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PRAISE FOR MARK EPSTEIN’S THOUGHTS WITHOUT A THINKER:


“Writing with an inviting ease and considerable clarity, Epstein first establishes Buddhist fundamentals . . . then goes on to demonstrate interconnections between these spiritual precepts and pertinent psychological concepts.”


—Booklist


“Epstein tries bravely and earnestly to make such matters of the mind and heart as clear as possible. . . . Particularly instructive and impressive is Dr. Epstein’s clinical interest in harnessing a meditative spirituality to the task of achieving a psychologically interpretive awareness. . . . It is no small feat for Dr. Epstein to have labored so long in a vineyard at such a metaphysical remove from that inhabited by most of us doctors, and to have returned not as a polemicist, a propagandist, or even an apologist, but rather as a healer determined to call upon all possible sources of understanding, not to mention inspiration.”


—Robert Coles, New England Journal of Medicine


“Epstein’s solid book offers another example of contemporary efforts to revitalize psychotherapy.”


—Spirituality and Practice
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“A most lucid and expert account of the wedding of psychotherapy and meditation. An Eastern-Western psychology that truly speaks from the inside of both worlds.”
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For Arlene




            It has been put rather differently by Pirandello as the title of a play—Six Characters in Search of an Author. But why stop at that? Why should it not be something which is even smaller; more fragmentary than that? It is a thought wandering around for some thinker to lodge itself in.


—W. R. Bion




Foreword by the Dalai Lama


THE PURPOSE OF LIFE is to be happy. As a Buddhist I have found that one’s own mental attitude is the most influential factor in working toward that goal. In order to change conditions outside ourselves, whether they concern the environment or relations with others, we must first change within ourselves. Inner peace is the key. In that state of mind you can face difficulties with calm and reason, while keeping your inner happiness. The Buddhist teachings of love, kindness, and tolerance, the conduct of nonviolence, and the theory that all things are relative, as well as a variety of techniques for calming the mind, are sources of that inner peace.


Recently, psychotherapists, with their background in science and medicine, have begun to explore the possibilities of employing Buddhist techniques in a therapeutic context. I feel this is entirely consistent with the aim of overcoming suffering and improving the welfare of all sentient beings. Living experience of Buddhist meditation has given practitioners a profound knowledge of the workings and nature of the mind, an inner science to complement our understanding of the physical world. On its own no amount of technological development can lead to lasting happiness. What is almost always missing is a corresponding inner development. This is an area in which there is increasing evidence that Buddhist assertions and modern findings have the potential to be valuable to one another.


I am greatly encouraged to see these approaches develop. I congratulate Mark Epstein on completing this book, the result of twenty years’ experience in both Western psychotherapy and Buddhist meditation. Thoughts without a Thinker will not only offer useful insights to therapists, but also stimulate further study and mutual cooperation between therapists and followers of the meditative path.


December 1994




Preface


Visiting an artist friend recently, I spied a drawing in her dining room that immediately caught my eye. It was done in a child’s hand and was of a guard, standing tall, with, atop his head, a cylinder-shaped hat that had three vertical buttons down its front. Inspired by pictures of sentries at Buckingham Palace, my friend drew it when she was just five or six years old.


“That’s God,” she told me. “When I was little, I heard the word ‘God,’ and I thought people were saying ‘Guard.’ I wanted to know what God looked like.”


I loved the confluence of the words god and guard. When I exclaimed about it, she told me her mother had never asked her about the portrait. “That was my mother,” she laughed. “It would have never occurred to her to talk to me about my drawings—or anything else I was thinking about, for that matter.”


I was struck by her off-handed tone. To me, her mother’s lack of engagement sounded hurtful: an example of the lack of mirroring or attunement that many people spend their lives struggling with. But my friend did not seem bitter; she appeared to have genuine affection for her mother and to have forgiven her shortcomings. I looked more closely at the picture, hoping to find a clue to her emotional health.


To my surprise, there was a clue. Surrounding the guard, there were not one but three telephones. There was a large one on the wall just behind him—the kind that watchmen have in their booths—an old-fashioned one in front on a stool to his left, and a third hovering in the far distance. God was a guard surrounded by telephones. Perhaps my friend was drawing a picture of the barriers she had to erect in the face of her mother’s mal-attunement, I thought—of her own guardedness. The telephones around the periphery were symbols of the communication and understanding she was missing.


But there was another possibility too, one that dawned on me as I gazed at the picture. Maybe my friend’s drawing was a depiction, not only of the problem but also of the solution. If her mother did not have the capacity for the attunement and responsiveness she needed, then perhaps God did. God was guarding her, and the telephones were signs of his availability. My friend’s power to conjure him up, to draw him, was a mark of her nascent ability to reach through her childhood trauma and a sign of her future as an artist. In imagining a God who could take her calls, she was keeping open an alternate channel of communication that would guard her all her life.


My friend’s drawing made me think of the British pediatrician and child analyst D. W. Winnicott (1896–1971), and of the enormous, if often overlooked, understanding he came to after years of clinical work. Although Winnicott showed no interest in or knowledge of Buddhism, his work has been a huge influence on my thinking. In his descriptions of the challenges facing children and their parents as they negotiate the developmental process, he expressed many of the Buddha’s major insights. His work has helped me translate the Buddha’s thinking into the psychological language of our time.


Although Winnicott wrote extensively about the importance of mother-child attunement, he also came to a profound appreciation of how vital it is for a mother to be able to let her child down. A parent has to be willing to disappoint, he found, because disappointment, as the Buddha also said, is inevitable. In so doing, in letting a child down, in being truthful about one’s inability to meet all of one’s child’s needs, a disappointing parent moves a child toward a capacity to cope with everyday life. In one of his final papers, Winnicott wrote movingly of how a child’s primitive anger at his parent’s imperfections can turn into empathy. The critical ingredient for this transformation is the parent’s ability not to take the child’s anger personally, a Buddhist idea if there ever was one.


If all goes well, at the beginning an infant is led to believe that his mother is an extension of himself, magically appearing to assuage every need. Over time this perfection comes under attack. No parent can keep it up forever. There is difficulty inherent to the relationship, and the child gradually comes to realize that the parent is a separate person, with his or her own limitations. When a parent is “good-enough,” in Winnicott’s language, the child’s anger (and/or the parent’s response) does not destabilize the relationship too much. The child comes to see that his parents are not destroyed by his outrage, that his parents survive, and he begins to develop considerate feelings for them as separate—if flawed—individuals. Those considerate feelings do not negate the angry ones, but they do mitigate them. Appreciation and frustration come to coexist.


My friend’s drawing of the god/guard seemed to encompass Winnicott’s point. She was able to do something creative with her mother’s lack of attunement rather than be only disturbed by it. It had not become a sticking point, the last word in a fraught relationship, but instead had launched her as an artist. She had taken her frustration and done something with it. Even at an early age, she was already moving past an insistence on perfection, on what Winnicott’s biographer Adam Phillips has called a never-ending “need for understanding and being understood.”1 As Phillips makes clear, the relentless demand to make relationships flawless squeezes the life out of them. With this insight, psychoanalysis and Buddhism are of a piece. As the Buddha articulated in the first of his Four Noble Truths, there is trauma at the heart of existence. Trying to remedy it through understanding one’s childhood, as if by understanding it we could make it disappear, is not what Freud or the Buddha recommended. Psychoanalysis, Phillips writes, helps one to make sense of one’s history, but at the same time it “is best read as a long elegy for the intelligibility of our lives.”2


Looking at my friend’s drawing put me in mind of another one I had recently seen. I was at the Japan Society at an exhibit of the calligraphies of a famous eighteenth-century Zen master named Hakuin. He was an old man when he made his drawing, but it bore more than a passing resemblance to my friend’s childhood artwork. Hakuin, who lived from 1686 to 1768, did not start making art until after his enlightenment at the age of sixty. He was a major figure in the history of Zen Buddhism, credited with reviving the Rinzai school of Zen and known for the way he was able to use koans, riddles that could not be solved by logical thought, to open people’s minds. Between the ages of sixty and eighty, after more than forty years of Zen practice, he began to paint, creating playful and poetic calligraphies that telegraphed the essence of Zen thought. He is now recognized as one of Japan’s greatest artists as well as one of her most accomplished Buddhist teachers.


The picture I was remembering was of a monkey and a cuckoo. The monkey was in the foreground, like the guard in my friend’s drawing, but instead of standing erect, he was crouching with his hands over his ears. The cuckoo was in the background, like the telephones in the drawing of the guard, flying across the visual field with its beak open in song. The crouching monkey, long a symbol in the Buddhist world of the untrained thinking mind, was clearly stressed out. A pained expression was on his face; he was concentrating on something or trying very hard to keep something in or get something out of his mind. If the phone was ringing, he would not be able to hear it. Like the undeveloped mind, the metaphorical monkey is always in motion, jumping from one attempt at self-satisfaction to another, from one thought to another. “Monkey mind” is something that people who begin to meditate have an immediate understanding of as they begin to tune into the restless nature of their own psyches, to the incessant and mostly unproductive chatter of their thoughts.


The cuckoo, symbolic in Japanese culture of the coming of summer, is representative of all of the ease, relaxation, warmth, and light associated with the pleasures of that season. There is a tradition in Japan of young couples staying up late at night in the countryside to try to catch the first call of the cuckoo in the warming weather. The first sound, like the first bite of a delicious meal or the first sip of a cup of tea, has an essence prized by the Japanese aesthetic, an immediacy untrammeled by ruminating thought. The cuckoo, unlike most other birds, sings when it is in flight, so Hakuin’s painting of the bird flying across the open sky with an open beak has the implicit sound of its song associated with it, a song that the monkey could not easily hear even as the cuckoo flew above him.


Hakuin wrote a calligraphic poem to accompany the picture. In translation, it read,


                                “Even when not listening,


                                Lift up one hand—


                                The cuckoo.”


Hakuin was the originator of the famous Zen koan, “What is the sound of one hand clapping?” or as Hakuin put it, “What is the sound of one hand?” The Zen koan is meant to induce an intuitive understanding of the Buddha’s wisdom. It circumvents the kind of deliberate and obsessive thinking the monkey represents. There is no obvious sound to one hand clapping; the koan conveys a sense of the emptiness infused with compassion—the engaged silence—at the heart of the Buddha’s awakening. The painting makes this explicit. The monkey crouching with his hands over his ears is the perfect image of a thinker paralyzed by his own thoughts, oblivious to the sounds of liberation all around him.


When I first saw the drawing and read Hakuin’s inscription, I thought I understood his intent. “Even when not listening, lift up one hand!” I thought of my own meditations, of how the simple act of attending to the sounds of the natural world all around me countered the oppressiveness of my repetitive thoughts. “Release yourself from the grip of your monkey mind. Open your ears to the sound of the cuckoo. It is there, even when you are not listening,” I imagined Hakuin saying. “Just lift your hand off of your ear for a moment. Then you will understand.” The juxtaposition of the preoccupied monkey with the soaring sweetness of the cuckoo’s cry had a poignancy I associated with the Buddha’s awakening. He too saw past his reactive mind into the underlying fabric of things. He lifted one hand and heard the call of the relational world.


Not long after seeing the show at the Japan Society, I described my interpretation of the koan to another friend, the Buddhist scholar and professor Robert A. F. Thurman of Columbia University. He did not dispute my analysis directly but had one more thought about the drawing: “What do people do when they are drowning?” he asked me. I couldn’t come up with much of an answer, so he filled in the one he was looking for. “They lift one hand,” he said. Professor Thurman was putting another twist on the Buddhist message. In his view, Hakuin was reminding people of the benevolent kindness of the bodhisattvas, those beings who have already awakened to their relational natures and remain in the everyday world. According to some believers, their energy is available even when one is in the midst of one’s own suffering—one has only to ask for it. Like my friend’s childhood god who was standing by his three telephones, the awakened bodhisattvas are afloat in the universe, waiting for our calls. According to Buddhist logic, although they have already freed themselves from the fires of clinging, they keep themselves available to be of service to others. Understanding themselves as purely relational beings and freed from their own subjective cravings, they find meaning in their accessibility to others.


These bodhisattvas can be personified as external beings, or they can represent the Buddha nature already present within us. The most famous bodhisattva of Asia is known variously as Kuan Yin or as Avalokiteshvara. Kuan Yin, popular in China, is a female figure whose name means “knower” or “observer” of sounds. Avalokiteshvara, “the Lord who looks down,” is a male entity who rose in prominence in India and Tibet as a representation of the Buddha’s compassion. Kuan Yin is thought of as “she who hears our cries,” and is one who responds with a mother’s sympathy to our troubles. Avalokiteshvara is shown with a thousand arms to signify his ability to save all beings: he has enough hands for everyone. His arms are like the three telephones in my friend’s childhood drawing: they enable him to take multiple calls, to reach down and grasp more than one drowning person at a time. According to this reading of the imagery, Hakuin is saying something very specific. If we can acknowledge the truth of our suffering, we will spontaneously reach out. We will lift a hand in the manner of a drowning person and create the possibility of receiving help. The bodhisattvas, like the cuckoo, are already there for the asking.


As much as I appreciated this interpretation and as much comfort as I might derive from the idea of enlightened bodhisattvas hearing my cries, the notion of Buddha nature dwelling within offers me the most hope. This is something I have tried to bring into my work as a psychotherapist. The compassionately aware bodhisattvas can then stand in as metaphors for the benevolent stance of the Buddhist perspective, already accessible in each of us. For me, this is the message that Hakuin wants us to hear, the same one my friend was reaching for in her drawing of the guard. By lifting one hand and being truthful with ourselves we can learn to observe with kindness. Psychotherapy is a perfect terrain for this. The wisdom of the Buddha and the insights of psychoanalysis, like the guard in my friend’s drawing, are there to answer our calls.


Notes to Preface


1. Adam Phillips, Missing Out: In Praise of the Unlived Life (London: Hamish Hamilton, 2012), p. 62.


2. Ibid., p. 63.
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INTRODUCTION


KNOCKING ON BUDDHA’S DOOR


THE QUESTION I am most frequently asked has to do with how Buddhism has influenced me as a therapist, how I have integrated it into my work. This is a formidable question, since I did not set out to become a “Buddhist psychotherapist.” I pursued a study of both Eastern and Western systems simultaneously. I met my first meditation teachers at about the same time that I was exposed to Freudian theory, traveled to India and Southeast Asia around the time of my medical studies, and spent weeks in silent retreat before ever sitting with my first therapy patient. I was not schooled in how to integrate the two: I had no real choice in the matter. As befits the intensely personal nature of both meditation and psychotherapy, my own attempts at integration have been, above all, private ones.


This is a far cry from the way in which the great psychologist William James imagined it would be. James was impressed with the psychological sophistication of Buddhism and predicted that it would be a major influence on Western psychology. A story about him sets the stage for this book. While lecturing at Harvard in the early 1900s, James suddenly stopped when he recognized a visiting Buddhist monk from Sri Lanka in his audience. “Take my chair,” he is reported to have said. “You are better equipped to lecture on psychology than I. This is the psychology everybody will be studying twenty-five years from now.”1 James was one of the first to appreciate the psychological dimension of Buddhist thought, yet he was not as accomplished at prophecy as he was at psychology. Several years earlier, in Vienna, Freud had published The Interpretation of Dreams, and it was Freud’s psychology, not the Buddha’s, that has had a far greater impact in the West over the subsequent decades.


At the time of James’s lecture, the influence of Eastern philosophy was just beginning to be felt among Western psychologists. In psychoanalytic circles, an interest in Oriental thought was common. Many of Freud’s early colleagues and followers (including Ernest Jones, Otto Rank, Sandor Ferenczi, Franz Alexander, Lou Andreas-Salome, and Carl Jung) were conversant with ideas about Eastern mysticism and attempted to address it from a psychoanalytic perspective. Freud’s friend Romain Rolland, the French poet and author, was a devout follower of the Hindu teachers Ramakrishna and Vivekananda, and he engaged Freud in a lively correspondence about his meditative experiences, as described extensively in Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents. Fascinated by, if somewhat skeptical of, his friend’s reports, Freud struggled to apply his psychoanalytic understanding to Rolland’s experiences. In 1930 Freud wrote:


I shall now try with your guidance to penetrate into the Indian jungle from which until now an uncertain blending of Hellenic love of proportion, Jewish sobriety, and philistine timidity have kept me away. I really ought to have tackled it earlier, for the plants of this soil shouldn’t be alien to me; I have dug to certain depths for their roots. But it isn’t easy to pass beyond the limits of one’s nature.2


As one who shares with Freud all three of these characteristics—the “love of proportion, Jewish sobriety, and philistine timidity”—I can attest that none of them need make the Buddhist approach incomprehensible. Freud himself did his best to penetrate the Indian jungle, despite his misgivings. Under Rolland’s influence, Freud described the “oceanic feeling” as the prototypical mystical experience: a sense of limitless and unbounded oneness with the universe that seeks the “restoration of limitless narcissism” and the “resurrection of infantile helplessness.”3 This equation of the meditative experience with a return to the breast or the womb has gone virtually unchallenged within the psychoanalytic community since Freud’s commentary. While it does capture some truth, it takes no account of the investigative or analytical practices most distinctive of Buddhism and most related to the psychodynamic approach. Whereas James seemed to be opening psychology up to the potential contributions of the Buddhist approach, Freud effectively closed it down. This stemmed not from Freud’s unwillingness to apply psychoanalytic investigation to the range of meditative states but from a basic unfamiliarity with what Buddhist meditation, at least, was actually about.


James understood something that subsequent generations of more psychoanalytically influenced commentators did not: the essential psychological dimension of Buddhist spiritual experience. Far from being a mystical retreat from the complexities of mental and emotional experience, the Buddhist approach requires that all of the psyche be subject to meditative awareness. It is here that the overlap with what has come to be called psychotherapy is most obvious. Meditation is not world denying; the slowing down that it requires is in service of closer examination of the day-to-day mind. This examination is, by definition, psychological. Its object is to question the true nature of the self and to end the production of self-created mental suffering. It is a pursuit that various schools of psychotherapy have been approaching independently, often without benefit of the overarching methodology of the Buddhist psychologists of mind. As long as Buddhism could be seen as a mystical, or otherworldly, pursuit, as an Eastern exoticism incomprehensible to the Western mind, as a spiritual pursuit with little relevance to our complicated neurotic attachments, it could be kept isolated from the psychological mainstream, and its insights could be relegated to the esoteric shelves of “Eastern philosophy.” Yet, Buddhism has something essential to teach contemporary psychotherapists: it long ago perfected a technique of confronting and uprooting human narcissism, a goal that Western psychotherapy has only recently begun even to contemplate.


Slowly and steadily, especially since the late 1960s and the 1970s, Eastern thought has crept into the psychological consciousness of the West. Fueled by Jung’s break with Freud, by the Beat poets’ embrace of Zen in the 1950s, and by the counterculture’s linking of psychedelia and Eastern mysticism in the 1960s, the psychological dimension of Eastern thought has labored under the stamp of “alternative” since its first infiltration of the West. The influence of Eastern thought may be seen in the work of the psychologist Abraham Maslow and in the development of the humanistic branch of modern psychology, and several psychoanalytic pioneers (notably, Erich Fromm and Karen Horney) were attracted to Buddhist thought late in their careers. Nevertheless, the worlds of Eastern thought and mainstream Western psychoanalysis have remained remarkably insulated from each other over the years. While Freud’s concepts have become dominant, completely taking over the language of psychology, and while psychoanalysis has continued to evolve as a forum for exploring the nature of psychological experience, virtually none of the modern popularizers of Buddhism in the West—whether translators, authors, or teachers—have been fluent in the language of psychoanalysis. In presenting the Eastern approach, they have generally stayed outside the scope of psychodynamic psychotherapy, enabling the more traditional psychotherapists to continue to ignore them.


Fed by the early contributions of James, Jung, Aldous Huxley, Alan Watts, Thomas Merton, and Joseph Campbell, the broad outlines of Asian thought have been painted for the Western mind. Stressing the universality of “cosmic consciousness” or mysticism in all religions, these authors did much to popularize a notion of a “perennial philosophy” common to all spiritual traditions. These early explorers of Eastern thought recognized the uniquely psychological nature of the Buddhist texts that were available to them, but they did not often distinguish the Buddhist approach from any of the others. They tended also to downplay the specifically Buddhist techniques of analytic inquiry into the nature of self that are so relevant for today’s psychotherapists. They were generalists who synthesized a great deal of disparate information and translated it into a necessarily simplified form that could be digested by an audience for whom all of this information was new. However, few of these early translators had extensive training in the meditation practices that distinguish Buddhism from other Eastern approaches. And, although they respected the psychological clarity of the Buddhist teachings, their relative inexperience with both clinical psychotherapy and with intensive Buddhist meditation has hampered the development of an effective integration of the two.


In the meantime, as psychotherapy has grown in scope and sophistication over the years, its parallels with Buddhist thought have become ever more apparent. As the emphasis in therapy has moved from conflicts over sexual and aggressive strivings, for instance, to a focus on how patients are uncomfortable with themselves because, in some fundamental way, they do not know who they are, the question of the self has emerged as the common focus of Buddhism and psychoanalysis. While the Western tradition has grown quite adept at describing what has been called the narcissistic dilemma—the sense of falseness or emptiness that propels people either to idealize or to devalue themselves and others—much controversy has arisen over the psychoanalytic method’s applicability for such problems. In fact, Western therapists are in the position of having identified a potent source of neurotic misery without having developed a foolproof treatment for it. In reaching this point, many within the field of psychology have finally caught up to James: they are ready to look at the psychological teachings of the Buddha.


Buddhist psychology, after all, takes this core sense of identity confusion as its starting point and further claims that all of the usual efforts to achieve solidity, certainty, or security are ultimately doomed. It not only describes the struggle to find a “true self’ in terms that have impressed Western psychologists for decades (some of Freud’s inner circle studied newly translated Buddhist texts for the insights they shed on narcissism), but also offers a method of analytic inquiry unavailable in the Western tradition. From the Buddhist perspective, meditation is indispensable to free the individual from neurotic misery. Psychotherapy may be equally necessary, especially to expose and reduce erotic or aggressive conflict, but the psychotherapeutic dialogue will always come up against the problem of the restless and insecure self. Psychotherapy can identify the problem, bring it out, point out some of the childhood deficiencies that contributed to its development, and help diminish the ways in which erotic and aggressive strivings become intertwined with the search for a satisfying feeling of self, but it has not been able to deliver freedom from narcissistic craving. Freud showed signs of recognizing this deficiency late in his life in his paper “Analysis Terminable or Interminable,”4 and generations of therapists and patients alike have had to settle for the relative relief that psychotherapy has had to offer. Buddhism clearly promises more, and because of this promise, it has caught the attention of the psychotherapeutic community, primed, as it has been, by the “discovery” of narcissism. This book represents the outcome of my own struggle to reconcile the teachings of the Buddha with the insights of Western psychology, the two principle influences on my own development.


People are attracted to the Buddhist approach, but it remains enigmatic; they know that it speaks to them, yet they have trouble translating the message into a form applicable to their daily lives. Still approached as something exotic, foreign, and therefore alien, the power of the Buddhist approach has not really been tapped, and its message has not yet been integrated. The situation is analogous to that of China two thousand years ago, when Taoism was the prevailing philosophy and Buddhism was first introduced. It was up to those Taoist scholars who also became adept at Buddhist meditation to accomplish the “Sinification” of Buddhism, producing a new hybrid—Chinese Buddhism, or Zen. In our culture, it is the language of psychoanalysis, developed by Freud and carefully nurtured by generations of psychotherapists over the past century, that has seeped into general public awareness. It is in this language that the insights of the Buddha must be presented to Westerners.


With this in mind, I have organized my book into three parts, entitled, respectively, “The Buddha’s Psychology of Mind,” “Meditation,” and “Therapy.” Part I is designed to introduce the Buddha’s psychological teachings in the language of Western psychodynamics. I do this not only for the benefit of those in the fields of psychology or psychotherapy but also for those attracted to Buddhist philosophy or meditation who, nevertheless, have only a sketchy idea of the Buddhist approach’s conceptual basis. Part I is meant as an orientation to the Buddhist perspective, since we in the West have already spawned a number of misconceptions about the basic teachings of the Buddha. Filled with psychological ideas derived from Freudian theory and struggling with psychological issues that are often incompletely resolved or not even addressed, Westerners engaged in meditation practice all too often are derailed by their own longings, conflicts, and confusion. In describing the Buddha’s psychology in Western psychological language, I hope to combat that unfortunate trend.


Part II, “Meditation,” is meant to explain the basic Buddhist attentional strategy of bare attention and to show how the meditative path may be understood in psychodynamic terms. By presenting the psychological underpinnings of traditional practice, I hope to make clear how relevant these ancient techniques still are for the Western mind. The meditative practices of bare attention, concentration, mindfulness, and analytic inquiry speak to issues that are at the forefront of contemporary psychodynamic concern; they are not about seeking some otherworldly abode. By showing how these meditative experiences may be understood in psychological terms, I hope to make clear how potent a force they can be in conjunction with more traditional Western psychotherapies.


Part III, “Therapy,” takes Freud’s treatise on the practice of psychotherapy, “Remembering, Repeating and Working-Through,” and uses it as a template for considering how the Buddha’s teachings can be integrated into the practice of psychotherapy. These chapters spring directly from my own experiences as a meditator, patient, and psychotherapist, in which the two worlds of Buddhism and psychotherapy have not always been so distinct. I was in the relatively unusual position of learning about Buddhism before I became a psychiatrist, and I studied meditation before either entering or practicing psychotherapy. In fact, my introduction to Buddhism came in classes at Harvard University in the psychology building called William James Hall, where, fifty years later than he had predicted, James’s prophecy was beginning to take root. In part III, I try to show how the practice of Buddhism has infiltrated my own clinical work; how the Buddha’s teachings might effectively complement, inform, or energize the practice of contemporary psychotherapy; and how many of today’s most important clinical psychotherapists have been, often unknowingly, knocking on Buddha’s door.


I begin with a discussion of what has always impressed me the most about Buddhist psychology: its comprehensive view of the human psyche. For Buddhism, like the Western traditions that followed many centuries later, is, in its psychological form, a depth psychology. It is able to describe, in terms that would make any psychoanalyst proud, the full range of the human emotional experience. Although he may not have shared any of Freud’s three defining traits of “love of proportion, Jewish sobriety, or philistine timidity,” the Buddha may well have been the original psychoanalyst, or, at least, the first to use the mode of analytic inquiry that Freud was later to codify and develop. In the traditional description of the Wheel of Life and, again, in the teachings of the Four Noble Truths, we find the fruits of this analytic investigation. As the title of this book, drawn from the English psychoanalyst W. R. Bion, is meant to imply, the Buddha’s teachings are not necessarily at odds with the psychodynamic approach. Sometimes, in fact, they are just what the doctor might order.





PART I



THE BUDDHA’S PSYCHOLOGY OF MIND


The mind that does not understand is the Buddha: there is no other.


—D. T. Suzuki





 


A FALSE START


IN THE EARLY days of my interest in Buddhism and psychology, I was given a particularly vivid demonstration of how difficult it was going to be to forge an integration between the two. Some friends of mine had arranged for an encounter between two prominent visiting Buddhist teachers at the house of a Harvard University psychology professor. These were teachers from two distinctly different Buddhist traditions who had never met and whose traditions had in fact had very little contact over the past thousand years. Before the worlds of Buddhism and Western psychology could come together, the various strands of Buddhism would have to encounter one another. We were to witness the first such dialogue.


The teachers, seventy-year-old Kalu Rinpoche of Tibet, a veteran of years of solitary retreat, and the Zen master Seung Sahn, the first Korean Zen master to teach in the United States, were to test each other’s understanding of the Buddha’s teachings for the benefit of the onlooking Western students. This was to be a high form of what was being called dharma combat (the clashing of great minds sharpened by years of study and meditation), and we were waiting with all the anticipation that such a historic encounter deserved. The two monks entered with swirling robes—maroon and yellow for the Tibetan, austere gray and black for the Korean—and were followed by retinues of younger monks and translators with shaven heads. They settled onto cushions in the familiar cross-legged positions, and the host made it clear that the younger Zen master was to begin. The Tibetan lama sat very still, fingering a wooden rosary (mala) with one hand while murmuring, “Om mane padme hum,” continuously under his breath. The Zen master, who was already gaining renown for his method of hurling questions at his students until they were forced to admit their ignorance and then bellowing, “Keep that don’t-know mind!” at them, reached deep inside his robes and drew out an orange. “What is this?” he demanded of the lama. “What is this?” This was a typical opening question, and we could feel him ready to pounce on whatever response he was given.


The Tibetan sat quietly fingering his mala and made no move to respond.


“What is this?” the Zen master insisted, holding the orange up to the Tibetan’s nose.


Kalu Rinpoche bent very slowly to the Tibetan monk next to him who was serving as the translator, and they whispered back and forth for several minutes. Finally the translator addressed the room: “Rinpoche says, ‘What is the matter with him? Don’t they have oranges where he comes from?’”


The dialogue progressed no further.




CHAPTER 1


THE WHEEL OF LIFE: A BUDDHIST MODEL OF THE NEUROTIC MIND


AS DIFFICULT as it was to find common ground between the two Buddhist masters, it is far more daunting to seek congruence between the psychological traditions of East and West. For me, though, the Buddhist picture of the Wheel of Life (Wheel of Samsara), one of the most ubiquitous images of the Buddhist world, has always seemed a particularly useful starting place in comparing Buddhist and Western notions of suffering and psychological health. The Wheel of Life depicts what are known as the Six Realms of Existence, through which sentient beings are said to cycle endlessly in their round of rebirths. In artwork, this circular form, or mandala, is set into the yawning jaws of Yama, the lord of death. The mandala vividly illustrates all six of the realms to which beings are subject: the Human Realm, the Animal Realm, the Hell Realm, the Realm of the Pretas (Hungry Ghosts), the Realm of the Asuras (Jealous Gods or Titans), and the God Realm. These are the major subdivisions, and texts on the subject describe hundreds of realms within each. Leading off of the wheel, emerging out of the Human Realm, is a path to Buddhahood, signifying the special opportunity implicit in the human birth: the realization of Buddha-mind, an awakening that leads to escape from the Wheel of Life.
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