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Technical Terms




  In this book, Buddhist technical terms are introduced as appropriate as we go along. In their first occurrence such words are italicized and their basic meaning indicated. Many

  such words have no precise equivalent in English and a process is well under way by which many of them are becoming accepted as part of the English language, at least

  amongst people with Buddhist interests. Some, like buddha, karma and nirvana, are long established. The terms used in this book derive from Sanskrit, Pali and Japanese. Often a choice of terms or

  spellings is available for a single meaning. In each such case I have selected for use in this book the one which appears most likely to myself to be on the way to becoming the standard Anglicized

  form. This leads to some inconsistency in terms of scholarship but seems the best policy as a contribution to the integration of Buddhist thought into the culture of the English-speaking world.

  Consistent with this policy, no diacritical marks are added and, except in explanatory passages, the terms are not italicized. There is a glossary at the back of the book, for the reader’s

  convenience.
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  First Steps




  ONE COLD SPRING DAY




  My first encounter with the therapeutic power of Zen occurred in my first interview with my first Zen teacher on the first Zen retreat I ever attended. This was some

  twenty-five years or so ago. It became a turning point in my life. For some years Buddhism had interested me, but this was the real test. Now I was exposing myself to the experience and a large

  part of me was prepared to be disappointed.




  We had been in silent meditation for most of the day. Outside the weather was sharply cold. The snow which had fallen the day before had frozen, overnight, and crunched under our feet when we

  went outside for short breaks between periods of sitting.




  When my turn came, I went upstairs to the little room above the meditation hall, knocked, was invited in, entered, and sat down. A few moments of silence passed. I imagine that she was giving me

  the opportunity to begin. I stayed silent. She must have sensed my embarrassment. I was shy.




  She looked at me in a very direct way. It was impossible to divine her mood, but I sensed a kindness in her eyes. After what seemed like an age, but could only have been a minute or so, she

  helped me out:




  ‘Is there anything to report?’ she asked.




  In the context, this was a very open question. I could have used it almost any way. It could have been a basis for talking about technicalities of meditation practice. I could have used it as a

  springboard for a report upon my life. However, I was now even more paralysed than before.




  There was something about her whole way of being which prevented me from saying anything trivial, and in that moment everything seemed to fall into that category. All

  the things which had seemed so important about my life before I entered the room now no longer seemed consequential at all. This seemingly simple question, ‘Is there anything to

  report?’ somehow demanded more than a commonplace response. It seemed to demand: ‘Can you say something which is ultimately true? Can you say it now?’ Although a thousand things

  flashed through my mind, nothing in my life seemed to pass the test.




  Then, it was as though the universe rescued me. My life dropping away, all that remained was the two of us sitting face to face, in a room on a cold day with the window open on to the frozen

  garden.




  ‘The birds are singing,’ I said.




  She smiled.




  It was an exchange of nine words in all, yet it contributed substantially to changing the direction of my life.




  SAY A WORD OF TRUTH




  The challenge which Zen poses us is to reach deeply into the experience of being alive to find something authentic, some real light. Even if, as in my own encounter recorded

  above, it is only the light of a small glow-worm, the effect can be profound. Light is light after all.




  Zen is simply to be completely alive. Of course, Zen is also a form of Buddhism, but this is really just another way of saying the same thing. Buddhism is the way of spiritual liberation which

  finds its origins in the experience of enlightenment. It traces its history back to Shakyamuni Buddha, who lived in India twenty-five centuries ago and realized the truth of his life after a long

  and arduous quest. Zen is thus rooted in experience, rather than ideas. It applies the same spirit and method as Shakyamuni, but does so in the context of contemporary life.




  It is, in the famous words of Bodhidharma:




  

    

      

        A special transmission outside the teachings,




        Not relying upon the written word,




        Directly pointing to the heart,




        Seeing its nature and becoming Buddha.


      


    


  




  Zen is simply the awakening of one heart by another, of sincerity by sincerity. Although words can express it, and can point to it, they cannot substitute for it. It is the

  authentic experience which occurs when concern with all that is inessential drops away.




  Shakyamuni Buddha was born an ordinary human being, like you and I. He was not a god. He found within himself a burning question. He wanted an answer. He was willing to give up everything in

  order to get it. His question was: What is the way to liberation from suffering?




  To grow pearls there has to be some grit in the oyster. Each of us also has our gritty question. All too often, however, we devote our lives to ignoring rather than working on it. According to

  Zen, it is this ignoring (avidya) which keeps us in the realm of suffering (samsara), but it is the grit (dukkha) which gives us the opportunity to liberate ourselves.




  The grit, dukkha, can be translated as ‘suffering’, or ‘bitterness’ or ‘bad states of mind’. Everywhere he looked, Shakyamuni saw people in bad states. We are

  born weeping and we die protesting. In between we hate getting older, getting sick, becoming tied up with circumstances we dislike, and being separated from the things we do like. We may even hate

  getting up in the morning. There is never a time when we are totally at ease. The body never feels completely comfortable from one minute to the next. Even more so the mind. Not only that but these

  bad states can have terrible consequences in the form of wars, persecutions, strife, competition, oppression and cruelty.




  According to Zen, it is this very dukkha which is our best friend. Dukkha tells us that we need to do something about ourselves and shows us where, when and how to do it. By working with our own

  grit, we become a ‘true being’, a true pearl. We can be greatly helped in this process by ‘good friends’ (kalyanamitra).




  Shakyamuni wanted to know why there was so much trouble in the world, and he gave up a kingdom to find out. We also inwardly long for an answer, but, in most cases, we

  are unwilling to give up our kingdom. We have mastered many techniques for keeping our question bound and gagged. We coat our grit in plastic so as not to feel its sharp edges. Plastic does not

  work for long, however. The grit demands real pearl. The advance of life, again and again, inevitably, exposes the inadequacy of our efforts to cover up the trouble inside.




  These days, at such times, we are apt to seek out a therapist to, if I may change the metaphor, help us get the dragon back into its cave. Therapists of many schools will oblige in this, and we

  will thus be returned to what Freud called ‘ordinary unhappiness’ and, temporarily, heave a sigh of relief, our repressions working smoothly once again. Zen, by contrast, offers

  dragon-riding lessons, for the few who are sufficiently intrepid.




  I have always been aware, therefore, that Zen is a therapy, if a rather unusual one, and in this book I present it as such. It tells what Zen in particular, and Buddhism in general, has to teach

  us about transcending the sorrows of the human mind. Shakyamuni discovered how human ill-being works and how such understanding offers a path to liberation. The path is Zen. Zen is simply the heart

  of all Buddhist practice. I will draw on sources from many branches of Buddhism, and, indeed, some from outside Buddhism. No one has a monopoly on truth. Who can say a word of truth? Can you say it

  now?




  Why not? Because we live lives conditioned by the past and future. This is examined in Buddhist psychology and I will therefore include a substantial section on that subject. I will also

  describe the essential characteristics of the path of the bodhisattva, the person who lives on the way to enlightenment, for the sake of all sentient beings. This is the Buddhist model of

  the ideal therapist. At the end of the book, I will look more at the application of this path to the sufferings of individuals and the world. I hope to convey the essential Zen message that

  everything that happens is a doorway to liberation. Spiritual enlightenment is always available, irrespective of what the past or future may hold. Zen is to be free of all that. Even in the midst

  of the ordinary world we can establish our lives on new ground.




  A RATHER FORMAL BREAKFAST




  At the Amida Centre, every Tuesday morning, we have a special time for practising mindfulness. Anybody can join in. We start with meditation. Meditation is the foundation stone

  of Zen. Meditation begins with the sound of a bell. Its clear note brings our minds back into the present moment. There is a verse, composed by Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh, based on traditional

  sources:




  

    

      

        Listen, listen, that wonderful sound




        Brings me back to my true home.


      


    


  




  We can say this verse silently to ourselves when we hear the bell, or we can simply allow it to work its magic upon us unaided.




  Then we sit still, just as the Buddha himself sat under the Bodhi Tree in India many centuries ago. We just sit, allowing everything to fall away, yet remaining sharply alert. By this simple

  exercise we may even touch the profound peace called samadhi. Sometimes we use attention to the breath to settle the mind and sometimes we focus upon particular imagery designed to evoke

  wholesome states of mind. Sometimes we just sit.




  Meditation is ended again by the bell. We try to carry the same spirit of simplicity and direct attention over from formal meditation into the events of daily life. This is aided by a degree of

  ceremony.




  The group leader, together with whoever wishes to join in, chants some more traditional lines. These may include the ‘Bodhisattva Vow’:




  

    

      

        Innumerable are sentient beings: we vow to save them all.




        Inexhaustible are deluded passions: we vow to extinguish them all.




        Immeasurable are the Dharma teachings: we vow to master them all.




        Infinite is the Buddha’s way: we vow to fulfil it completely.


      


    


  




  Breakfast is brought in. Everything is done slowly and mindfully. Cereals, fresh and dried fruits, nuts, milk, hot beverages; ordinary foods treated and arranged with

  great care. When everything is in place, we recite some more words which remind us that we are not separate from this food, nor it from the world and all other sentient beings. These are not

  resources and commodities. We, the food and the universe are all momentary manifestations of one flowing, living process. We sense the specialness and richness of the moment.




  Food is served formally. The server approaches group members one by one, arranges bowls and cutlery for them and then begins to offer the food. The person served sits calmly and uses traditional

  gestures to indicate yes, no, please and thank you. The whole serving is done in silence. The server feels an onus to be gentle and attentive, doing their very best to ensure that the person served

  is looked after as well as can be. Zen comes to life in simple acts of kindness.




  When everyone has received their food, we eat in silence for the first quarter-hour of the breakfast. We eat slowly, enjoying the tastes and noticing the process whereby food becomes body: the

  everyday transmutation. We live in the world and it in us.




  After a quarter-hour, the bell master raises the bell again. Three sounds of the bell bring us back to mindfulness and tell us that now we can talk. Often there are people present who have never

  experienced a meal like this before. Commonly the talk is of the impression it has made upon them. One says how difficult they found it to be served by another person, how it brought up all kinds

  of programming about looking after oneself and not depending upon others. Another talks of how magical it felt to treat the whole eating process with such respect and contrasts it with TV dinners

  and their normal casualness. People speak of greed and self-consciousness, of love and caring.




  Almost everybody in modern society suffers from ‘eating issues’ of one sort or another. Our neurosis is manifest in our relation to the most basic of daily necessities: food. Our

  relation to food highlights our mortality, our dependency, our attachments, aversions and ambivalence about life. The Zen meal-time formality brings all of these things into high relief. As we use

  this form, we are not going through a meaningless ritual, we are using a powerful method for self-diagnosis and providing a rich medium for self-treatment. This is called

  Zen training.




  In our rather formal breakfast, participants have a practice ground. They can investigate their experience of being a material body, of caring and being cared for, of relating to the universe

  which nourishes and destroys, and, through all of this, of having space to feel more vividly and simply to be. These four dimensions, self, others, the universe and space, are the fundamental

  considerations of therapy.




  . . . AND TIME TO BE CREATIVE




  Breakfast eaten and immediate impressions shared, we clear away and wash up, all in the same mindful spirit. The meditation room, where breakfast was eaten, remains available as

  a quiet space. Along the corridor is another room with a large table and a variety of art materials. The next hour and a half is taken working, mostly singly, on painting, sculpting, collage,

  weaving or whatever work the individual may choose. Some will write. Some will return to meditation. Most will create something. The emphasis here is not upon the product, but on the process. This

  is a time for spontaneity, and for listening to the promptings of intuition. Sometimes things of great beauty result, but this, in itself, is not the aim.




  About eleven o’clock, the bell is rung again and we assemble to share thoughts, feelings and impressions. One person displays a series of three pictures, all abstract. The mood of the

  first is active, going somewhere. The second less so. The third has a harmony and peacefulness which was lacking from the earlier two. There is a definite impression of a personal process having

  been worked through to some new balance. Explanations are not required. We do not have to put things into words, necessarily, to know that something important has occurred.




  Another person has been weaving: not on a loom, but by hand. On the door of the quiet room, a year or so ago, Caroline set up a warp of threads and string running vertically. Ever since,

  different people have added to the gradually emerging unplanned design, using wool, paper and pieces of cloth, woven in and out of the string and thread. An hour or so of work advances the whole only a small amount. The weaver shares with the group their feelings about this slow careful work and many members contribute their comments about what different

  parts of the weaving mean to them.




  In these sharing sessions, there is generally a rather wonderful atmosphere. Each person seems to be able to give something special and we are all aware that we are receiving gifts. This

  atmosphere of mutual care, and of a rare presence, arises quite naturally in most of these sessions. Even if we can experience this only once in a while, it is marvellously restorative and allows

  us to continue about our daily business for the rest of the week with a renewed confidence and calm.




  This type of unstructured artwork contrasts with and balances the formality of breakfast time. In the formal meal, the time-honoured form serves to help highlight our spontaneous and habitual

  responses. In the artwork, we see how harmonious forms emerge out of spontaneity. Both processes reveal our mind-heart in relation to its world, but do so in opposite complementary ways. Yang and

  yin, masculine and feminine. Zen helps us restore balance. Spontaneity from form, form from spontaneity. This kind of work is therapeutic without being self-consciously designated as therapy.




  BUDDHISM AS A THERAPY




  Therapists and spiritual practitioners are all concerned with the human spirit, its dis-ease and its liberation. The Greek roots of the word psychotherapist can be quite

  satisfactorily translated as one who serves or attends to the soul. In the twenty-five years since my first Zen encounter, I have experienced, learned, made many mistakes, suffered and gained much.

  I have found ways of reaching out. I have found that the suffering of those who come to me as clients, their anguish about life, is essentially no different from my own.




  They tell me about their pain and confusion, their frustrations and fears. I likewise am concerned about my own suffering which arises out of my own desires for security, recognition and

  comfort, for immunity from disease, pain and loss. In short, my clients and I myself long for a world which does not exist: an ego-centred universe. We are not different

  in this. We are each unique, but we are also all in the same boat. We all dream of unreal worlds where we will never be embarrassed nor thwarted. We suffer great frustration in consequence. As soon

  as we stop doing so, we are free. As Hamlet said: ‘I could be bounded in a nutshell and count myself a king of infinite space, were it not that I have bad dreams’ (Act 2, Scene ii).




  The Buddha was moved to begin his spiritual quest by the sight of suffering. He found the root of suffering to be within the mind. He prescribed a remedy whereby the common mentality

  may be transcended and suffering overcome. In consequence, he was called the great physician and his teaching, the Dharma, the supreme medicine that relieves all mental pain (Gyatso 1990, p.

  19). The notion of Buddha’s teaching as a medicine for the universal human sickness is one of the commonest analogies used to describe the Dharma and it is certainly one which the Buddha

  himself encouraged as a useful aid to understanding his message.




  




  

    

      	

        Fig. 1. The Four Noble Truths: Buddha’s diagnosis of human ill


      

    




    

      	

        Disease


      



      	

        Dukkha: bad states of mind


      

    




    

      	

        Aetiology


      



      	

        Craving, lust, attachment, selfishness


      

    




    

      	

        Prognosis


      



      	

        A cure is possible, but not easy


      

    




    

      	

        Remedy


      



      	

        Sila: ethics


      

    




    

      	

        Samadhi: pure mind


      

    




    

      	

        Prajna: wisdom


      

    


  




  Westerners when they first encountered Buddhism, a religion which did not speak of god, were unsure how to classify it. It became popular to consider Buddhism a ‘way of

  life’ rather than a faith. Actually, Buddhism is many things. It is a religion, with religious institutions. It is a community. It is the blueprint for a civilization (Ling 1976). It is a

  path of personal salvation. It is written and oral tradition of venerable antiquity. It is an order of monks and nuns, perhaps the original such in the world, and certainly the most enduring. When

  the Buddha himself was asked what his teaching was, he said that it was whatever led to the true cessation of suffering. Buddhism, therefore, is also, and perhaps we may

  say primarily, a therapy.




  In 1978, the Buddhist monk Punnaji published an article in which he wrote: ‘Of course, the Buddhists of . . . Buddhist countries don’t look upon Buddhism as a psychotherapy. It is

  mainly understood as a form of religion. Of course, those scholars who study the teaching of the Buddha . . . tend to regard the teaching as a philosophy. Now as I see it, these two ways of

  thinking . . . can be seen as two extremes . . . Avoiding these two extremes, I would like to take the Middle Path, which is to treat the teaching of the Buddha as a form of psychotherapy . . . I

  would say that if Buddhism is introduced into the modern world as a psychotherapy, the message of the Buddha will be correctly understood’ (Punnaji 1978, p. 44).




  Bhikkhu Punnaji believed that the danger in seeing Buddhism as religion was that it then tended toward dogmatism, supernaturalism and the occult. The danger of seeing it as philosophy is that

  this separates it from our real lives. So he preferred to see it as a therapy since ‘the teaching of Buddha is freedom from mental disease’ (ibid., p. 45).




  I am a practising psychotherapist and a Buddhist. I have, therefore, been interested in this topic a long time. I try to apply the Buddha’s timeless teachings to the particular

  contemporary circumstance of my work in a modern western culture. My clients suffer from a wide range of emotional troubles. I know that I am not alone in trying to work this way, so I have written

  this book to share what I have learned and to encourage others who are interested. The book is more than simply a manual for therapists. It also offers an interpretation of Buddhism and Buddhist

  psychology which will be relevant to everyone interested in the Dharma as a way to peace of mind.




  Over the past few years I have made some researches into the connection between Buddhism and psychotherapy. This book is one of the results. It reflects the work we now do at the Amida Project

  in North-East England, Central France and elsewhere. We have been helped a lot in developing a style of work which integrates eastern and western wisdom by the example provided by many other people currently active in this field. The bodhisattva spirit seems to be very much alive in the west.




  This book, then, presents Zen as psychotherapy. It introduces theory and method which have their roots in Zen practice and Buddhist psychology. Much of it is organized around the idea of helping

  people to find freedom from conditioning. Freedom, in Zen, however, is a different matter from the freedom of western concern with ‘consumer choice’. The freedom referred to in Zen is

  the freedom which is experienced when one lives from one’s deepest inner necessity, or, we could say, from the true reality of our lives. The Zen monk Hogen expressed this as follows:

  ‘There is no space in our lives to be distracted by choice when the awakening flood of our deepest vow overflows from the abyss of Buddha within’ (Hogen 1993, p. 32).




  It is clear that any attempt to express Zen through the linear flow of words and logic will be inadequate, just as an attempt to describe a tree one leaf at a time will not convey a sense of the

  whole. This, however, does not mean that we can do nothing useful; just, the reader must bear in mind that we are here walking upon an ‘open way’ and whatever particular bit of the path

  we are moving along, should not be taken as the whole story.




  Finally, before embarking further upon this book, a warning from the eighteenth-century Zen Master Torei Enji:




  

    

      

        Written words can be a source of entanglement as well as of liberation; unless the right person takes it at the right time, the elixir turns to poison. Please be careful.

        (Okuda 1989, p. 28)
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  Clean Space




  RITUAL




  Zen uses ritual therapeutically. Rituals have traditional forms, but real ritual is not stereotyped. It is a living drama with great healing power. In the interview which I

  described at the beginning of the last chapter, there was ritual. We each went in turn. The teacher wore elaborate robes. The walk from the meditation hall to the upper room provided the experience

  of going to a special place. Location, timing, props and choreography all conspired to make this no casual conversation.




  Therapy too is a ritual. Ritual is sacred action. Modern life tends to destroy the sacred. Zen enhances it. Zen would have us experience the sacredness of breathing, of stepping on the earth, of

  standing still a moment, of sitting, of lying down. In Zen, getting up and going to bed, eating, drinking, defecating and passing water are all sacred acts. This ritualization of daily life adds

  sharpness to experience. We come fully to life, just as we were originally meant to be. A perfect life is a life of perfect moments.




  Many rituals begin with the delineation of a special space. The magic circle has a history lost in antiquity. Perhaps we create this space by making a beautiful meditation room with flowers and

  candles and incense and a picture or statue of Buddha or some other person as inspiration. Perhaps we do it by standing in a circle and holding hands. Perhaps by sitting in a circle, on chairs or

  cushions. Perhaps by going into the therapy room. However we do it, creating a conducive space is important.




  The space is empty. We begin in silence. Of course, we do not really make space. Space is already here. But by demarcation we make emptiness visible. We might think

  that what heals is whatever we then fill this space up with: actions, speech, interpretations, empathic reflections, a relationship, dramatic or artistic activity. Modern people put trust in the

  things that fill life up. None of this is useful or even possible, however, without the original space which underpins everything. All these are the adornments of emptiness. To return again and

  again, inevitably, to the fertile void, to silence, to aloneness – returning to it and finding it rich – will be a thread running through the whole of this book.




  Space is a womb: room to grow. The most important skills in learning to be a therapist have to do with giving the client room to grow. According to Buddhism, we are all ‘embryo

  buddhas’ (tathagata-garbha – see the Sri Mala Sutra). For our original buddha nature to become apparent, we need a womb in which to mature.




  Therapy, therefore, creates a safe space within which the client can naturally grow, bringing forth their own particular manifestation of original enlightenment. Safe means wholesome.

  Unwholesome safety is not really safe. What does this mean? Real safety is not built on enmity. Many people remember the war as a time when they felt particularly close to others, but it was not

  safe. It is fairly easy to create a safe space of sorts by creating an outside enemy and this temptation is always there in therapy. Clients generally talk about things which are going wrong and it

  is easy enough to create a temporary safety by agreeing that these are all somebody else’s fault. However, if a space is made safe by reinforcing enmity toward a third party, the healing

  achieved will be superficial. The therapist’s acceptance of the client, therefore, has to be profound and vast, encompassing their world, not just their self. In the short run the client

  seeks to bolster the self against the world. Zen shows us, however, that when we look more deeply, self is a reflection of the world and to reject the one is also to reject the other.




  Deeper acceptance begins with the therapist creating space inside themselves: a positively receptive frame of mind. There is a well-known Zen story of an intellectual who goes to see a Zen

  master to test his theories. The master serves tea. As he pours the tea slowly from the urn, the cup fills to the brim. The master seems not to have noticed, continues

  pouring, and tea goes everywhere. ‘Stop, stop,’ cries the guest. ‘It’s full. No more will go in.’ The master stops and says, ‘Yes. A cup is like the mind. When

  it is already full, no more will go in. If we are going to learn anything, we must first empty our minds.’ The visitor realized that he had come with his mind already too full to really learn

  anything new. It is the same in therapy. The client comes to enlighten me by showing me his view of our world (cf. Bettelheim 1992, p. 34). The therapist, therefore, empties themselves so as to

  have room for the client to fill them. It is our own emptiness which begins the therapeutic process.




  I, therefore, find it enormously helpful to have a short period of quiet sitting before my client arrives. Even a few minutes of meditation help me become calm and grounded. I think these

  moments of stopping (sati) make me a better instrument for the work ahead. I am then in touch with the universe, with the common ground: open to the one who is coming to see me. Once I have

  this stillness, I find it helpful to focus attention on the, perhaps as yet unmet, client and to generate feelings of warmth and appreciation for them, whoever they may be. This small ritual of

  preparation sharpens the work to follow. If we can, in whatever way works for us, go through this process of achieving first an open peaceful state of mind (shamatha) and then a kind, loving

  one (maitri), we will have prepared the ground well.




  The first few moments of encounter with the client generally prove to be disproportionately significant. They set the tone. The therapist’s manner conveys important messages about

  openness, reliability, compassion and resilience. The client, for their part, being full of need, may well say crucially significant things in the first few moments which can easily be missed if

  the therapist is still getting oriented. Manuals not infrequently advise therapists to spend time putting the client at ease. If, however, the therapist is preoccupied with offering tea or

  commenting upon the client’s journey, significant things may be missed and the process be slowed down unnecessarily. The moment is important. Begin at once.




  At the beginning, there is, again, a need for space. It is tempting to take the lead, but much can be lost by doing so. If the client begins, all is well. If the

  client seems not to know how to begin, then I may need to say something which opens dialogue without leading. The client is probably already over-full and needs opportunity to empty themselves.

  Nothing is generally served by adding further to the client’s existing burden. The therapist is empty and willing to be filled by the client’s world.




  The therapist listens very carefully with the eyes as well as the ears and tries to understand both what is said and what is left out. But I try not to let myself become filled up with

  understandings. Space is more important than knowledge: imagination than interpretation. As I listen, I imaginatively flow into the world of the client. From our interplay of images creative

  expressions of the truth emerge. Thus the ritual of therapy begins to unfold.




  BRYAN’S VACUUM




  Zen is more interested in emptying than filling. Getting is delusion; letting go is enlightenment. Health is a matter of having space. This difference between east and west has

  become apparent in the process of introducing psychotherapeutic ideas into Japan, a country strongly influenced by Zen thought. Much of the work of the leading humanist psychologist Carl Rogers,

  for instance, has found favour in Japan, even though Rogers’ theory of self has not been readily accepted there. A friend of mine, Mieko Osawa, has brought my attention to the work of Fujio

  Tomoda. Tomoda was one of the leading translators and interpreters of Rogers. He considered Rogers’ views on self to be the weakest point in Rogers’ theory. Tomoda thought that the idea

  of a singular, internally consistent self was unrealistic.




  The Japanese liked Rogers’ method because it is non-intrusive and gives the client considerable freedom. However, a crucially significant shift was introduced by Tomoda when he analysed

  Rogers’ early major work Counseling and Psychotherapy (1942). This book was a landmark in therapy literature. It was the first book to contain an extensive transcript of an actual

  therapy session and it thus inaugurated a new phase in therapy research focused on what therapists actually do rather than simply what theories they espouse. The case

  quoted is called the case of ‘Herbert Bryan’. The therapist is not named, but could have been Rogers himself.




  Tomoda noticed that on a number of occasions, ‘Mr Bryan’ refers to a need to be in a ‘vacuum’, a state of solitude. The therapist responds to this, on each occasion, in

  either a neutral or a negative way. Although the therapist was in theory being non-directive, we may surmise that a western therapist was not overly enthusiastic about the healing virtues of

  solitary or vacuum conditions, and this bias shows through. To Tomoda, however, these statements by Bryan were of the utmost importance and ‘represent the only truth of a person’

  (Hayashi, Kuno, Morotomi, Osawa, Shimizu & Suetake 1994, p. 5). Tomoda was critical of the counsellor’s inability to recognize the importance of Bryan’s insight at this point.




  In Tomoda’s view, ‘The true leap or growth of a person occurs when he is utterly alone. It is in human relationships or in the actual world that he makes sure of his own leap or

  growth. But it is not in the actual human relationship or in the actual world that true growth occurs.’ Tomoda goes on to say: ‘That also holds true of Zen . . . In regard to

  counseling, the true meaning of Rogerian techniques is that these techniques help a client be in the state of being utterly alone’ (ibid., p. 6).




  This reinterpretation of the Rogerian method is highly significant and controversial. Most therapists influenced by Rogers consider the effectiveness of the method to be attributable to the

  closeness of relationship which it makes possible, but Tomoda says that the crucial factor is something quite different: aloneness. This state of singleness, ekagata, will figure

  significantly in this book.




  What does Tomoda mean by ‘utterly alone’? When a person is physically alone, they are not necessarily really alone. This is because there will be in the mind ‘inner

  strangers’, images of others. A person is nervous of the regard of these others and so does not feel alone. However, when he is with a person who deeply and accurately understands him, he is

  able to leave that person to take care of the inner strangers so that he himself is relieved, temporarily, from the need to do so. Freed in this way he is then able to

  pursue his inner search without interference. This is Tomoda’s theory, but it reflects traditional Buddhist views.




  In this reconceptualization, we see that true aloneness may sometimes require the presence of an empathic listener or spiritual friend. The primary task of the therapist is to create space of a

  particular quality in order that the client be freed.




  In Buddhism, a particular form of ‘being alone’ is highly valued. This is the kind of aloneness in which one is not troubled by visitations from either seductive or troubling

  memories from the past, in which one is not hanging on to ‘unfinished business’, in which one is not living in hope or longing, nor waiting for real life to begin. This particular form

  of being alone involves letting go of ‘internalized objects’ and accepting life as it is, as it comes. Tomoda called this ‘Bryan’s vacuum’ and the term

  ‘Bryan’s vacuum’ has become an accepted term in Japanese psychology.




  Tomoda is suggesting that there is a way of being with another person which makes it easier for them to attain this kind of aloneness. In this the kinds of conditions which Rogers speaks of

  – empathy, unconditional appreciation and genuineness – play an important part, and we will look at why this is so. Creating space clear of the clinging visitors from the past and

  future must be a central effective ingredient of therapy. Such space begins within the therapist.




  KEEP THE SPACE CLEAN




  A clean approach is one which does not sacrifice persons to principles – not even to Buddhist ones or those of any other therapeutic ideology. Even the therapist’s

  ideals can become dangerous contaminants of the therapeutic space. In general, people are more likely to sacrifice others in the service of ideals than for most other reasons. And most therapists

  are idealists.




  A therapist may, for instance, believe in liberty, equality, justice, non-violence and so on, but the client might not believe in any of these things. The client might be a soldier who believes

  in loyalty, obedience and the importance of people knowing their place in life, or she might be a member of a right-wing extremist party, or he might be a murderer or she might be a child abuser. In these situations, the therapist is only going to be able to provide a safe space for the client if they can achieve a deep understanding of the client’s

  viewpoint, their orientation toward their world and how it makes sense (i.e. becomes meaningful) for them. When the therapist has space within themselves, then they can be at one with anybody. This

  is the path of the bodhisattva who cares for all sentient beings, not just the ones they or society approve of. When we cannot accept someone, it is because our space has become

  contaminated.




  The therapy space gives the client room to express shame, guilt, fear, anger, grief and other painful material. The client’s inner space has been unsafe for them. It is contaminated. The

  contaminants are called kleshas, and there will be much more to say about them later. Kleshas are sticky. Once they are in, it can be very difficult to get free from them again.




  When I create a space for therapy, I know that I am opening myself up to the kleshas of the client. It is important that I know how to embrace them without myself becoming infected. Once the

  client has opened up, I must ensure that no new poison gets in. Psychotherapy is a bit like surgery. There is an open wound. It is very important that no new germs are allowed into the operating

  theatre. The space must remain clean.




  What are the poisons which can cause us so much trouble and against which we must guard if we are to keep the therapeutic space safe? They are innumerable and we will investigate

  them in a different way later. One simple classification may help us here, however. Basically, there may be difficulties in the therapist’s attitude toward the client, toward themselves and

  toward life and we may say that each of these tends to have two different kinds of manifestation which are opposite to each other. We thus, speaking very generally, have six categories of poisons,

  grouped in three pairs.
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  The first pair, attachment and rejection, are likely to show up in therapy as judgemental attitudes. We may find ourselves approving of one client and

  disapproving of another. We like to have this client and we do not like having that one. We would like just to have clients of a certain type – those who work hard at their therapy, say

  – and we hate having to deal with some other clients who, perhaps, seem stuck, make us feel inadequate, have a different attitude to life from ourselves or evoke emotions in us which we find

  hard to handle.




  The second pair, things which poison our attitude to ourselves, are aspects of self-consciousness. When we are self-conscious, we are more concerned with whether we look like a good therapist

  than with the actual process or the needs of the client. We might be carried away by our own ability and by how clever we are, or we might be feeling hopeless and inadequate and thinking that we

  are incapable of helping anybody, but either way we have become more concerned with our image than with the client. We are inwardly looking for audience approval, either from the client, or our

  supervisor or our own inner critic rather than getting on with the work in hand.




  The third pair is envy and fear. Either we think that everything would be all right if only such and such were to happen, or we are preoccupied with the thought of how terrible it would be if

  such and such happened. This pair are to do with defences, with what Freud called ‘warding life off’. They are likely to show up in therapy as a concern with our own issues rather than

  those of the client. What the client tells us may well trigger our own aspirations or fears. It is then quite easy for the mind to slip away from the client and become occupied with our own

  difficulty and what we are or are not going to do about it. Our mind is on other things. There is a more complex version, however, in which we are engaged with the client superficially, but are

  really working out our own problems vicariously through them. In this latter case we will steer the client on to topics which are related to our issues and interests, rather than going where the

  client wants to go, and we will try to get the client to adopt our own preferred solutions so that we can find out from the client whether they work or not.




  The clean mind arises when we put these six pre-programmed bits of our self on hold by giving our attention fully to the client’s world. It is obviously

  progressively more difficult to do this the more pressing our own issues become. Thus the amount of effort which it takes to keep the space safe is closely related to the character of the

  therapist. To some extent technique can compensate for personal preoccupations, but this is limited. If the therapist is not beset with pressures from their own hang-ups, it is obviously much

  easier and in the extreme case, we could say that a person who was completely inwardly liberated would be a natural therapist without special effort.




  Insofar as the therapist is content and at peace, they will find it easier to avoid becoming judgemental. Insofar as they overcome self-centred concern, they will find it easier to stay with the

  client. Insofar as they live in the present and are free from serious preoccupation with their own past and future, they will find it easier to flow with the client. Insofar as we are free from

  these contaminating influences, there will be space which is safe for us and safe for the client. The therapist needs to create the same kind of inner space which the client is trying to find.

  Therapist and client are on the same path.




  ENLIGHTENMENT, ABSOLUTE AND RELATIVE




  The Buddha proclaimed the possibility of complete enlightenment: perfect space. Zen can, therefore, sometimes seem an all or nothing affair: to be not about the relief of

  mundane forms of dis-ease, but only about an ultimate salvation beyond all suffering, beyond all grief. Some people see this as an essential difference between Buddhism and psychotherapy. Buddhism

  is concerned with liberation, psychotherapy is concerned with psychological adjustment (Kornfield et al 1983) and, it is said, these are not the same.




  Immediately after his enlightenment, the Buddha thought there would probably be nobody who was in a position to really appreciate what he had discovered. However, after an initial period of

  solitary retreat, he had a vision of Brahma and was persuaded to try to share what he had understood. So he went forth to those whom he thought had the best chance of

  realization.




  At first, therefore, the Buddhist message was not offered to those in deepest darkness. It was offered to those who were already spiritually advanced. Later, however, the Buddha encountered all

  manner of folk and, during the forty-five or so years he spent teaching, he found ways of helping a great range of people from all walks of life.




  Was the Buddha doing two different things? I am inclined to think not. We all suffer from the same complaint: the conditioned mind. In Zen, there is no difference in principle between a big

  enlightenment and a little one. Whether our attachment to our troubles is great or small, we must still try to get beyond it. Who can say who will enter the great gate first? Buddha would do

  whatever he could to help a person move in the direction of truth.




  Does psychotherapy move people in the same direction? Here I think the answer is mixed. Buddhism and the various western psychotherapies are all dedicated to overcoming human suffering, but they

  do not always agree about the causes nor about the remedies. Those who have sought to distinguish Buddhism from therapy are essentially saying that Buddhism has a different diagnosis: that it is a

  different therapy, rather than that it is not a therapy.




  If Buddha was right, then some western therapies are misguided. They will not, for instance, achieve their aim if they seek to strengthen the individual’s sense of entitlement and to

  reinforce the ego’s anger against a world that does not provide instant gratification. It is an interesting paradox of much western therapy that the therapist is expected to put self aside

  and give complete attention, unconditionally, to the client (Rogers 1951, p. 35), but the client is expected to be more self-indulgent. From a Buddhist perspective, psychotherapy of that kind could

  be something from which the therapist would make more progress than the client. Depending upon how the therapy proceeds, clients may pick up the therapist’s attitude and become less

  narcissistic, or they may not (Brazier 1993).




  There is a danger nowadays that therapy is regarded as a job like any other. One learns some skills and then sells one’s services. If, however, a person does not

  have the necessary space inside themselves, ‘competencies’ will not help them very much. In such a situation, therapy becomes a dead ritual which can be destructive. Therapy can do harm

  as well as good. Not all therapies are the same and, even more important, not all therapists are equivalent. To become a therapist requires that a person has gone through some of the tests of life

  and learned to let go of some of their pride in the process. Therapy begins with cleaning up the space inside ourselves.
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  Buddha Nature




  WHAT IS OUR DEEPEST WISH?




  An early Zen test (koan) challenges us with the question, ‘When the stone box breaks open, what is the perfect mirror like?’ The image of our lives as a

  stone box, a coffin, within which we may find the mirror mind of perfect realization is a powerful one. We may have a sense that there is something fundamentally sound at the core of human nature,

  but can we express it in our actual lives here and now?




  Zen as therapy, then, requires a strenuous attempt on our part to become open-minded and open hearted – to get out of the dead box of preconditioned feelings. As therapists we need a

  confidence that the perfect mirror is there, even when we or our client seem closed. We call this trusting the ‘buddha-nature’ (buddhata). Trusting the buddha nature is similar

  to the humanistic idea that there is a reliable constructive growth process called the ‘actualizing tendency’. This idea has been a powerful force in western psychology, too. The idea

  of self-actualization freed practitioners from the narrow mechanistic ideas of ‘scientific’ psychology and made room for human potential.




  The humanist idea, however, has its blind spots as well as its strengths. There is very little written in the person-centred literature about death, disease, loss, guilt, tragedy and the other

  basic existential dilemmas we are prey to. The optimistic spirit prevails over all. People, however, are not omnipotent. The confrontation with powers greater than oneself, and with the simple fact

  of otherness, is the making or breaking of a person. If the universe is in some sense a whole, then we are part of something greater than self.




  Buddhata, therefore, is not really something possessed by an individual. It is, rather, one way of expressing the idea that we are all part of one another. Our

  buddha nature is our participation in the cosmos and is the cosmos participating in us. It is the spiritual dimension of existence: the ‘other power’. It highlights the necessity of

  living in harmony with nature rather than putting ourselves at the centre of things. Buddhata is a self-transcending tendency rather than a self-actualizing one: a longing to return to a state

  which inherently exists prior to intoxication with our own importance, before our separation from the cosmos. According to Buddhism, neurosis derives from self-seeking. Its cure is a quest for

  original simplicity. One of the central themes of this book is that Zen is the attempt to decondition ourselves.




  As we grow, we experience. As we experience, we learn. As we learn, we run the risk of encapsulating ourselves in a shell of set views, the dead bones of experience past. Within our armour of

  views we start to put our trust in security. We are then affronted by the vicissitudes of life which disturb our illusions. Zen, as therapy, aims to help us hatch out of our shell and experience

  the world once again fresh and new.




  BUDDHATA




  If we are all part of one another, then the actualization of our true nature will be something which intrinsically creates harmony. If we are all separate individuals, then the

  actualization of each self is liable to bring us into conflict with one another. Buddhist psychology affirms the former position and asserts that there is an ethical process at the heart of being

  human.




  Buddhata, the buddha nature, is ‘a reality beyond self’ (Suzuki 1950). The common ground between the humanistic and Zen concepts is that both approaches believe there is something

  essentially trustworthy at the core of the person. Where they differ is, firstly, in that Zen emphasizes the transpersonal nature of this ‘something’ and, secondly, that Zen strongly

  warns against considering even this ‘something’ a definite entity.




  I will try here to explain what I mean by saying that buddha nature is not a definite entity. We need words and so we provisionally call the core element of a person ‘their buddha

  nature,’ but buddha nature is not to be thought of as a thing (like a soul) and certainly not really as anything that could be considered to be ‘theirs’ or ‘our own’.

  Buddha nature is simply the fact that a person is, in every particular, dimension and element, part and parcel of the cosmos. The Zen vision, therefore, is one of primordial unity, not one of

  separate existence.




  Buddha nature, then, is not individuality, but rather is the fact that no ultimate individuality can ever be real. We can act as if there is something called buddhata operating as the reliable

  basis for personal life, and in so doing we will find much common ground between western and eastern psychology. Nonetheless, this seeming agreement can be deceptive. The idea of an actualizing

  tendency and the emergence of humanistic and then of transpersonal forms of psychotherapy in the west has certainly been influenced by the Zen notion of buddhata (Fox 1990, pp. 289 et seq.).

  However, western psychology generally leans toward the idea of a self, soul or psyche which exists as an entity in its own right and which can make demands and claims. This is all in accord with

  long-standing western tradition where, especially in America, a culture has been created around the idea of individual rights and needs. Buddhist psychology, however, recognizes no such entity. The

  buddha nature is not a soul which makes any demands upon other souls. The buddha nature is simply the fact that the universe lives in us and we in it. This identity of self and cosmos is the

  ultimate foundation of Zen ethics.




  Buddhist psychology thus challenges the individualistic foundation of conventional psychology and this challenge is very similar to the one which the Buddha himself engaged in in India 2500

  years ago. In some ways, the Buddha lived in times not unlike our own. Individualism, ultimately underpinned by the Brahman idea of an atma or soul, was becoming a principle of social

  organization (Ling 1976). The Buddha offered an alternative path which did not have the consequences which we see all around us of humankind’s alienation from the environment and,

  even more pernicious perhaps, our alienation from one another. The Buddha recommended that we take refuge not in our little selves, but in our buddha nature, in the truth

  (dharma), and in community (sangha). In the Buddha’s way of thinking, these are not really three different things, simply three aspects of a single principle. Our buddha nature

  is truth and community as they manifest in us.




  A quite different feeling for the place of ethics emerges from these two different visions of what a person is. From the western perspective, ethics and morality are generally conceived as

  limiting factors curbing the excesses of the individual. They are boundaries which prevent a person from straying, just as the fence around a field prevents a bull from wandering and causing

  damage. This model of ethics as a boundary portrays morals as a source of frustration, necessary but irksome. We hate to live by ‘oughts’ and ‘shoulds’. The growth in

  popularity of humanistic psychology probably owes something to the desire to rebel against restrictive morality, but it cannot really be said that humanism has solved the problem. Similarly, in

  psychoanalytic approaches the ideas of repression and defence play a central part: the person has to come to terms with ‘the reality principle’ and civilization must, therefore, by

  definition, be full of discontents.
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