchwork that has no real solidity, no actual existence. It is full of holes like a Swiss cheese, and the cheese itself is made out of thin air. While this may seem alien to some Western views, it is very much in tune with psychotherapeutic approaches that stress the benefits of embracing change, flexibility, and vulnerability. The other side of acknowledging the myth of ego is reconnecting with the basic open ground, recognizing this state of egolessness as basic healthiness, as the intrinsic state of being that we all possess.

There is also material here on the different faculties of knowing and intelligence that the mind exhibits. In Tibetan these are called sems, rikpa, lodrö, and yi. They are tools or ways of knowing, aspects of our intelligence and how we apply it, in contrast to the aspects or the components, the skandhas, of ego. The skandhas are progressive layers (skandha literally means “heaps”) of complication and confusion that we create to cover up the basic openness and spaciousness of existence.

In the section on mind, Chögyam Trungpa also presents the six realms of existence, describing them as preoccupations or hallucinations that we create—although we often experience them as created or imposed on us from the outside. Chögyam Trungpa sometimes refers to them as “styles of imprisonment.” The six realms are traditionally associated with teachings on the wheel of life in the Buddhist tradition and are described as actual realms of heaven and hell, and everything in between—the realm of the jealous gods, the human realm, the animal realm, the realm of hungry ghosts. Chögyam Trungpa makes this material accessible and relevant by relating these realms to the emotional and psychological states that we all go through in our lives.

Finally, there is a chapter in Part Two on different styles of perception, which Chögyam Trungpa also applies to different personality types and emotions. This discussion is based on the teaching of the “five buddha families” in the tantric tradition of Tibetan Buddhism. This teaching is a categorization of different qualities or styles that characterize both confusion and wisdom. To put it another way, the buddha families describe energy, both neurotic energy and the enlightened energy that can be transmuted or revealed behind any neurotic upheaval. Chögyam Trungpa was, I believe, the first person to apply the teachings on the buddha families so directly to human psychology and personality. He introduced this material in both his work with art and artists and in his activities with psychologists and mental health. He saw the five buddha families as one of the teachings from the Buddhist tantric tradition that would resonate with Western culture and thought. It remains one of the most original areas of his accomplishments.

PSYCHOLOGY

Finally, Part Three of the book, “Psychology,” presents writings on the application of Buddhist psychology and meditation to Western psychology, psychotherapy, and working with others in a healing relationship in general. A short history of Chögyam Trungpa’s involvement with Western psychology may help to lay the ground for appreciating the teachings he gave on this topic.

From his early exposure to Western views of Buddhism, which he encountered in India and England in the 1960s, Trungpa Rinpoche recognized that many Westerners had been confused by thinking of Buddhism as a religion. They often misconstrued Buddhist meditation as a form of worship or as a means to attain an altered or higher state of consciousness. Many of the people he first encountered in the West did not understand meditation as a method to investigate the nature of one’s own mind.

Of all the schools of Buddhist thought, Tibetan Buddhism was probably the most misunderstood because of its elaborate rituals and symbolism and its depiction of tantric “deities.” To many Western observers, Tibetan Buddhism appeared to be a system based on worship or communion with the gods, an attempt to summon up divine powers, or possibly even black magic. Without an understanding of the symbolism employed in Tibetan Buddhism, it was difficult to see that the deities depicted were in fact representations of the many facets of the human mind and its myriad thoughts and emotions.

When he came to the West in the early 1960s to study at Oxford University, Chögyam Trungpa soon realized that the language of psychology would be a better tool for communicating the Buddhist teachings than the language of Western religion had proven to be. Early on, he adopted the Western psychological term ego to refer to the experience of self-consciousness and coined the term egolessness to refer to the insight gained from meditation into the emptiness or illusoriness of self and of our habitual patterns. This will probably be noted as one of his most important contributions to the understanding of Buddhism in the West. Indeed, the Oxford English Dictionary noted his use of the term egolessness in the second edition of the dictionary, under the entry for the word “ego.” He also used the term neurosis, but not primarily as a diagnosis of mental illness. Rather, neurotic mind was the distortion that arises from the common human experience of habitually clinging to a belief in self as a solid and separate entity. From the 1970s on, he chose to employ words and phrases such as anxiety, depression, guilt, neurotic patterns of mind, and unconscious tendencies to describe confused and painful experiences that are common to all of us and can be addressed through the practice of meditation. To use this psychological vocabulary in relationship to Buddhist practice may seem commonplace now, but it was a major departure in the 1970s.

In England in the 1960s, Chögyam Trungpa made the acquaintance of the English psychoanalyst R. D. Laing, who exposed him to some of the more radical views of Western psychology. In the early 1970s in America, he and the Zen Buddhist master Shunryu Suzuki Roshi talked about establishing a therapeutic community to work with mentally disturbed individuals. Suzuki Roshi unfortunately died of cancer in late 1971. However, Chögyam Trungpa persevered with their plans, and in 1972 he and a group of students who had been studying his ideas on psychology, as well as those of some Western psychologists, started the Maitri therapeutic community in upstate New York as a treatment facility for clients with severe psychological problems. Chögyam Trungpa had developed an experimental approach called Maitri Space Awareness that used a series of specially designed rooms and postures to accentuate neurosis, so that it could be clearly identified and worked with directly. He developed Maitri Space Awareness in accordance with his psychological understanding of the five buddha families, which is described in Part Two. His early thinking about Space Awareness is presented in Part Three of this book, in the chapter “Maitri Space Awareness in a Buddhist Therapeutic Community.”

After finding that they were inadequately trained to treat serious mental illness, the students who made up the staff of the Maitri program began to use the techniques developed by Chögyam Trungpa to further their own training and to make a study of their own psychology. This approach to working with Maitri Space Awareness has continued up to the present day.

In 1974 Chögyam Trungpa founded the Naropa Institute (now Naropa University) in Boulder, Colorado. From its inception, this Buddhist-inspired institution of higher learning included the study of contemplative psychology. Many of Chögyam Trungpa’s views and insights into psychology were built into the program. Today, Maitri Space Awareness remains part of the training in contemplative psychology at Naropa.

Trungpa Rinpoche worked closely with the faculty and students at Naropa, and a number of the articles on psychology that are included in this volume were based on his discussions with students and faculty in the department. (Today there are several different psychology programs offered by different departments at Naropa. Originally, however, there was only one department.) Drawn by Chögyam Trungpa’s reputation, therapists and psychologists flocked to Naropa in the 1970s and ’80s to study and to teach classes. Many of them stayed and helped to build Naropa’s psychology program. It would not be an exaggeration to say that there are hundreds if not thousands of clinical psychologists, psychotherapists, and psychiatrists who, through their association with Naropa, have been influenced by Chögyam Trungpa’s insights into psychotherapy and the nature of mind.

Trungpa Rinpoche had a close relationship with Dr. Edward Podvoll, the director of the Naropa psychology department from 1977 until 1990. Ed worked with Chögyam Trungpa on editing several of the articles that appear in The Sanity We Are Born With. One of the important developments that came out of Naropa and the fertile interactions among Dr. Podvoll, his students, and Chögyam Trungpa was the establishment of Windhorse Community Services, which involves an intensive approach to working with people with severe mental problems. A Windhorse team sets up a therapeutic household for the client and lives with him or her during the treatment. In this situation, the team applies many of the principles of Buddhist psychology that Chögyam Trungpa helped to formulate. Windhorse began in Boulder, Colorado, with one or two such households in the 1980s. There are now forty treatment households in the Boulder area, as well as others in Northampton, Massachusetts; Vienna; and Zurich. As well, a number of groups in North America and Europe are studying the Windhorse approach.

Chögyam Trungpa also had many contacts with the transpersonal psychology community in Northern California. One of the chapters in this book, “Intrinsic Health: A Conversation with Health Professionals,” was first published in the Journal of Transpersonal Psychology. As early as 1971, Trungpa Rinpoche gave a presentation on the practice of meditation at the national conference of the Association for Humanistic Psychology in Washington, D.C. This lecture was also edited for inclusion in the Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, where it appeared in 1973. It is reproduced in Part One of the present book as “An Approach to Meditation: A Talk to Psychologists.”

The “Psychology” section of this book presents a number of the lectures Chögyam Trungpa gave to psychologists, students of psychology, and his own Buddhist students about the application of meditation to therapy and Western psychology in general. Many of these appeared originally as journal articles and have circulated for years as photocopies among those interested in Chögyam Trungpa’s work.1

Throughout his writings on psychology, Chögyam Trungpa presents an approach based on insights that arise from the practice of meditation, the understanding of one’s own mind, and the application of meditation in action to one’s life as a whole. The link between formal practice and life situations was one that he drew early on in presenting the Buddhist teachings in the West. Indeed, his first book on meditation, published in England in 1968, is entitled Meditation in Action. Given this emphasis throughout his work, it is not surprising that he applied insights from the Buddhist tradition to the conduct of psychotherapy and clinical psychology, as well as to many other “secular” disciplines in the West.

Although Trungpa Rinpoche offers quite specific advice on how to work with others using a sane and compassionate approach, his prescription is at the same time broad and far-reaching. In the article “Becoming a Full Human Being,” for example, he begins the discussion by telling the reader: “The basic work of health professionals in general, and of psychotherapists in particular, is to become full human beings and to inspire full human-beingness in other people who feel starved about their lives.”

The importance of basic sanity and healthiness as the ground for working with self and others is a major topic throughout this section. Chögyam Trungpa stresses that “we are in touch with basic health all the time” and that it is intrinsic rather than something we contrive. He writes:

Health comes first: sickness is secondary. Health is. So being healthy is being fundamentally wholesome, with body and mind synchronized in a state of being which is indestructible and good. This attitude is not recommended exclusively for the patients but also for the helpers or doctors. It can be adopted mutually because this intrinsic, basic goodness is always present in any interaction of one human being with another.

The author also stresses the importance of creating an uplifted environment for others, one that generates, for both caregiver and client, an appreciation of each other and of life as sacred. He discusses loss and impermanence as basic human experiences and how acknowledging them can positively influence healing.

Trungpa Rinpoche emphasizes that resentment and aggression are the root of deep psychological problems: “Whenever there is aggression and disliking in any aspect of the environment as you are growing up, that is the ground of insanity, from the Buddhist point of view.” The development of a balanced and nonaggressive psychological environment can help to cultivate maitri, a genuinely friendly and compassionate attitude that can overcome fear and aggression, both in oneself and in others. “The key point in overcoming aggression is to develop natural trust in yourself and in your environment, your world. In Buddhism, this trust in yourself is called maitri.”

The relationship of these writings on therapeutic practice to the practice of meditation is an important one to emphasize. As Chögyam Trungpa writes in “The Meeting of Buddhist and Western Psychology”:

Some Western psychologists have asked me whether the direct experience of meditation practice is really necessary. They have wanted to know whether the “interpersonal training” is not enough. To this I would answer that the interpersonal training is not adequate in itself. First, it is necessary to study and experience one’s own mind. Then one can study and experience accurately the mind in the interpersonal situation.

The earlier articles on meditation and mind allow the reader to understand the method that leads to this view of the human mind. These discoveries about oneself and the basic nature of mind then lead to certain suggestions or prescriptions for how to work with others. This again is the link between meditation as a practice and the application of meditation in action in every aspect of one’s life—including working with others as a health professional.

By going through this progression, one is able to see that what Chögyam Trungpa proposes we offer to others is exactly the way that he suggests we work with ourselves. His unwavering message is that if you simplify and open to yourself, you will connect with sanity. Then, if you open yourself to others, they will connect with sanity. Practice, meditate, be without agenda, and you will find basic healthiness. Be with others, be with them without agenda, and they will find the same. From Trungpa Rinpoche’s point of view, there is no other way to work with people. If we don’t appreciate the continuity that joins our own minds and experience with those of others, we have nothing of much value to offer.

One of the hallmarks of Chögyam Trungpa’s approach is that it is more interested in asking questions than in supplying answers. The book ends, in fact, with a question: his provocative talk entitled “Is Meditation Therapy?” Trungpa Rinpoche suggested that we question our assumptions and ourselves, not only as the method for how to begin, but as a means to proceed in working both with oneself and with others. We don’t have to have the answers; in fact, he posits that it’s better if we don’t. Rather, we need to provide an open space of inquiry for ourselves and also a safe and open space for those we work with, so that all kinds of discoveries can arise.

In this light, one hopes that this book will prove to be thought-provoking reading, that it will raise as many questions as it answers. It is hoped that this volume will be a valuable resource to students of psychology and philosophy, to those working in the health and healing professions, and to other readers curious about the discipline of meditation and the nature of their own minds.

CAROLYN ROSE GIMIAN

March 12, 2004
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The Meeting of Buddhist and Western Psychology

Experience and Theory

TRADITIONAL BUDDHIST PSYCHOLOGY emphasizes the importance of direct experience in psychological work. If one relies upon theory alone, then something basic is lost. From the Buddhist viewpoint, the study of theory is only a first step and must be completed by training in the direct experience of mind itself, in oneself and in others.

In Buddhist tradition, this experiential aspect is developed through the practice of meditation, a firsthand observation of mind. Meditation in Buddhism is not a religious practice, but rather a way of clarifying the actual nature of mind and experience. Traditionally, meditation training is said to be threefold, including shila (discipline), samadhi (the actual practice of meditation), and prajna (insight).

Shila is the process of simplifying one’s general life and eliminating unnecessary complications. In order to develop a genuine mental discipline, it is first necessary to see how we continually burden ourselves with extraneous activities and preoccupations. In Buddhist countries, shila might involve following a particular rule of life as a monk or a nun, or adopting the precepts appropriate to a Buddhist layperson. In the Western secular context, shila might just involve cultivating an attitude of simplicity toward one’s life in general.

Second is samadhi, or meditation, which is the heart of Buddhist experiential training. This practice involves sitting with your attention resting lightly and mindfully on your breath. The further discipline of meditation practice is to note when your attention has wandered from the breath and to bring it back to breathing as your focus. An attitude of bare attention is taken toward the various phenomena, including thoughts, feelings, and sensations, that arise in your mind and body during practice. Meditation practice could be called a way of making friends with oneself, which points to the fact that it is an experience of nonaggression. In fact, meditation is traditionally called the practice of dwelling in peace. The practice of meditation is thus a way of experiencing one’s basic being, beyond habitual patterns.

Shila is the ground of meditation and samadhi is the actual path of the practice. The fruition is prajna, or the insight that begins to develop through one’s meditation. In the experience of prajna, one begins to see directly and concretely how the mind actually functions, its mechanics and reflexes, moment to moment. Prajna is traditionally called discriminating awareness, which does not mean discriminating in the sense of developing bias. Rather prajna is unbiased knowledge of one’s world and one’s mind. It is discriminating in the sense of sorting out confusion and neurosis.

Prajna is immediate and nonconceptual insight, but at the same time it provides the basic inspiration for intellectual study. Because one has seen the actuality of one’s own mental functioning, there is a natural desire to clarify and articulate what one has experienced. And there is a spontaneous curiosity about how others have expressed the nature and operation of mind. But at the same time, while one’s immediate insight leads to study, it is necessary to maintain an ongoing discipline of meditative training. In that way, concepts never become merely concepts, and one’s psychological work remains alive, fresh, and well grounded.

In the Buddhist culture of Tibet, where I was born and educated, a balance was always maintained between experiential training and theory. In my own upbringing, time was allotted in our regular monastic schedule to both study and meditation practice. During the year, there would also be special times set aside for intensive study and also for meditation retreats. It was part of our Buddhist tradition that such a balance was necessary for genuine learning to occur.

When I came to the West, to England in 1963, I was quite surprised to find that in Western psychology, theory is emphasized so much more than experience. Of course this made Western psychology immediately accessible to someone from another culture such as myself. Western psychologists do not ask you to practice, but just tell you what they are about from the very beginning. I found this approach very straightforward and something of a relief. But at the same time, one wonders about the profundity of a tradition that relies so heavily on concepts and opens its doors so easily.

On the other hand, Western psychologists do seem intuitively to recognize the need for greater emphasis on the direct experience of mind. Perhaps this is what has led so many psychologists to take an interest in Buddhism. Especially in relation to Zen, they are attracted to the enigma of it. And they are tantalized by the flavor of immediate experience, the possibility of enlightenment, and the impression of profundity. Such people seem to be looking to Buddhism for something they find lacking in their own traditions. This interest strikes me as appropriate, and in this respect Buddhism has something important to offer.

One important question always seems to come up when Western psychologists begin to study Buddhism. Does one have to become a Buddhist in order to learn about Buddhism? The answer is that of course one does not, but it must be asked in return, what does one want to learn? What Buddhism really has to teach the Western psychologist is how to relate more closely with his own experience, in its freshness, its fullness, and its immediacy. To do this, one does not have to become a Buddhist, but one does have to practice meditation. It is certainly possible to study only the theory of Buddhist psychology. But in doing so, one would miss the point. Without experience to rely on, one would end up simply interpreting Buddhist notions through Western concepts. A good taste of meditation is actually necessary in working with oneself and others. It is a tremendous help, whatever interest one may take in Buddhism as such.

Sometimes it is very hard to communicate to Westerners the importance of the experiential dimension. After we had started Samye Ling, our meditation center in Scotland, soon after I came from India to England, we found that a great many people with psychological problems came to us for help. They had been in all sorts of different therapies, and many of them were quite neurotic. They looked on us as physicians carrying out medical practice and wanted us to cure them. In working with these people I found that there was a frequent obstacle. Such people often wanted to take a purely theoretical approach, rather than actually experiencing and working with their neuroses. They wanted to understand their neuroses intellectually: where they themselves went wrong, how their neuroses developed, and so on. They often were not willing to let go of that approach.

The Training of a Therapist

In the training of a psychotherapist, theoretical and experiential training should be properly balanced. We combine these two elements in our Naropa Institute2 psychology program: one begins with a taste of meditation, then applies oneself to study, then experiences meditation more fully, then does more intensive study, and so forth. This kind of approach actually has an interesting effect: it enhances one’s appreciation of what one is doing. The experience of one’s own mind whets the appetite for further study. And the study increases one’s interest in observing one’s own mental process through meditation.

In addition, when study is combined with meditation practice, it has a different flavor. Where direct experience is lacking, study tends to be mainly memorizing terms and definitions and trying to convince oneself of their validity. When balanced with meditative discipline, study takes on much more life and reality. It develops clarity about how the mind works and how that knowledge can be expressed. In this way, study and practice help one another enormously, and each becomes more real and satisfying. It is like eating a sandwich—because of the bread, you appreciate the meat much more.

One question comes up when you try to balance the experiential and theoretical sides of training. How much time should be spent on each? Generally I would say it should be roughly equal. But at the same time the amount of hours put into practice, for example, is not as important as the attitude with which it is done. If the trainee is wholehearted enough, and if his practice is sufficiently intent, then his meditation will have its proper role and permeate his study and daily life.

All of this is not to say that there is no experiential training in Western psychology. But, from the Buddhist viewpoint, it is greatly underemphasized. And when it does occur, it seems to happen almost exclusively in the interpersonal situation of people talking to one another, such as the classical training in psychoanalysis. Some Western psychologists have asked me whether the direct experience of meditation practice is really necessary. They have wanted to know whether the “interpersonal training” is not enough. To this I would answer that the interpersonal training is not adequate in itself. First, it is necessary to study and experience one’s own mind. Then one can study and experience accurately the mind in the interpersonal situation.

We can see this by looking at how the Buddhist tradition of abhidharma works. First, there is an exploration of how the mind evolves in itself and how it functions. The expression of this is the first half of the abhidharma. The second half is concerned with how that mind begins to respond to things from outside itself. This parallels how a child develops. In the beginning, he is mainly concerned with himself. Later, in adolescence, his world begins to grow bigger and bigger.

In order to understand the interpersonal situation correctly, you have to know yourself in the beginning. Once you know the style of the dynamics of your own mind, then you can begin to see how that style works in dealing with others. And, in fact, on the basis of knowing oneself, the interpersonal knowledge comes naturally. You discover that somebody has developed his own mind. Then you can experience how the two minds interact with each other. This leads to the discovery that there is no such thing as outside mind and inside mind at all. So “mind” is really two minds meeting together, which is the same mind in some sense.

Therefore, the more you learn about your own mind, the more you learn about other people’s minds. You begin to appreciate other worlds, other people’s life situations. You are learning to extend your vision beyond what is just there in your immediate situation, on the spot, so your mind is opened that much more.

And that reflects in your work with others. It makes you more skillful in deeds and also gives you more of a sense of warmth and compassion, so you become more accommodating of others.

The Viewpoint of Health

Buddhist psychology is based on the notion that human beings are fundamentally good. Their most basic qualities are positive ones: openness, intelligence, and warmth. Of course this viewpoint has its philosophical and psychological expressions in concepts such as bodhichitta (awakened mind), and tathagatagarbha (birthplace of enlightened ones). But this idea is ultimately rooted in experience—the experience of goodness and worthiness in oneself and others. This understanding is very fundamental and is the basic inspiration for Buddhist practice and Buddhist psychology.

Coming from a tradition that stresses human goodness, it was something of a shock for me to encounter the Western tradition of original sin. When I was at Oxford University, I studied Western religious and philosophical traditions with interest and found the notion of original sin quite pervasive. One of my early experiences in England was attending a seminar with Archbishop Anthony Blum. The seminar was on the notion of grace, and we got into a discussion of original sin. The Buddhist tradition does not see such a notion as necessary at all, and I expressed this viewpoint. I was surprised at how angry the Western participants became. Even the orthodox, who might not emphasize original sin as much as the Western traditions, still held it as a cornerstone of their theology.

In terms of our present discussion, it seems that this notion of original sin does not just pervade Western religious ideas; it actually seems to run throughout Western thought as well, especially psychological thought. Among patients, theoreticians, and therapists alike, there seems to be great concern with the idea of some original mistake which causes later suffering—a kind of punishment for that mistake. One finds that a sense of guilt or being wounded is quite pervasive. Whether or not such people actually believe in the idea of original sin, or in God for that matter, they seem to feel that they have done something wrong in the past and are now being punished for it.

It seems that this feeling of basic guilt has been passed down from one generation to another and pervades many aspects of Western life. For example, teachers often think that if children do not feel guilty, then they won’t study properly and consequently won’t develop as they should. Therefore, many teachers feel that they have to do something to push the child, and guilt seems to be one of the chief techniques they use. This occurs even on the level of improving reading and writing. The teacher looks for errors: “Look, you made a mistake. What are you going to do about it?” From the child’s point of view, learning is then based on trying not to make mistakes, on trying to prove you actually are not bad. It is entirely different when you approach the child more positively: “Look how much you have improved, therefore we can go further.” In the latter case, learning becomes an expression of one’s wholesomeness and innate intelligence.

The problem with this notion of original sin or mistake is that it acts very much as a hindrance to people. At some point, it is of course necessary to realize one’s shortcomings. But if one goes too far with that, it kills any inspiration and can destroy one’s vision as well. So in that way, it really is not helpful, and in fact it seems unnecessary. As I mentioned, in Buddhism we do not have any comparable ideas of sin and guilt. Obviously there is the idea that one should avoid mistakes. But there is not anything comparable to the heaviness and inescapability of original sin.

According to the Buddhist perspective, there are problems, but they are temporary and superficial defilements that cover over one’s basic goodness (tathagatagarbha). This viewpoint is a positive and optimistic one. But, again, we should emphasize that this viewpoint is not purely conceptual. It is rooted in the experience of meditation and in the healthiness it encourages. There are temporary habitual neurotic patterns that develop based on past experience, but these can be seen through. It is just this that is studied in the abhidharma: how one thing succeeds another, how volitional action originates and perpetuates itself, how things snowball. And, most important, abhidharma studies how, through meditation practice, this process can be cut through.

The attitude that results from the Buddhist orientation and practice is quite different from the “mistake mentality.” One actually experiences mind as fundamentally pure, that is, healthy and positive, and “problems” as temporary and superficial defilements. Such a viewpoint does not quite mean “getting rid” of problems, but rather shifting one’s focus. Problems are seen in a much broader context of health: one begins to let go of clinging to one’s neuroses and to step beyond obsession and identification with them. The emphasis is no longer on the problems themselves but rather on the ground of experience through realizing the nature of mind itself. When problems are seen in this way, then there is less panic and everything seems more workable. When problems arise, instead of being seen as purely threats, they become learning situations, opportunities to find out more about one’s own mind, and to continue on one’s journey.

Through practice, which is confirmed by study, the inherent healthiness of your mind and others’ minds is experienced over and over. You see that your problems are not all that deeply rooted. You see that you can make literal progress. You find yourself becoming more mindful and more aware, developing a greater sense of healthiness and clarity as you go on, and this is tremendously encouraging.

Ultimately, this orientation of goodness and healthiness comes out of the experience of egolessness, a notion that has created a certain amount of difficulty for Western psychologists. “Egolessness” does not mean that nothing exists, as some have thought, a kind of nihilism. Instead, it means that you can let go of your habitual patterns and then when you let go, you genuinely let go. You do not re-create or rebuild another shell immediately afterward. Once you let go, you do not just start all over again. Egolessness is having the trust to not rebuild again at all and experiencing the psychological healthiness and freshness that goes with not rebuilding. The truth of egolessness can only be experienced fully through meditation practice.

The experience of egolessness encourages a real and genuine sympathy toward others. You cannot have genuine sympathy with ego because then that would mean that your sympathy would be accompanied by some kind of defense mechanisms. For example, you might try to refer everything back to your own territory when you work with someone, if your own ego is at stake. Ego interferes with direct communication, which is obviously essential in the therapeutic process. Egolessness, on the other hand, lets the whole process of working with others be genuine and generous and free-form. That is why, in the Buddhist tradition, it is said that without egolessness, it is impossible to develop real compassion.

The Practice of Therapy

The task of the therapist is to help his or her patients connect back with their own fundamental healthiness and goodness. Prospective patients come to us feeling starved and alienated. More important than giving them a set of techniques for battling their problems, we need to point them toward the experience of the fundamental ground of health which exists in them. It might be thought that this is asking a great deal, particularly when we are working with confronting someone who has a history of problems. But the sanity of basic mind is actually close at hand and can be readily experienced and encouraged.

Of course, it goes without saying that the therapist must experience his own mind in this way to begin with. Through meditation practice, his clarity and warmth toward himself is given room to develop and then can be expanded outward. Thus his meditation and study provide the ground for working with disturbed people, with other therapists, and with himself in the same framework all the time. Obviously, this is not so much a question of theoretical or conceptual perspective, but of how we personally experience our own lives. Our existence can be felt fully and thoroughly so that we appreciate that we are genuine, true human beings. This is what we can communicate to others and encourage in them.

One of the biggest obstacles to helping our patients in this way is, again, the notion of a “mistake,” and the preoccupation with the past that results from this. Many of our patients will want to unravel their past. But this can be a dangerous approach if it goes too far. If you follow this thread, you have to look back to your conception, then to your family’s experiences before that, to your great-grandfathers, and on and on. It could go a long way back and get very complicated.

The Buddhist viewpoint emphasizes the impermanence and the transitoriness of things. The past is gone, and the future has not yet happened, so we work with what is here: the present situation. This actually helps us not to categorize or to theorize. A fresh, living situation is actually taking place all the time, on the spot. This noncategorizing approach comes from being fully here rather than trying to follow up some past event. We do not have to look back to the past in order to see what we ourselves or other people are made out of. Things speak for themselves, right here and now.

In my days at Oxford and since then, I have been impressed by some of the genuine strengths of Western psychology. It is open to new viewpoints and discoveries. It maintains a critical attitude toward itself. And it is the most experiential of Western intellectual disciplines.

But at the same time, considered from the viewpoint of Buddhist psychological tradition, there is definitely something missing in the Western approach. This missing element, as we have suggested throughout this introduction, is the acknowledgment of the primacy of immediate experience. It is here that Buddhism presents a fundamental challenge to Western therapeutics and offers a viewpoint and method that could revolutionize Western psychology.
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