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Prologue




  It was a glorious autumn day. The sky was a deep vivid blue. As I walked along the road towards my school the golden leaves on the lime trees that overhung the schoolyard were

  filled with light, forming a shimmering canopy above my head.




  It was the early seventies. I was seventeen, and at that age was finally allowed to escape from the school’s confines at times when I did not have lessons. I had probably been into town to

  buy lunch, or maybe to meet with friends for coffee in one of the cafés where we frequently hung out.




  In that moment, sun and dancing leaves seemed to fill me. I thought: This is as good as it gets.




  It was an ordinary moment. Just sunshine, a gentle breeze, and the bright colours of sky and leaves. Yet in that moment I knew for certain that this experience was perfect. I felt complete joy.

  There was no room for anything better in my heart. It was full.




  Most of us can remember moments of this kind; moments when the world opens its heart to us and we embrace it.




  Too often though, our hearts are closed.




  Too often we are caught in a prison of our own making.




  





  
Preface




  The world is a wonderful place. It is also a place where terrible things happen. This morning, as I write, a golden sun is breaking through the strands of cloud that edge the

  horizon, bathing the January landscape with warm light and throwing the elegant branches of winter trees into contrasting darkness. From my window, high in the house, I look out over a landscape

  that could be the Pure Land, the world of the Buddhas, where enlightenment is always available.




  At the same time, this world hovers in uncertainty. Talk of war crowds in alongside other potential disasters. We hear from the rural health project that our group supports in Zambia of growing

  famine. Much farming in the area has gone over to cash crops, so local staples are no longer as plentiful. Now the rains have failed again. Climate seems to be changing. It is doing so in many

  places across the globe. Next week we will be campaigning on behalf of primates, who are due to be subjected to the most terrible treatment in the furtherance of science. Whether the experiments

  will actually improve people’s ability to cure the ravages of the ageing process is uncertain, but humans fear such sickness and are willing to go to considerable lengths in an attempt,

  however vain, to avoid it.




  At the same time, the shops are crowded. Christmas glitter has given way to hard-nosed January sales. Cars queue to fill already overcrowded car parks. People jostle and struggle through the

  crowds, laden with carrier bags and cardboard packages. New acquisitions join the Christmas gifts, and houses are over-filled, so other goods must be discarded, half-used. The refuse collectors are

  doing overtime. Adverts for diet foods assault my computer. Most Westerners are paying the costs of an over-indulgent festive season.




  Why do humans act this way? Why do we so often not see the beauty in the things that we already have? Why are we always grasping at what we do not have and trying to avoid or destroy what we do

  not like? Buddhism has always struggled with such questions. The Buddha himself began his spiritual search in response to his realization of the omnipresent afflictions of life. The answers that he

  found created the basis for a religion that places a high emphasis on understanding the mind’s ability to create misery through its attempts to find personal comfort at the expense of facing

  what is really there. It created a religion in which the understanding of mental process and the creation of methods for working with it became central. For Buddhism, therefore, psychology is not a

  peripheral interest. It is, rather, embedded in its most important teachings.




  In some senses, therefore, it becomes questionable whether it is even possible to treat Buddhist psychology as a separate discipline from Buddhism as a whole. At the same time, of course,

  presenting the teachings as psychology creates the possibility that the understanding Buddhism offers can be extended to those who might not otherwise engage with the religious aspects of the

  faith. Also, for those of us who are practising Buddhists, it challenges us to look at the practical expression of the teachings, always a priority for the Buddha himself, and to avoid falling into

  abstract metaphysics, divorced from our day-to-day lives. This book, then, presents the Buddhist teachings viewed through the eyes of the therapeutic practitioner. It offers a practical guide for

  those who engage with others in therapeutic ways, and a source of personal insight for the general reader.




  Buddhism teaches that it is because we try to shut out the terrible things that happen in the world that we also shut off the beauty and the wonder that are all around us. Buddhist psychology

  teaches us how to restore our vision and break out of this imprisonment. Buddhist training provides methods for doing so. This, in a nutshell, is the theory that is unfolded in detail in the work

  that follows.




  

    *


  




  In 1995 my husband, David Brazier, wrote Zen Therapy. That book changed the direction of our work. We had been running a training course in psychotherapy for some years.

  Based on Western phenomenological approaches, the course was strongly influenced by our Buddhist practice, but it was still framed in Western terminology and ideas.




  It was a crisp, bright day in late autumn of that year when we drove to Edinburgh together. The drive from Newcastle, where we then lived, was about three hours. We took the inland route, over

  Carter Bar, a magnificent run across the high moorland of Northumberland, up past Cat Clough reservoir, and on towards that border crossing point where all the southern Scottish plains lie spread

  out like patchwork as far as the eye can see. How I had grown to love those open northern spaces.




  Travelling together is something we greatly enjoy. It is a time when we talk and share ideas, plan and develop our thinking. It is creative time, sandwiched between episodes in our busy and

  varied lives.




  We stopped for coffee in a small country inn. It was warm and welcoming and a wood fire burned in the grate. We were discussing the course.




  ‘Why don’t we start to teach Zen Therapy on the course?’ I asked.




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Why not?’ was rather our motto. Over the years we have often said ‘Why not?’, and have consequently followed many interesting new strands in our work or welcomed

  fruitful new relationships with others involved in similar areas. ‘Why not?’ led to the founding of Amida Trust in 1996 and its subsequent growth, which was to become an umbrella for

  the new training course, as well as for the many other engaged Buddhist activities in which we are now involved.




  So we began to discuss how the theoretical framework David had written about in Zen Therapy might become the grounding for a dedicated Buddhist psychotherapy training programme. What

  would we teach? How would we train students to put into practice the models which Buddhist psychology offers? We decided to relaunch the course, incorporating these new ideas more actively than

  before under the rubric of a Buddhist psychotherapy training programme. New students joined and a new era in our work together began.




  Since that time the course has developed, and our understanding of the subtleties of the psychology embedded in the Buddha’s teachings has gone on developing with it. David’s

  lifelong studies in Buddhism have borne fruit in two further books, The Feeling Buddha and The New Buddhism. In 1998 we created a Buddhist Psychology Distance Learning Course, which

  is now offered by Amida Trust, and sets out the core theory for the Buddhist psychotherapy training programme. All through this time we were also actively working as psychotherapists, both with

  individuals and with groups, and were reflecting on our therapy practice in terms of the theoretical models that we were developing and applying. We were also moving into other forms of applied

  Buddhist work in which the same theoretical models could be brought to bear.




  Alongside this work, and under the auspices of the Amida Trust, the Order of Amida Buddha came into being. This is a socially engaged religious order in the Pure Land school. Within the Order,

  spiritual training in engaged settings has grown, both through the growth of The Buddhist House community in Narborough, Leicestershire, where we now live, and under the umbrella of a new course

  programme in ‘fully engaged Buddhism’. This new venture, launched in autumn 2002, also drew on an understanding of Buddhist psychology and its analysis of mental conditioning

  processes.




  For guidance in this work, we have returned repeatedly to the original texts, and especially the Buddhist sutras of the Pali Canon, where a great deal of specific material on mental process and

  its ethical consequences can be found. We have also drawn much inspiration from the Pure Land Sutras, as well as many of the important texts of the Mahayana tradition.




  This present book, then, is a synthesis of the new developments that have come about in our work since Zen Therapy was written. It reflects our deepening use of the models that Buddhist

  teaching offers for comprehending the mind and its conditioned nature. In writing this book, I hope to share what has been an exciting journey for me. I also acknowledge deeply my gratitude to

  David for the knowledge and ideas that he has shared with me, which are at the root of much that is included here, and for his companionship in the path of discovery.




  At the same time I must also acknowledge the contribution of students, fellow members of our community, and those I have worked with in various therapy settings. It has been said that a

  therapist should learn something from every client. Certainly it has often been through my work with people who have come to see me in this capacity that it has become apparent how the processes

  described here unfold; and it has been in these situations that the possibilities for change suggested in this book have become clear. My gratitude to others who have been involved in the processes

  that have created this book reaches out in many other directions to many people. Some of them are mentioned in the anecdotes included here as illustration: my family, parents, children and friends,

  and those who have taught me over the years in many ways and many places. Sometimes our acquaintances have been longstanding and mutually recognized. At other times they have been simple

  encounters, perhaps hardly noticed by the other. Inspirational meetings take many forms. To all these bodhisattvas I give thanks.




  

    *


  




  This book provides a sequel to the theoretical material presented in Zen Therapy and also in David’s 1997 book, The Feeling Buddha. It pulls together the

  main psychological teachings of Buddhism and shows how they all fit into one picture. It describes the processes of self-limitation into which we fall and the ways in which we attempt to avoid the

  existential pain of life. We create deep-rooted patterns of habit-energy, which we come to identify with, and which we come to think of as a ‘self’. This self entraps us, leading us

  into repetition of unhelpful avoidance strategies. It becomes our prison.




  Buddhist psychology is broadly applicable. The Buddha taught ordinary people so that they could train in order to develop spiritual maturity. He sent them out into the world to pass on what they

  learned ‘for the good of the many’. Thus, Buddhist psychology was born in the context of the community. It was always intended as a path lived in the wider society, rather than in the

  isolation of a monastery. As a therapy, Buddhist psychology need not be confined to the therapy room.




  Buddhist psychology thus provides a framework that is relevant in many helping settings. Because it is based on an understanding of the way that the mentality is conditioned by actions, it is

  particularly relevant to lifestyle-based approaches to psychological helping. It is practical and behavioural. At the same time it offers detailed analyses of the psychodynamics of conditioning,

  thus bridging with wonderful clarity the division Western psychology has erected between, on the one hand, psychodynamic and, on the other, cognitive behavioural schools.




  This book is suitable for anyone who works with others in psychological or therapeutic ways. It offers important material for the psychotherapist, but is equally applicable for the community

  activist, the educator or the humanitarian aid worker. Also, Buddhist psychology offers a framework for understanding mental process to those who wish to develop their own spiritual training in

  this direction, or to support others in doing so. Its vision is of the engaged Buddhist practitioner. This person, like the early followers of the Buddha, is engaged in working with others in these

  varied settings, and, in the process of this, is also developing his or her spiritual training.




  The path of the engaged practitioner is a path of training. As we help others, our own habit-patterns become all too apparent to us, and these can then be tackled. In Buddhist practice,

  qualities such as compassion and calm can then be developed that support work in difficult settings. Thus going out into situations of engagement and returning to periods of meditative practice

  provide a balance for one another. At the same time, within each activity, encounter and the development of stillness can co-exist. In both situations we learn to find the still point in the midst

  of turmoil, whether that turmoil is external or within our own minds. The practitioner develops spiritual training through right action and refining the mind. In doing so, he or she brings benefit

  to others and creates conditions for a better world.




  The world is currently beset by many of the problems that the Buddha saw in his own times. We are bound in situations of conflict and of acquisitiveness. The Three Poisons, which the Buddha

  identified as creating such havoc in our lives – greed, hate and delusion – are as rife in our culture as they ever were in former centuries. Buddhist psychology offers insights that

  can potentially transform these and bring about a more enlightened culture. Let us work together towards this end.




  

    

      USE OF SANSKRIT TERMS




      This book uses some terms in Sanskrit. This is because these terms are technical and have specific meanings. Although the new terminology does take some getting used to, it

      prevents the dangers of misunderstanding that arise when an equivalent Western word is chosen. Ultimately it is less confusing to use words in Sanskrit than to use translations, since Western

      words have their own associations that do not necessarily match the associations of the words they are translating. Many of the misconceptions that have arisen in western Buddhism have come out

      of poor translations of terms. Even when a word is accurately translated, it is easy to forget that nuances of the original may be lost, or new meanings may be construed that are not faithful

      to the original term. The use of Sanskrit terms is a reminder to be cautious in these matters. With the key terms we are using, it is important to find the right meanings.




      In fact, this book requires the reader to master only around thirty words. These are explained in the text as they are introduced so that the necessary vocabulary can be gradually required.

      A glossary is also provided for reference.


    


  




  





  
Part 1




  Theories and Models




  





  
· 1 ·




  An Afflicted World




  All of us have been born. We have experienced ill-health. Maybe we have experienced declining abilities. We have been separated from, and sometimes lost, those we love. We will

  grow old and we will die. Many of the events that shape our lives are difficult to bear and cause us sadness and distress. Inevitably we, and our loved ones, are caught in forces we cannot

  control.




  Yet, equally, the sun shines on a spring morning and new leaves break out of the hard buds on the tips of wintry branches. The white dog violets grow along the newly cleared path that cuts

  across the woods at our retreat centre in France, and clouds of cowslips dance on the grassy bank by the old well.




  No day passes when we do not switch on the news to see tragedy unfolding in many corners of the world. And yet these few events that make the headlines are nothing compared with the many small

  and large experiences which shatter lives and leave jagged edges of pain in societies waiting for the next conflict to erupt.




  Yet, as I walk across the water meadows, dotted with yellow mustard flowers waving among the new green grass, a heron flies overhead, a dark shape against the clear blue sky. Its wings flap

  slowly and the sun catches the silver of its back.




  Last night one of our community spoke to a Kurdish friend in London. A group of thirty-two of his fellow Kurds have recently died in prison back home. Home? These are a

  people without country, living on the borders of several countries in the Middle East: Turkey, Iraq, Iran. In all places they are oppressed minorities. More Kurds died in the hunger strike protests

  that followed the killings. This man’s brother will be in the next wave of hunger strikers. He will likely die too. Our friend has lived and worked with these refugee people in London and

  knows their grief and loneliness. He caught the early bus this morning to be with his Kurdish friend.




  ‘There is nothing I can do, but I have to be there,’ he told me.




  This weekend he will play with his friends in a concert of Kurdish music. This concert will bring together refugees and supporters. It will replenish the spirit of these people. He will share

  their pain and witness their strength. He will stand by them in their grief.




  None of this will reach the headlines. Nor will many of the other sufferings people endure around the world. Suffering is everywhere.




  The Roots of a Teaching




  In my therapeutic work I see many people caught by suffering. Sometimes people seek support at times of crisis; sometimes they come years later, still struggling to come to

  terms with painful events from earlier in their lives. Sometimes they fear the future and cannot bear the uncertainty of living with a knowledge that life is transient for them and others. I have

  no answer that will prevent loss or death or physical discomfort. These are the realities that shape all our lives. They are also the factors that may bring us to look at life more deeply and

  eventually lead us to live more fully.




  The Buddha was affected by the events and sights that he encountered in his early life. These coloured the direction of his teaching. Although the historical details of his life are uncertain,

  and no doubt differ in some respects from the traditional stories, these stories are the potent backdrop to all Buddhist teachings.




  The Buddha was a prince who grew up in some luxury in a palace in northern India. We know that his family was of the warrior caste, which no doubt influenced his steadfast

  spirit. Although the Buddha’s mother had died seven days after his birth, he was surrounded by family and servants. His early life was comfortable and indulgent, but this did not satisfy him.

  His heart was full of questions and his mind set on discovering spiritual meaning; so he renounced the palace to embark on a spiritual search, joining the numerous wandering ascetics of his

  day.




  According to the story, the young prince, named Siddhartha, had what we might think of as a sheltered childhood, kept within the confines of the royal palace, where his father attempted to

  shield him from the view of anything disturbing or unpleasant. A prophecy made at the boy’s birth had foretold that when he grew up he would either become a great ruler or a great religious

  figure, and this had disturbed the old king. He determined that his son should follow the first of these courses and avoid anything that might awaken spiritual interest in him. In this, the king

  seemed to know that pain and suffering hold the keys to spiritual awakening.




  Indulging the young man’s senses with every pleasure imaginable, the king tried to deaden Siddhartha’s curiosity. Good food, attractive women, dancing and merrymaking, beautifully

  adorned apartments: these were the distractions on which the young prince was raised. Myth has it that three pleasure gardens were created within the palace walls, one for each season of the Indian

  year, filled with perfect comforts and insulated from the darker side of life. How could any young man resist?




  As he grew older, Siddhartha’s status increased. As heir to his father, he was recognized and honoured as the future ruler. He settled into palace life and took a wife; together they had a

  son. It seemed he would indeed become the great leader his father wished. But Siddhartha grew bored and uneasy with the life of the palace. We can imagine the frustration that such limitless

  pleasure, but limited scope, brought to this bright young man. Even in this idyllic world where he wanted for nothing, he sensed that there was more to life.




  The young prince wanted to understand life more deeply. Pleasure and status were not enough. He felt impelled to go out into the world to see its other aspects. He wanted to

  find out what life outside the palace was like. So, persuading one of his horsemen to accompany him, he planned to visit the town. Together they crept out of the palace by night.




  The next part of the story describes the pivotal point in the Buddha’s transformation. That night, outside the security of the palace, Prince Siddhartha had an experience that was to

  confirm him in his later direction as a spiritual leader. At the heart of his story lie the encounters that occurred that night.




  The town outside the palace was a different world from anything Siddhartha had seen before. He saw poor people living in hovels, struggling to survive on poor diets and in cramped, insanitary

  conditions. He saw lean animals and barefoot, ragged children. He saw beggars, the elderly and sick people on the streets, just as one does in India today. Although there would have been laughter

  and bustle, there would also have been a great deal of pain and suffering apparent everywhere.




  Seeing such suffering, Siddhartha knew he had been right to suspect that there was more to life than pleasure palaces and dancing girls. He was confronted with the knowledge that pain, disease

  and death were inevitable. In contrast with his palace of comforts, here it was impossible to avoid knowing that suffering existed and that life was precarious. With his sensitivity to the pain of

  others, he found this knowledge almost unbearable.




  These encounters with the uncomfortable and unavoidable reality of suffering have been formulated in the traditional Buddhist teachings as The Four Sights. They are recounted as a series

  of meetings on the city streets. No doubt the four encounters described in this teaching are in fact symbolic of the many actual encounters that the young man had. These four sights confirmed

  Siddhartha in his search for spiritual knowledge and ultimately led him to start out on the path to enlightenment.




  The first three sights were, according to tradition, a sick man, an old man and a corpse. We can imagine that such sights would have been commonplace in the India of his day. These three sights

  brought him to question his companion in horror:




  ‘What are these things? What do they mean? How can such terrible things be overcome?’




  The answer he received brought little comfort. These were not isolated ills. We must all face sickness, old age and death.




  In shock and dismay Siddhartha absorbed the news. His ability to live in the world of pleasure was shattered for ever. Siddhartha’s father had been right to fear that images of pain and

  suffering would divert his son on to the path of spiritual enquiry. Siddhartha looked around in desperation for an answer. At this point he saw the fourth sight, a sadhu or holy man who was walking

  across the town square.




  We can imagine the impact of this figure as he walked across the market place. The sight of a holy man, grounded in spiritual practice, both present to his surroundings and not swept away by

  them, evokes a deep reverence and respect. This man’s presence inspired Siddhartha to embark on his spiritual journey. It brought him to a realization that there was a different way to live,

  and a determination to set a new course in his life.




  Returning briefly to the palace, Siddhartha prepared for his departure. His spiritual journey had begun. His act of renunciation was final. He left the palace, his father, the aunt who had

  brought him up, his wife and son, and set out on a course that took him to many of the great teachers of his day.




  Siddhartha experimented with many ascetic practices, and followed different philosophies, studying with the finest thinkers he could find. He reached many deep understandings, but ultimately

  these didn’t satisfy his searching mind. He moved from teacher to teacher, learning much, but never finding quite what he was looking for. Along the way he found others who were also

  searching for spiritual answers. Particularly, he found a small group of men who followed ascetic practices, but even with these fellow practitioners he did not resolve his questions. Having pushed

  deprivation to its limit, he knew there had to be another way. His friends moved on, leaving him alone. Finally, he had exhausted all the teachings that were available and found himself, without

  companions, still searching for an answer to the pain of life, in solitary desperation. Here, at the point when he had all but abandoned hope of finding the goal of his quest,

  Siddhartha reached a place of breakthrough. This time it was complete. The breakthrough was his enlightenment.




  All night Siddhartha sat in torment beneath the bodhi tree. His struggles on that night of his enlightenment are chronicled in the Pali sutras. He struggled against all the forces his mind could

  summon to distract or tempt him away from his resolution to make sense of the suffering that was inevitable in life – struggled with the forces of fear, longing and destruction that the

  knowledge of that suffering provoked, and with the pull of the past. Holding firm to his intention to understand, he sat unmoved. Seeing the morning star rise on the following daybreak, he

  understood. He was enlightened. It was at this point that he realized the Four Noble Truths.




  The Four Noble Truths: An Understanding of Suffering




  The Buddha understood the inevitability and universality of suffering. His spiritual search began with a direct encounter with suffering. It ended in a new understanding of

  affliction. This understanding was embodied in his teaching of the Four Noble Truths – one of the key elements in the understanding that came to the Buddha on the night of his enlightenment.

  The Buddha’s understanding of suffering grew out of his own experience. His encounter with the Four Sights and the teaching of the Four Noble Truths mark the beginning and end of a spiritual

  search.




  The teaching of the Four Noble Truths is a cornerstone of Buddhist understanding. It offers an analysis of the basic human process of responding to life’s afflictions and a framework for

  understanding and working with the pain in our own lives and in the world.




  In his book The Feeling Buddha (Brazier 1997), David Brazier presented his interpretation of the teaching of the Four Noble Truths. This interpretation differs in some respects from the

  traditional one, and it is on his interpretation that I will draw in the remainder of this chapter. Whether or not this interpretation offers the most accurate understanding of what this particular

  teaching intends, its broad spirit reflects the essence of Buddhist psychology and practice. It is not my intention to enter into discussion of the merits of the different

  interpretations in detail here, since David Brazier has already done so at length in his book. His interpretation is grounded in linguistic analysis, and, besides being convincing in this respect,

  offers a perspective that sits well with the other major teachings of the Buddha. For anyone wanting to apply Buddhist psychology it offers a positive and practical framework of ideas, consistent

  with traditional Buddhist practice.




  Since the analysis of Buddhist psychology presented here depends upon our understanding of the meaning of particular words, there is, for the layperson, a difficulty of language. The words used

  are technical terms, and as such have quite specific meanings. Translating these words makes for easier reading, but ultimately creates confusion, since equivalent western terminology never fully

  covers the meaning of the original, and often carries its own set of associations, which may be wholly inappropriate to the real meaning of the term. For this reason I will use Sanskrit terms in

  this book. Sanskrit is one of the ancient languages of India, and has become the language most commonly used in the West for rendering Buddhist terms. I will be quoting extensively from texts, or

  sutras, that were written in Pali, another ancient Indian language, but for consistency, I will stick to using Sanskrit for technical terminology. It is my hope that the reader will become familiar

  enough with the terms used (of which there are around thirty), to use them easily. Words such as ‘karma’ and ‘Buddha’ have already become familiar parts of the English

  language, and there is the possibility that other terms will also cross this usage barrier, just as technical terms from Western psychology have. For quick reference, a glossary is provided at the

  back of this book.




  Let us return, then, to the teaching of the Four Noble Truths, and look in more detail at the elements that make up this teaching. The Sanskrit terms for these are:




  

    

      • dukkha;




      • dukkha samudaya;




      • dukkha nirodha;




      • marga.


    


  




  What the Buddha gained on the night of his enlightenment was a deep realization of the inevitability of affliction. The Sanskrit word for affliction is

  dukkha. He further saw how a deep understanding and acceptance of the inevitability of dukkha provides the route for our transformation, just as it had for his own.




  Dukkha




  Whoever we are, we cannot avoid painful experiences. We become sick, we get disappointed, and we lose people we love. We do not get what we want, and we die. This was the

  Buddha’s first understanding. More than this, though, these things are not shameful. They are inevitable parts of life and they are noble. As a man of the warrior caste, Siddhartha understood

  nobility. He understood the need to stand firm in the face of the enemy. He understood endurance. Despite his sheltered lifestyle, he knew how to face pain. This was the truth of dukkha.




  

    

      The noble truth of dukkha, affliction, is this: birth, old age, sickness, death, grief, lamentation, pain, depression, and agitation are dukkha. Dukkha is being

      associated with what you do not like, being separated from what you do like, and not being able to get what you want. In short, the five skandhas are dukkha. (Samyutta Nikaya 61.11.5)


    


  




  In this passage we can see that the Buddha lists as dukkha both the inevitable events of life, and the emotional reactions which arise in response to them. In referring to the

  latter, he picks out in particular the ‘five skandhas’. This term, sometime translated as the five aggregates of grasping, is important in understanding Buddhist psychology. We

  will return to it in some detail in Chapter 5 below. Suffering is inevitable in the sense that we cannot avoid painful events; but there are also things that cause suffering that may be amenable to

  change. In particular, it is grasping or attachment that creates our inner anguish.




  It is important to understand the meaning of the skandha teaching, as it is easy to think that the Buddha advocated detachment from life. Reading that we should not grasp or be attached, some

  people suppose that the Buddha discouraged close, loving relationships. In fact, the intention of his teaching is the opposite.




  For the present, it is enough to know that the skandha teaching concerns the trouble caused by our attachment to maintaining our own position, views and habitual comforts. Buddhist practice

  helps us achieve more contact with the world as we encounter it in each moment. This includes encountering our suffering. It also includes encountering those we love. The Buddha often exhorted his

  followers to ‘give up the skandhas’ – for example, in Majjhima Nikaya 23: the Ant Hill Sutra, discussed in Chapter 7 of this book. (The Majjhima Nikaya [hereafter MN for brevity]

  is one of the collections within the Pali canon, and there will be many quotations from it in this book.) In doing so, he was exhorting them to become fully alive to the world. We inevitably

  experience losses, but we do not have to compound our suffering by clinging to things we cannot have, or by trying to fit the world to our viewpoint so that we can feel safe, or by falling into

  compulsive patterns of avoidance behaviour. These are all aspects of the skandha process that we will deal with later in this book.




  Dukkha Samudaya




  The Buddha understood that when we encounter dukkha, responses arise in us. This is the second Noble Truth, dukkha samudaya. Of this the Buddha said:




  

    

      The noble truth of samudaya, response to affliction, is this: it is thirst for self re-creation that is associated with greed. It lights upon whatever pleasures are to be

      found here and there. It is thirst for sense pleasure, for being and for non-being. (Samyutta Nikaya 56.11.6)


    


  




  In this description of the second Noble Truth, the Buddha offers an explanation of the way we respond to suffering. We experience dukkha and a feeling response arises in us.

  This response has emotional energy.




  It is easy to recognize the physical surge of emotion that comes in response to a painful situation. We hear of a friend’s death and our chest fills with sensation. We burn with anger,

  or feel torn apart with grief. As my companion heard of his Kurdish friend’s plight, he did not simply react with thoughts, he responded with agitation and with a hunger

  to act. He wanted to go, to be by his friend’s side, to move and not to stay still.




  The Buddha describes the physicality of our response as a thirst. Often it is a thirst so powerful that we feel overwhelmed. We seek to assuage it through distractions. Although we might use the

  energy by acting to improve the situation we are in, we often feel powerless. We therefore seek to dissipate the feelings through behaviour which has no direct relevance to helping the situation,

  like indulging in eating, drinking, work or whatever comes to hand most readily. These behaviours quickly become compulsive patterns. It may be noble to stand firm in the face of affliction, but

  facing dukkha is uncomfortable. We respond by craving for ways to get rid of the uncomfortable feelings.




  So a first step in releasing ourselves from our compulsive patterns of behaviour is to master the ability to find stillness in a place of suffering. Although our impulses may all be towards

  doing something to distract ourselves, we need to learn to stop and just be with the feelings of dukkha. Even if the impulse seems good, such as the impulse to help others, it may still contain

  strong elements of distraction and escape. At this point, we need to stay with the feelings of grief or anguish that arise and honour them. There will be a time to use the energy that we have for

  action; but first it must be properly harnessed.




  When something painful happens, then, the impulse is to escape into distraction and activity. The Buddha speaks of this response as a thirst, and he also speaks of self-re-creation. When

  something really terrible happens, like a sudden tragic death, the experience can threaten us at a level where we feel our whole being is disintegrating. It cuts apart our sense of permanence and

  identity, and leaves us feeling raw and all too aware of our own fragility. We feel the unbearable pain, and are overwhelmed with the compulsion to rebuild a secure sense of self. Building identity

  is one response to dukkha. It is a way in which we attempt to control the uncertainties that surround us and create an illusion of safety. Building a self-structure is seen as a defensive process

  in Buddhist psychology. In this book we will learn how this self-structure is created and how it may be let go.




  Dukkha Nirodha




  The third Noble Truth is nirodha. Of this, the Buddha taught:




  

    

      The noble truth of nirodha, containment, is this: it is the complete capturing of that thirst. It is to let go of, be liberated from and refuse to dwell in the object of

      that thirst. (Samyutta Nikaya 61.11.7)


    


  




  This statement suggests that the way to face dukkha is to let go of the object to which the thirst has become attached. Nirodha is frequently translated as

  ‘cessation’. It is quite possible to use this translation and interpret dukkha nirodha as the cessation of attachment to our various objects of distraction, but this translation may

  miss a dimension of the teaching. If cessation is the Buddha’s meaning in this teaching, he uses the word nirodha in a way that was unusual for his time. In The Feeling Buddha, David

  Brazier points out that the common meaning of the word nirodha was to confine, originally associated with the creation of an earth bank (rodha). ‘Ni-’ means ‘down’, so we

  can see an image of sheltering a fire behind a bank or containing it. In using the word nirodha, the Buddha may be alluding to an image of the containment and harnessing of a fire.




  The image of the contained fire would be a familiar one in the India of the Buddha’s day. A fire that is not contained is a danger in any community, for it may quickly get out of control.

  On the other hand, a fire may also go out without containment: the wood may be too scattered, so that the heat is insufficient to maintain it; wind or rain may extinguish the flames. With an earth

  wall around it, the fire can be directed and used. It can be damped down at night or its heat can be intensified so that it can be used under cooking pots.




  The Buddha saw the spiritual path as one in which powerful and potentially dangerous forces could be harnessed and applied beneficially. He used the fire analogy on a number of occasions. He

  also expressed similar ideas using the simile of the snake, a potentially dangerous creature which is, nevertheless, a source of healing if caught in the correct way, when its

  venom can be milked and used as a medicine. The Buddha described his own teachings as like a snake (MN 22).




  If we look at the description of nirodha given in the passage above, we will see that there are two main elements:




  

    

      1 containment or capturing of the arising passion; and




      2 unhooking ourselves from the object to which our thirst or craving has become attached.


    


  




  These two elements provide a methodology for working with the responses we experience in situations of acute pain. The two elements operate in a cyclical relationship: feelings

  arise; we harness and intensify them; this creates more feelings; and so on.




  Typically, as a person faces affliction, a feeling response occurs. The person shrinks away from the distress, falling into patterns of distraction or escape. The pain of dukkha feels shameful

  as well as unpleasant. The person tries to hide. If he or she can be supported to face the pain at this point, however, rather than dispersing it, the possibility for transformation occurs. The

  person breaks out of habitual patterns of behaviour which have a limiting or dulling effect, and frees energy to live more fully and usefully.




  This energy must be held and not dissipated in distractions. By unhooking ourselves from the patterns of distraction, we make more energy available. This is the energy that has previously been

  used in the compulsion to escape referred to earlier. In particular, it is energy that was caught up in maintaining habitual ways of being that constitute the self-structure. This extra energy now

  becomes available to be harnessed and used. The unhooking process is itself not an easy one. Not only does it involve facing the immediate pain of the situation, but also it brings the person into

  awareness of the cravings which have led them to build up habit patterns and have held those patterns in place.




  Marga




  The final element in the Four Noble Truths is marga, or the path.




  

    

      The noble truth of marga, the right track, is this: It is the noble eight limb way, namely right view, right thought, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right

      effort, right mindfulness, right samadhi. (Samyutta Nikaya 61.11.8)


    


  




  This final element of the Four Noble Truths teaching describes the spiritual path. The path is outlined in the form of another well-known Buddhist teaching, that of the

  Eightfold Path: right view, right thought, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right samadhi. This teaching describes the spiritual life, a life that

  flows in a direction of purposeful action. The teaching is also a description of a process. One element flows from another. If we have the right vision, we think the right way. If we think the

  right way, we speak the right way; if we speak the right way, we act the right way. If we act the right way, we employ ourselves ethically; if we employ ourselves ethically, we put in full effort.

  If we put in full effort, we become mindful, and if we are mindful we experience samadhi. Samadhi, the state of clear, meditative mind, in turn brings us vision. The eight steps therefore make a

  complete cycle, and the Buddha called this the Dharma Wheel. They are the natural outcome of a life free from escapist distraction.




  The spiritual path can be seen as a description of the spiritual life and also as a method of training. On the one hand, the Eightfold Path can represent a description of the life of faith or

  spiritual confidence. If one trusts the spiritual teachings, and is oneself trustworthy, one naturally lives this path and finds oneself carried along by it. The path is intrinsically satisfying,

  and we find ourselves gaining faith in it. In this way, faith becomes self-reinforcing. It is thus possible to get on to a good path that continues to grow under its own momentum.




  On the other hand, we can train ourselves in all the elements of the Eightfold Path, knowing that each will provide the conditions for the arising of all the others. Just

  as the Buddha and his followers led a disciplined life, following particular codes of behaviour and observing and eliminating those mental processes which hindered their work, so too training can

  be an important aspect for all of us in becoming more fully alive. Training involves harnessing energy and directing it in positive directions rather than frittering it away on distractions. The

  elements in the Eightfold Path are each concerned with positive application. The prefix ‘right’ in each element carries an implication of wholeheartedness.




  Symbolic Aspects of the Buddha’s Story




  The historical facts of the Buddha’s early life are difficult to verify. It seems likely that the story of his early years has a historic basis but that the tale has grown

  in the telling. Whatever the facts, however, the legendary aspect of the story of Siddhartha provides a symbolic reflection of his later teachings.




  Stories are often more a product of the times in which they are told than of the original incident that gave rise to them. The stories each of us tells about ourselves are often distorted in

  this way. These self-tales, too, have usually grown in the telling. They are the result of selective memories and elaboration of the past. The Buddha’s story, as his followers retold it, has

  come to reflect elements of his teaching in a symbolic way.




  First, we can draw a connection between the teachings that mark the beginning and end of the Buddha’s journey to enlightenment. The Buddha reached an understanding in which the Four Sights

  became transformed into the Four Noble Truths. What connects these teachings? First, the Four Sights included sickness, old age and death. These are also listed among the things the Buddha

  describes as dukkha. The fourth Sight was the sadhu, and the fourth Noble Truth was the Eightfold Path. This Eightfold Path describes the lifestyle of the holy man. In this way the Four Sights are

  transformed into the teaching of the Four Noble Truths. That transformation is represented by the first and last elements in that teaching: dukkha becomes marga. The teaching becomes a description

  of the transition Siddhartha experienced from encountering the first three distressing sights to the resolution he felt on seeing the sadhu.




  Some Buddhist practices involve the practitioner in a struggle with an insoluble problem. An example of this is the Zen practice of working with koans. Koans are spiritual questions that

  do not have straightforward answers. The aim of working with a koan is not so much to reach intellectual understanding as rather to reach a point of experiential breakthrough. The Four Sights were

  like a koan for Siddhartha as he set out on his spiritual quest.




  There are further parallels between the two teachings. Both teachings describe processes. Disease, ageing and death are stages in a natural process. It is not accidental that the four sights are

  listed in that order. Events like death and sickness are not isolated incidents. It is only our limited view that makes them seem so. They are part of a bigger picture of the cycle of life and

  death. Indian philosophy of the Buddha’s day was deeply concerned with the processes of life and death and with their cyclical nature. This cyclical view of nature underlies many of the

  Buddha’s teachings.




  The Buddha understood that in any situation there are seeds that will give rise to the next situation. One thing provides the conditions for the next. This theory is set out in the teaching of

  dependent origination. The theory of dependent origination is one of the key teachings of Buddhism. On the night of his enlightenment, the Buddha understood the process whereby all things

  are conditioned. It was in this context that he also understood the Four Noble Truths. We will return to this theory later in the book.




  Conditions give rise to events that then condition further events. The theory of conditioning is a thread that runs through many of the Buddha’s teachings. We can imagine Siddhartha

  struggling with the images of sickness, old age and death, and coming to recognize the connections between them. So the Four Sights were the seeds from which the Buddha’s greatest teachings

  grew. Once sown, these seeds stayed with him through his spiritual journey. Like the koan, they defied easy resolution, acting as an irritant that stimulated his search and fed the process of realization. Suffering is not necessarily to be relieved too quickly. Often it holds within it the key to spiritual breakthrough.




  The Engaged Path




  The teaching of the Four Noble Truths describes the wholehearted application of energy that becomes possible when we contain and use the fire of our passions. It is an active

  process. Buddhism is not a path of withdrawal from the world, but one of engagement with it. In order to live wholeheartedly, we need to connect with others deeply; and in connecting with others,

  we cannot but see and face their experiences of dukkha. Our lives are intertwined and we each provide the conditions for one another’s well-being or otherwise. The engaged path is not one of

  quietism. It is one of constant challenge. It requires the containment and direction of our energies in the creation, not so much of personal improvement, but of the conditions for a better world

  for all.




  In crisis situations we are often faced with people who have much passion. Passion is the other side of depression and despair. Our friend meets with his Kurdish companions to play music. That

  weekend they played to two thousand people in London. They give voice to the pain of a people cut off from their land and from loved ones. The music they play is traditional. Like that of many

  oppressed peoples, it is a powerful combination of pathos and energy. In sharing their music, our friend bears witness to the grief and pain which the Kurdish refugees experience as they hear of

  the terrible things happening in their homeland and to the powerlessness they feel as they are unable to return to be with those they love. The passions that might become directed into angry

  reprisals or turned inward in destructive or depressive emotions instead are harnessed in a performance that touches many hearts.




  To play music requires training and personal discipline. Although the music is full of passion and spontaneity, it comes to life only if the musicians have trained. They must also be able to

  play together. Producing good music in a group requires good co-operation. The players must be willing to blend with one another, letting go of individualistic styles and

  preferences in favour of the collective sound. They must be willing to place the shared performance higher in their priorities than their personal agendas, and to focus energy towards this. At the

  same time, producing music requires faith. A musician practises in advance of the performance, but on the day he must simply let go of the conscious effort and play. If he is not able to do this,

  his playing will be stilted and he may well end up falling into self-conscious mistakes. He must let go and allow the music to play itself through him.




  Likewise, being part of a group of players requires trust. The way that sounds blend cannot be entirely predicted. The musicians must allow a process to unfold between them. Thus good music is a

  blend of hard practice and a willingness to flow with the performance as it emerges.




  There are many parallels between the practice of the musician and that of the Buddhist path. Through galvanizing our energies and containing our passions, we can apply our actions wholeheartedly

  to a higher purpose, bringing many benefits. Nor should we think that we are too hurt or too damaged to be of use. It is often those who have been through most who have most to give. It is from the

  energy of suffering that transformation becomes possible. All this is not, however, a matter of willpower. It is rather a matter of being willing to flow.




  Playing music with his fellow musicians, our friend shares the energy that arises from pain. In his sharing he acts as a witness to their suffering. Together they are able to contain the fire of

  reaction so that it is not dissipated in destructive ways. Instead, their playing will have many good outcomes. People will become more aware of the Kurdish people’s suffering. People will be

  moved by the courage and beauty embodied in the music. They will be inspired by the co-operation of people of different nationalities working together. Some will feel their own sadness understood

  as they hear the sadness in the playing. As the music affects the audience, the ripples will move out from the concert in many directions. That is how it is when energy is harnessed to a higher

  purpose.




  So what makes the difference? How does the pain of dukkha become a positive rather than a destructive influence in our lives? First, we need the discipline not to squander

  energy in distraction or in unfocused reprisals. The energy must be contained. Second, we need to apply the energy in positive ways. We need to have a deep faith that this is possible and, through

  that faith, to develop vision and purposefulness. Third, we need to transcend our personal agendas so that we can co-operate and so that our vision can be a bigger vision; one that encompasses a

  wide perspective, rather than one that simply fulfils self-centred ends. If these three conditions are present, we have the potential to bring about real change.




  

    

      THEORIES EXPLAINED IN THIS CHAPTER




      

        

          • the Four Sights;




          • the Four Noble Truths;




          • the Eightfold Path.


        


      




      THEORIES BRIEFLY INTRODUCED TO BE ELABORATED LATER




      

        

          • the five skandhas;




          • dependent origination.
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  A Psychology of Addiction and Encounter




  Dukkha is an inevitable part of life. This was the Buddha’s realization.




  In small ways we are constantly experiencing dukkha. My knees are still sore today from a longer than usual period of meditation last week. It is no big deal, but it makes me aware that dukkha

  is not to be avoided. Sooner or later we experience it in big ways. A loved one dies or we discover a permanent disablement. This is not shameful. It is life. Dukkha is a noble truth. Nothing has

  gone wrong. We do not need to hide our suffering. Dukkha happens.




  When dukkha happens, we have a choice about what we do. At this point, feelings arise. The Buddha described these as a thirst or craving. We feel impelled to react, and commonly we respond in

  ways that would broadly be labelled by Buddhist theory as attachment or clinging. If we recall the description of samudaya quoted in the last chapter, we see that the Buddha speaks of a thirst for

  ‘self re-creation’ arising in response to dukkha. Associated with this arise ‘greed’ and ‘pleasure-seeking’. He also speaks of a thirst for sense pleasure,

  for being and for non-being. This last phrase is important and one we will explore in some depth in this chapter. It basically suggests that there are three levels of response to dukkha.

  Initially we seek sensory comfort to divert ourselves from the pain. Then we fall back on our role or identity; in other words, being. Finally, when these fail, we seek

  oblivion or non-being.




  Escape, Compulsion and Addiction




  Most of us recognize the patterns of escape only too well. When things go wrong we commonly use a whole range of physical distractions. We eat more. We smoke more. We drink. We

  have sex. We watch television. We exercise to excess. At times of stress the impulse to escape into such behaviours can feel almost overwhelming.




  Buddhist psychology is concerned with the way we respond to the inevitable suffering of life with compulsive patterns of escape. These patterns are powerful, particularly because they create

  cycles, which quickly become self-reinforcing. They develop habit-energy, the basis for what is termed avidya or ignorance (literally, not seeing). We all have patterns of behaviour that we

  use to cope with the pressures and difficulties we encounter from day to day; but for some people, these patterns can be particularly strong and concentrated in one or two behaviours. They take on

  a secondary level of compulsion, where the behaviour itself creates a lot of suffering or dukkha. This secondary dukkha then leads to further attempts to escape, through the same behavioural

  patterns, creating a downward spiral of behaviour. Such patterns are commonly thought of as addictions.




  Addictions are particularly difficult to break precisely because they are so powerfully entrenched in the mind of the addict. Addictive patterns of behaviour represent one end of the spectrum,

  but they are not substantively different from the processes of compulsive avoidance in which Buddhist psychology suggests we are all caught.




  I have spent many years working with women who eat compulsively. Such behaviour forms an addictive pattern, which has similarities with the patterns of addiction to alcohol or drugs, though with

  food addiction there is generally less chemical dependency. The drive to use food in this way can be a very painful experience. It can be so compelling that it feels

  impossible to resist it, yet it also feels shameful. Understanding the roots of the compulsion can be difficult; breaking it is generally even harder.




  Sometimes the cause of stress is, at least in part, obvious. Susan has three small children and is a single parent. Despite her low income, she still often finds herself eating the week’s

  groceries on a Monday night. She feels overcome with remorse afterwards, but yet she cannot seem to stop herself.




  Judy has frequent rows with her partner. Judy’s partner is having an affair with someone from work. He says it has ended, but Judy knows otherwise. She dare not confront him. Judy comforts

  herself by raiding the fridge in the middle of the night.




  The roots of these behaviours may be complex. Compulsive eating patterns may symbolize anger, neediness or other unexpressed feelings. At a more immediate level, however, both Judy and Susan are

  using sensory ways to escape from their painful situations. Rather than confront the difficult feelings, both women take refuge in food.




  These two examples both involve a response to a current situation. Habit-energy from past situations will contribute to the reaction, making it more likely that the person will use eating as the

  means of escape, but there is also a trigger in the present situation. There is a source of dukkha currently happening in the person’s life. This is not always the case. Sometimes the urge to

  eat has become such a strong pattern that it seems no longer to require a crisis to provoke a binge. Here the eating has become a habit-pattern and itself creates enough dukkha to be

  self-perpetuating.




  Gemma binges every night at ten o’clock. She plans her binge and shops for it at her local supermarket. She buys those foods that she knows she can easily vomit because she does not wish

  to become fat. The pain is not always apparent. Gemma seems calm as she talks about her binge-eating. One week, Gemma is persuaded by her therapist to experiment with interrupting the pattern of

  nightly binges. When she manages to do this, she finds herself weeping uncontrollably. For Gemma, the eating behaviour is effectively distracting her from the painful feelings in her life. As long as she carries on behaving in this way, there is a kind of equilibrium in which the sadness she feels is kept at a distance by the behavioural patterns she has developed.

  When these behavioural patterns stop, Gemma becomes aware of the pain caused by both the behaviour and its original triggers.




  Not all of us eat compulsively, but most of us have some pattern of reaction to painful events. We have our preferred distractions. We may binge-eat or drink or smoke, or we may prefer phoning

  friends or burying ourselves in our work. We may not necessarily see these as addictions, but if there is an element of compulsion behind them, that is what they are. Looking at the patterns of

  behaviour that people suffering with addictions go through, we see a more extreme version of the same attachment behaviour that we may think of as normal.




  As we then repeat these patterns of distraction, the behaviours create a cycle that has a life of its own. We enact the behaviour just because it is familiar. There is no immediate fear or

  threat, but we still repeat the pattern. And as we do this, the patterns themselves become painful. Being caught in a compulsive behaviour pattern, we long to be free of it, but we fail to break

  out of the cycle. We suffer immensely from the compulsion itself.




  What may have originally been a comfort response has long since ceased to be pleasurable. Ironically, we may take refuge from this pain in the very behaviour that is the source of our misery. As

  Susan despairs of her weight gain, it is all too easy to try to avert the distress with an extra chocolate bar.




  In the description of dukkha quoted in the previous chapter, we saw that dukkha was sickness, old age and death; but it was also the skandhas, or ‘five aggregates of grasping’. The

  grasping that seems to be an escape from suffering is itself a creator of suffering. It is this form of dukkha that we are talking of here. Dukkha in this case, then, includes:




  

    

      • the original affliction;




      • the secondary pain of attachment behaviours.


    


  




  The Three Levels of Samudaya Response




  The response to dukkha described in the teachings on samudaya, the second Noble Truth, is, then, an arising of feelings and a displacement of those feelings on to some object or

  behaviour that acts as a distraction. It can be viewed as a tendency to respond to pain through compulsive or attachment behaviours. This response has three levels. Let us go back to the

  Buddha’s words.




  

    

      It is thirst for sense pleasure, for being and for non-being.


    


  




  This description offers a model of compulsive behaviour patterns. It provides a taxonomy for addictive and compulsive behaviours.




  The examples we have looked at so far can mostly be seen as craving for sense pleasure. This is a first-level response to difficult events. The Buddha proposed two further levels: being and

  non-being. How are we to understand these? The Buddha taught a great deal about the delusional nature of self. He taught that all things were non-self. In the first two of the Four Noble Truths he

  is really teaching how ‘self’ is created. We experience affliction (dukkha) and we react by clinging to distractions (samudaya). This clinging to distractions creates compulsive and

  habitual patterns of behaviour; and these are really the birth-place of the self. This book will explain the process behind this self-creation in more detail as we come to look at other teachings

  of the Buddha. For the present, we can confine ourselves to the references to self-re-creation in the Four Noble Truths teaching.




  The second level of escape given in the teaching of samudaya is concerned with creating an identity, and the third level with its destruction. Thus, to return to the Buddha’s formulation,

  we have as the three levels of escape:




  

    

      • sensory pleasure;




      • being (self-creation);




      • non-being (self-destruction).
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    Figure 2.1


  




  The Four Noble Truths, represented as a process model


  




  This model includes the three levels of samudaya, each of which causes secondary dukkha.
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    Figure 2.2 (a) Samudaya escape


  




  The three levels of samudaya escape. At each level there may be attractive or aversive responses.





  Sensory Pleasure




  Sensory pleasure is immediate and can override painful feelings; but as we have seen, there are two dangers in this kind of escape. First, the strategy gives only short-term

  benefits. It may give an immediate lift, but the sensation does not last. Quickly we want the next drink or the next biscuit. We indulge our senses and set up a thirst for more.
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