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NEUROAFFECTIVE

MEDITATION

“Marianne Bentzen has been a pioneer in the field of somatics, child development, and neurobiology for many decades. This guide is a thoughtful and inspiring synthesis 
of her professional work as a psychotherapist as well as her life-long personal devotion to meditation and spiritual practice. Included is a cogent overview of her brilliant neuroaffective model to add theoretical substance to the practices. All will benefit from the depth and breadth of the meditations. Designed to expand our capacity for presence in the body, to deepen our connection to self and others, to inspire, to challenge deep-seated patterns, and, ultimately, to heal trauma. This guide will stimulate you intellectually, evoke a kaleidoscope of emotions, and drop you gently into the marvels of your inner world.”

ARIEL GIARRETTO, MS, LMFT, SOMATIC THERAPIST AND FACULTY AT THE SOMATIC EXPERIENCING TRAINING INSTITUTE

“This book is a gift for anyone who is ready to discover the value of meditation for internal healing. The consequences of mental injuries cannot be meditated away. They are deeply anchored in the brain and the whole body in the form of splits and blockages. But the broken connections between thinking, feeling, and acting, between body and spirit, between heart and mind can be found again, relinked, and integrated. In this book, Marianne Bentzen not only makes the neurobiological basics of these reintegration processes understandable, she also uses examples to show how easily neuroaffective meditation can be learned and practically applied.”

GERALD HÜTHER, NEUROBIOLOGIST AND AUTHOR OF THE COMPASSIONATE BRAIN

“What does it take to grow up and then embark on a path toward maturity and wisdom? Marianne Bentzen’s tour de force is a lucid journey through the developmental psychology, biology, and neurology of maturation. Drawing on her immense knowledge of both science and meditation, Bentzen offers a step-by-step approach to becoming a full human being. Beautifully written, with compassion and the awareness of our shared humanity, this book is a must-read (and a must-practice) for those of us who wish to cultivate body, mind, and spirit.”

HALKO WEISS, PH.D., COAUTHOR OF HAKOMI MINDFULNESS-CENTERED SOMATIC PSYCHOTHERAPY

“Neuroaffective Meditation by Marianne Bentzen makes a contribution to several fields—developmental psychology, psychotherapy, and meditation, to name some—while also being a very user-friendly and entertaining read. In her own unique style, Bentzen lets complex ideas become powerful images that create a real ‘Aha!’ experience over and over again as we become able to connect to what is behind the words. Her clarity of thinking together with her great compassion for people shine through and make this an important book that truly models what it talks about.”

KATHRIN A. STAUFFER PH.D., BODY PSYCHOTHERAPIST AND AUTHOR OF EMOTIONAL NEGLECT AND THE ADULT IN THERAPY

“Marianne Bentzen has woven a wonderful path through neuroscience, meditation, and psychotherapy that deeply explores the emotional development of our species. She has accomplished this at a time when the next phase of human evolution—spiritualization—needs shifting to warp speed. No matter where you are on your life’s journey, this book will provide great value to you on your way to a fuller and more joyful life for yourself and those around you.”

KEITH LOWENSTEIN, M.D., AUTHOR OF KRIYA YOGA FOR SELF-DISCOVERY

“Marianne Bentzen has brought together a vast array of current research on neurophysiology and developmental psychology with spiritual teachings. She has woven this all together in a deeply satisfying manual for awareness training with good science behind it, along with very practical instructions for cultivating full-bodied living in our human bodies. I can think of no other book that brings all this together with such precision and poetry! I offer a deep bow of respect and a heartfelt hug of gratitude for her kindness in birthing this very wonderful book!”

PATRICIA KAY, M.A., HOMEOPATH AND COAUTHOR OF CELL LEVEL MEDITATION

“Finding stillness is much more than sitting still and, therefore, not so easy to reach as many people may think. Marianne Bentzen shows us with her newest book why.”

URS HONAUER, PH.D., DIRECTOR OF THE CENTER FOR INNER ECOLOGY IN ZURICH, SWITZERLAND

“This book bundles knowledge with knowing, theory with stillness, body with mind. A must-have, must-do for every psychotherapist!”

MARJOLIJNE VAN BUREN-MOLENAAR, DOCENT BODY-MIND INTEGRATED PSYCHOTHERAPIST
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Foreword

Peter A. Levine, Ph.D.

OF ALL THE MANY EXCELLENT BOOKS about meditation and spirituality, Marianne Bentzen’s Neuroaffective Meditation stands out. Her treatment of the developmental and neurobiological processes that must be synchronized and coordinated with meditation practices for authentic transformation to occur is both salient and practical.

This correlation of development, neurobiology, and transformative process is of particular interest in my own field of trauma and the healing of post-traumatic states. Since Marianne and I met and developed a friendship in the late 1980s, around the time when she began meditating, I have had the opportunity to see her thinking evolve on this subject. From the beginning, we shared an emphasis on the evolutionary underpinnings of experience and the importance of nonverbal perceptions in the process of healing and transformation. During the numerous workshops we have since led together on trauma and child development, we have had many illuminating discussions about the transpersonal perspective, the nature of extraordinary experiences, and the ways in which the traumatic ones can form gateways and portals into the spirit-affirming ones.

The early chapters of this book offer a clear map of childhood maturation and the specific skill sets that are essential to develop wise and compassionate human beings. It is worth noting that in these chapters, Marianne synthesizes current knowledge of brain development from birth to old age. She correlates this with personality development and highlights the particular skills that can most easily be developed and utilized at different developmental ages. She then goes on to relate this to a breathtaking anthropological perspective on wisdom. To the best of my knowledge, this overview and correlation cannot be found in any other book currently available.

Importantly, this book also gives perspectives and tools for one of the great difficulties in the methodology of personal development, psychotherapy, and meditation training today. To understand this, it is important to realize that the brain has two ways of processing information. One is called top-down processing, and the other is called bottom-up processing. The goal of all authentic personal development is to get those two (mind/body) processes to align and work together. This is not as easy as it sounds, since bottom-up processes emerge from unconscious areas of the brain stem and emotional limbic brain and require some time to unfold as well as respectful exploration and “‘decoding”‘ before the narratively oriented prefrontal consciousness can make any sense of them. This certainly doesn’t deter Marianne, as she demonstrates a deep understanding of brain/body processes.

The way that most psychotherapy and most forms of mindfulness and meditation are taught and practiced rely heavily on top-down processing. Top-down processing relies primarily on the more recent, prefrontal areas of the brain that we need to plan and control our behavior, but that also become less functional or ultimately shut down in stress or traumatic states. In top-down processing in psychotherapy, we talk about our problems, our symptoms, or our relationships. Some therapists will then focus on getting the client to become aware of their thoughts and ultimately to change their thoughts. In other approaches, the therapist will start asking about feelings. In many mindfulness practices, the teacher starts the student on two projects: managing a correct posture and either emptying the mind or focusing on a particular meditation object, often a candle, a stone, or a flower, to stabilize the attention. Most self-help books draw on the same methods.

Bottom-up processes, on the other hand, start with the spontaneous and nonverbal experiences arising from those deep, unconscious layers of the brain. Often, they seem divorced of meaning: a shiver of energy through the arms, an impulse to turn the head, an image of a mountain stream. Some of these experiences can be experienced as painful or even traumatic, while others are healing or have great healing potential. Marianne’s approach to meditative practices is similar to that of Somatic Experiencing, my approach of trauma therapy. In her meditations, found throughout the book, Marianne constantly invokes the impulses and bottom-up processes of perception of world and relationships, inner sensations, and movement impulses, calling forth not the discipline and control of the prefrontal cortex but the ancient evolutionary experience of curiosity and exploration. On this experiential foundation she builds with images, evokes emotional memories, and weaves them together in a fabric of healing and exploration. With this way of working, where spontaneous movement impulses, sensations, feelings, and images are given their respectful space, she offers a much better foundation for meditators and psychotherapy clients to integrate the unavoidable painful experiences that will surface with any kind of psychotherapy, personal deepening, or meditation.

Traumatic experiences seem to be particularly linked to spiritual experiences. Likewise, transformative traumatic experience opens certain doors or portals to spiritual experience. This doesn’t mean that trauma therapy is a spiritual path, but I have certainly seen it open to the spiritual dimension and suggest a path for further development.

For people who have had premature kundalini awakenings, vast energy has opened too quickly and then the nervous system, the organism, is unable to integrate it. Instead, if we are able to guide them to titrate, which means to just open to this energy one small bit at a time, we can shift these profound energies to those of openness, of oneness, of connection, of compassion.

In a certain sense trauma unites the world, because nobody gets away without having encounters with threat, or with perceived threat. Even though these experiences of threat sometimes seem like they’re relatively small, they can have profound effects on our behaviors. When we are in the grip of threat, we see our environment through a traumatized mind. That is the filter that we have and we must allow ourselves to slowly open to those energies, to those traumatizing experiences, and allow them to move through the body and transform. I believe that is why embodied meditation is so important for all of us, especially in times of turbulence and fear.

The key to transforming trauma is to move from fixity to flow. At that moment, we are no longer governed by destiny but instead have informed choice. In this process, connection is essential, and I notice that Marianne’s theory and meditations are all about connection. This makes me think that doing the meditations in the book and the sound recordings with friends is a particularly good idea. When people meet together to heal or to deepen spiritually, particularly life-affirming experiences of flow and presence can emerge. Painful experiences and trauma are all about broken connections—a broken connection to self, a broken connection to others, a broken connection to spirit. At every one of those levels it is possible to move out of fixity and into flow and to reconnect or even make new connections. When this happens, we are just opening up one more area of the fixation and allowing the energy to come flowing home. Marianne’s meditations are about allowing that life-energy to come flowing home.

Perhaps the biggest mistake that can be made in spiritual practice is to try to separate the spirit world from the instinctual (animal) world. The true task is to bring them together in unity, blending body and spirit, allowing the delicate f low of trauma and deep resource states. Ultimately, trauma and painful experiences are not about the event or the narrative. What they are is a disorder of not being able to be in the here and now. The German spiritual teacher Thomas Huebl once said, in a conference where we presented together, many people would come up and ask him: “Okay, how long do I still need to do shadow work or trauma work?” or “If I meditate every day, how long will it take to wake up?” As Thomas said, that question has nothing to do with time. That question only indicates that the person doesn’t want to be here. Whenever we are really present and engaged, we don’t ask how long it will take. As an accomplished trauma therapist and teacher, Marianne truly understands this power of the animal nature, whether in trauma or in the spiritual experiences, and her reflections and meditations show this.

In the theoretical as well as the practical chapters of the book, Marianne’s unique contribution to meditation also takes the explorer beyond the “bliss bypass,” which can be a trap for eager meditators, and uncovers a genuine, stepwise approach to spiritual growth. When people go into their inner landscape, sooner or later they encounter pain and trauma. While this often leads to overwhelm and shutting down, some people find another way to avoid the trauma, utilizing meditative techniques that can fairly reliably bring them into a bliss state. But it’s an ungrounded bliss state, a state that allows the person to float away from painful experiences, encapsulating those experiences instead of integrating them. This will stunt personal growth instead of enhancing it. Blissful experiences often connect to supranormal, mystical images, such as connecting with divine figures or seeing the world from outer space. Frequently, the experience takes the meditator away from the sense of the body altogether. This “bliss bypass” is a way to avoid pain. It’s driven by trauma. In the long run, either a bliss bypass will lead the person to normalize a very ungrounded and disconnected state or the encapsulation will one day collapse and they will drop into the pain or trauma that they have spent so much time avoiding—but without the resources to work it through. Indeed, what we resist, persists!

By using Marianne’s original and proven meditations and her descriptions of how they are put together, it becomes possible to tailor exercises to each individual’s specific developmental needs, whether your own or that of a client. The book is both a practical treasure for seekers and also a valuable guide for therapists to better meet their clients’ needs for a grounded spirituality.

PETER A. LEVINE, PH.D. is the originator and developer of Somatic Experiencing and the President of the Foundation for Human Enrichment. He holds doctorate degrees in both Medical Biophysics and Psychology. During his forty plus year study of stress and trauma, he has contributed to a variety of scientific, medical, and popular publications. Peter was a consultant for NASA during the development of the Space Shuttle and has taught at hospitals and pain clinics in both Europe and the U.S., as well as at the Hopi Guidance Center in Arizona. He is the author of Waking the Tiger: Healing Trauma and In an Unspoken Voice: How the Body Releases Trauma and Restores Goodness.



INTRODUCTION
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Psychotherapy, Personality Development, and Meditation

And now here is my secret, a very simple secret: It is only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to the eye.

ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY, THE LITTLE PRINCE


Who Is This Book For?

KNOWLEDGEABLE FRIENDS TEND TO ASK ME: Who is this book written for? What is your intended audience? I must confess that I don’t quite know. My experience is that my books find their way to unexpected people. I am often surprised at responses from people in distant places and countries who actually read and liked some of the things I have written; they include such diverse groups as neuroscientists in South America and seventh-grade schoolchildren in Europe. If I must define an audience—and doing so is traditional wisdom, so I will try—then in my mind it is largely made up of the thousands of trained psychotherapists and psychologists I have taught over the last several decades. In my neuroaffective picture books (Bentzen, 2015; Bentzen & Hart, 2018), I tried to write to the feeling and experiencing aspects of my readers instead of writing to our theoretical minds. In this 
book, I am trying to engage the intricacy and poetry of our existential presence. My general premise is that personal deepening, kindness, and presence are a central, and perhaps the most central, factor that a therapist, coach, mentor, or teacher or can bring to the process of helping another human being. This premise is obviously not limited to psychotherapy. The need for knowledgeable personal deepening seems to call out to a wider audience. It reaches adults who have worked with themselves in different ways over the years, and who are curious about brain development, maturity, mindfulness, and human wisdom. It also reaches young people who are wondering where the world is going, and how to make sense of their development and journey in it.




Meditative Activity in Clinical Settings and Nonclinical Life

Returning to my usual audience of psychotherapists: Why use mindfulness and meditation in psychotherapy? Many psychotherapies have integrated essential awareness practices, and abundant research has shown that learning meditation can be a vital help with intractable issues. This makes perfect sense, since refined awareness allows us to notice what is going on in us and around us (Weiss et al, 2015)—and most of the problems that clients encounter often need more curiosity, attention, and time to resolve than we want to give them. Still, in my take on things, the main function of mindfulness or meditative presence in psychotherapy is not to teach the clients to meditate. Self-care and self-observation are emotional skills that develop quite late—we learn them by internalizing our experience of the loving, kind containment and realistic observations of others. If this loving, kind, and reality-based interaction is not in the foreground, there will be a gap in the natural development of the self-care and mindfulness that we are trying to teach. To me, this means that whenever we are working as helpers or therapists, the central value of dropping into meditative spaces has to do with the presence and the openheartedness of the helper.

The depth, clarity, and warmth of the therapist’s presence is what will soothe and support all the spaces where the client needs other people for development. In developmental psychology, as we will see, our basic experience of who we are is formed through the eyes and hearts of our most intimate relationships. When we are very young, this usually means our parents. Later in life, it means partners, friends, mentors of all kinds, and perhaps our children. From the developmental perspective, the modern popular psychology advice about loving yourself before expecting others to love you is completely upside-down. If you are capable of actually “loving yourself,” then the aspect of you that loves is built out of your inner feeling of the love you have already experienced from others.

This brings me to the often unrealistic expectations that we tend to have for meditation. When I was young, meditation and mindfulness practices were not part of any serious psychotherapy or mental health practice. In the decades since, mindfulness practices have been incorporated in mainstream mental treatment protocols all over the Western world. However, the practices have been pruned heavily, and they are not always offered in helpful ways. In my trainings on neuroaffective developmental psychology, when I guide the daily half-hour tasters of meditative presence to professionals in the social and clinical helping professions, many participants tell me that they tried meditating a few times before but gave up because they couldn’t “do it right.” They couldn’t concentrate, or sit still without moving, or stop their thoughts. My meditation guidings—and the primary reason for writing this book—are all about finding ways to slip through the many openings of our everyday consciousness into a deeper and more heartfelt and intimate space.

It is true that many forms of meditation use sitting and physical stillness as a teaching tool, but meditation is not a performance discipline, and it is not really about sitting still, just as cooking is not really about pots. So instead of trying to teach you meditation, in chapters 7 to 14 I will try to take you on a small guided tour to some of the inner landscapes that I know, to the wordless welcome that you may find there and the quiet passion that is key to discovering it. Those chapters are all about listening, not just with your ears, but with your whole body, with all your senses, with your feelings and your heart, and with all the delicate spaces of your conscious mind.

Listening to what?

. . . To the intimate presence inside life as it unfolds, whatever that happens to be.

This is an invitation to go exploring in the everyday spaces of your life as well as the unnoticed spaces, to discover the unknown in the known, where you may sometime find yourself at the very outermost edge of your perception, the edge of where your personal consciousness can take you in that moment. From that edge we can still listen into that greater space of presence, a kind of ever-present vastness of awareness, permeating and surrounding our personal awareness like the air surrounding and permeating our personal home.

You might wonder what this has to do with psychotherapy or mental health. As it happens, we are in an age where some doctors actually write prescriptions for spending time in nature, and where climate change is an increasing source of anxiety in many young people. Multitudes are clamoring for a shift in the perspective driving our global economy, for stepping away from the belief that we—as individuals, as voters, and as consumers—can continue to use (up) the resources of our Earth for our convenience. However, guilt is not a good motivator in the long run. Care and a feeling of belonging are better. This would mean that the alternative begins—as perspective changes must—in each of us, in a sense of belonging in the world, being part of the world, and that the different levels of aliveness in us all fulfill important functions. Whether in our professions or in our lives, if we are to help others feel less split-off, alone, and afraid, we first need to be less split-off, alone, and afraid ourselves.

My own journey with this delicate dance has lasted a lifetime so far. It started with learning, and later teaching, somatic psychotherapy. Out of that grew my first greater questions: If parts of our personalities remain nonverbal and nonlogical for our whole lives, how do we see maturity and wisdom happening in those parts of us? In the early 1990s, this led me to the two deepening processes that have shaped my life and development for these last three decades. One process is the mapping of the meta-theory of neuroaffective developmental psychology and creating tools for it with my dear friend and colleague, psychologist Susan Hart.

The other is the spiritual teachings and meditation instructions of the Danish spiritual teacher Jes Bertelsen. These two approaches, and my experience of them, shape the material in this book. The inspiration and wisdom I have found there is the matrix that I write from. All the opinions presented, as well as any and all mistakes or unclarities that you may discover, are solely my own responsibility.




A Short Guide to the Rest of the Book

Although I may dip into such issues, this is not really a book about how to develop a meditation practice, or about all the good reasons to develop one, or about all the research on the benefits of having one. Much more qualified authors than myself have already written those books and developed websites as well. You can find a list of some of them at the end of this book.

This book focuses on some aspects of our maturation as individuals and as fellow humans in a world that we share—and that we belong to. We’ll start in chapter 1 with a first pass at maturity and spiritual development, and chapters 2 through 4 go on to describe some central developmental processes of childhood, the teenage years, and adulthood in the brain, as well as some typical interactions and life challenges of these different ages. These chapters are a high-intensity tour of central elements of neuroaffective developmental psychology, from cradle to coffin. There is a sequence to emotional maturation, just as there is to the development of cognitive or athletic skills. As the brain matures, learning windows open to new experiences and the possibility of developing new ways of functioning. If our social context engages with us at the level of our learning window, we will learn new emotional skills and perspectives. Gradually, we will integrate them in our general abilities, and finally we will stop paying attention to them as our attention shifts to new windows, new interests, and new skills. If we continue to mature in this decades-long process, “either-or” thinking will slowly become rarer. Instead, we will develop more internal and external contexts for our decision-making and a more genuinely holistic approach to life.

If you find these developmental chapters too nerdy for your taste, you can skip them and go directly to chapters 5 and 6, where we will look at how different meditative practices work at different neuroaffective levels and then look at the development of a mature approach to spirituality. If you just want to dive into the practical parts of the book and the meditation guidings, go straight to chapter 7—but please try a peek at chapters 5 and 6 at some point as well. In chapter 7 we focus on research pointing to how different types of spiritual exercise activate and integrate different neural systems and support maturity or even wisdom. We will also take a quick look at how these kinds of practice can cause imbalances or be used as defense mechanisms—also known as “spiritual bypassing” of life experiences. With chapter 9 we enter the “hands-on” part of the book. Chapters 9 through 13 offer transcripts of a series of existentially oriented meditation guidings, while chapter 14 describes a set of five meditative breathing exercises that are used to ground and balance meditative experience and reduce stress. Since chapters 9 through 13 describe some quite expansive meditations, you may find it useful to practice some of the breathing exercises before or after these meditations. All the recordings have been transcribed from my trainings to give readers a sense of the pace and feeling. If you prefer, you can also—or instead—use the shortened and simplified steps described at the end of each transcription in the chapters. This might be helpful if you want to create your own meditations. The conclusion offers a brief description of a model to help balance three aspects of life responsibility: spiritual deepening, self care, and caring attention to the rest of the world. In the epilogue, you will find a few closing remarks from me.

At the very end, you will find an overview of the live recordings that you can stream from the website 
https://audio.innertraditions.com/neumed. These recordings have been created specifically for this book, with only a small group of practitioners, to strengthen the sense of silent interaction that I feel is so essential in all meditation.

We will now move on to chapter 1 to look a bit more deeply into the blending of meditative approaches with psychotherapy and personality development.





PART ONE
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Neuroaffective Developmental Psychology

Spiritual Development through the Stages of Life





ONE
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Grow Up and Wake Up

The turning point in the process of growing up is when you discover the core of strength within you that survives all hurt.

MAX LERNER, THE UNFINISHED COUNTRY (1959)


Differing Perspectives: Modern Psychotherapy, Meditation Practice, and Developmental Psychology

MODERN PSYCHOTHERAPY, meditation practice, and developmental psychology have three rather different perspectives on what makes a whole human being. In many psychotherapy systems and in meditative practices, the basic assumption is that human beings have a preexisting inner wholeness and goodness, and our task is to uncover these qualities. To do this, much psychotherapy focuses on working through specific traumatic experiences. The eminent psychiatrist and researcher Daniel Stern pointed out (1995, 2004) that clients as well as therapists tend to look for the specific traumatic experiences that shape our self-narratives, rather than acknowledging the thousands of daily interactions that have created the very way that we perceive the world and form the building blocks of every event. So how do we develop an approach to personal development and meditation that builds maturity, that builds our ability to live and act responsibly in the world? How do we develop our capacity to go further in our personal and professional relationships?

In meditative practices, the pathway to uncover the inner jewel, the inner wholeness, is first to discover and stabilize a kind, inner witnessing presence that is more and more impersonal, and thus increasingly separate from pleasurable as well as painful experiences. This awareness is generally described as being mirror-like. Practicing such a state supports mental clarity, and it slowly reduces an uncomfortable tendency in our brain function (Garrison et al., 2015). When we aren’t engaged in a specific task, our default mode network activates, and we find our minds wandering in low-level personal rumination. The mirror-like witnessing allows this process to relax and open the door to deeper presence—eventually. On and off. Developing this inner attitude is not as easy as it sounds. When we are not personally engaged, it is easy to drift into a state of indifference or emotional numbness, which is definitely not the idea. To counter that tendency, we need to cultivate the attitude of kindness, tenderness, or gentleness in our witnessing practice. This helps bridge the gap between the meditative practice and everyday life. Mindfulness and meditation have been gaining wide popularity for several decades, and it is easy to use it as a form of escape from life rather than a way to develop wisdom in our engagement. The integral philosopher Ken Wilber points out that personal emotional maturation is a different process than transpersonal or spiritual development (2000a). As Wilber says, for a balanced development, we need to undertake three great tasks: “Grow up (personal maturity), wake up (spiritual development) and clean up (your life, health, home and relationships in general).”

There is a small but important distinction here. Many meditative practices and some psychotherapy systems hold that all our resources, such as the ability to love, are basically present, and we just need to discover or uncover them. Neuroaffective developmental psychology completely agrees to the concept of a basic human capacity for goodness and empathy, but it also stresses the importance of developing the millions of personal and interpersonal skills needed to be able to feel and live this deep essence in our relationships and our world. To mention just one example: Developing an emotional and empathic meditative presence is very different from a purely cognitive or mental meditative witnessing. The former requires a healthy emotional development at the level of a sevenor eight-year-old child, or higher, where we begin to be able to look at feelings and behaviors with a clearheaded empathic kindness that comforts and faces reality at the same time. In psychology, the term for this empathic clarity is mentalization. This level of maturity is not as common or as stable as we might wish.

True responsibility grows out of care, and care is an ancient motivation system that grows out of the desire to hold and nurture our young. By nature, our sense of responsibility is thus connected to our sense of belonging and of holding. Our sense of wholeness and our responsibility in the world grow as we discover our fields of belonging and discover how to hold them and be held by them. Meditation can offer a path on this journey of discovery whenever we approach it with curiosity, courage, and a willingness to be touched. When we lose touch with those attitudes, meditative methods can actually make this caring responsibility more difficult. We will take a look at that next.




When Meditation and Spirituality Become Obstacles to Maturation

Many skilled Western meditators have noted an uncomfortable gap between their “spiritual” aspect and their everyday personality. For some, it is tempting to use meditation to withdraw from unpleasant feelings or relationship conflicts into a meditative “safe zone.” One representative example is found the online magazine Aeon. In July 2019, it brought a thoughtful article, “The Problem of Mindfulness,” from a university student, Sahanika Ratnayake. She had begun to meditate in her teenage years and then found that the very practice of neutral witnessing interfered with her ability to form judgments about the situations that she was in. She felt as if a membrane had formed between her and the events of her life and the events in the news. Very sensibly, she ended up using neutral witnessing much more sparingly—and I suspect that loving-kindness meditations might have been helpful as well. What she experienced was not meditative witnessing but dissociation. More on that in chapter 5, where we will look at traumatic states.

Other meditators long for glowing visions of divine figures or intricate dreams and past-life images of their spiritual belonging or importance—events that can counterbalance low self-esteem. Others seem to seek refuge in performance: counting daily hours of meditation, collecting data on time spent as a quality guarantee for a valuable life. Also, a sense of entitlement can easily sneak in: “Because I am such a good and spiritual person, I am entitled to . . . (your love and admiration, your money, sex with you whether you want it or not, the right to throw temper tantrums, the right not to get criticized, not to get disturbed)”—fill in your own favorite privilege. Of course, this is not spirituality but immaturity. It is important to realize that meditation and prayer don’t automatically create a mature personality. They develop skills in meditating and praying. Interestingly, modern Jungian psychologists have been very alive to this issue. One excellent author on the subject is Robert Moore, whose descriptions are much with me. He writes about the immature tendency to seek comfort in grandiosity (Moore, 2003). In his view, grandiosity can be either directly self-centered (“I am amazing”) or referred to the group that a person identifies with (“I have the true religion/football team/et cetera)” or to a teacher (“I myself am nothing but my spiritual teacher or organization is the one true way,” or at the very least “My teacher and spiritual path are better than your teacher and spiritual path”).

Another pitfall is “spiritual sensitivity,” which can be understood as being too sensitive to bear facing the pain of other people or of the world. This position is not exclusive to people with a spiritual practice, and it is also not a sign of purity, but the result of being caught at the maturation level of emotional contagion. This term refers to the normal emotional maturity that is most evident in the infant at around three to eight months of age. It describes states in which we resonate with the feeling of another person but get caught in that feeling instead of being able to embrace it, feeling it fully and holding it with kindness. When we can access slightly higher levels of maturity, we feel more separate, and this makes it possible to develop empathy. This emerges around the the age of sixteen to eighteen months of age, and it transforms our emotional resonance into a feeling of care directed to the other.

From empathy we can take a step further in maturation, developing the ability to create a mental image of what the other is experiencing and then reality-testing it—checking it, combining mental clarity with empathy into an attitude of compassion that reaches out to the actual need rather than to our fantasy of the need. But we are not quite done with the pitfalls. Once we can think about the inner states of others, we can lose the empathic resonance in favor of a safe mental ivory tower of thoughts, explanations, and disengaged mirror-like witnessing. Compassion is the opposite of disengagement. Its name literally means “with-passion” or “in-touch.” We touch pain and joy and allow it to touch us and move us, and perhaps move us to action—but not to drown us.

I might add a final, universal, primitive dynamic: “us” versus “them.” Once again, these issues are not caused by contemplative practices (or religion in general), but contemplative practices do not resolve them. If they did, groups with a high value on prayer and meditation would have little or no conflict, their leadership would be free of aggressive or underhanded competition, and their organizational hierarchies would be helpful and benign. Splitting into “us” and “them” just wouldn’t happen. Perhaps we would have just one inclusive world religion in which everyone would be able to find common ground and accept each other’s inevitable differences. Instead, the social dynamics of spiritual organizations and spiritual leadership look just like that of all the other human activities, from war to politics to football to cooking, with mature and immature behavior all mixed together, scandals, infighting, great teamwork here and there, greed, power games, lies, compassionate behavior, sexual abuse, and all the rest of the whole glorious mess of human social life.

The hard fact of human maturation and brain development is that you get better at what you do more of, and you lose skills that you don’t use. Learning meditation and prayer will not make us better at resolving conflicts with other people, because the two practices require different skill sets. Meditating will make you better at meditating. Faced with questions from students about deeply personal problems and existential issues, many meditation masters have come up with a compassionate cry: “Meditate more! Let go! It will pass!” This is true, everything will pass, including us, but in the meantime, maturity is about taking responsibility for something more than our own comfort or development.

In this century, we are waking up to sharing the care of a whole world. In your daily relationships, this means that no matter how innocent, pure, or spiritual you might feel, if there is a conflict in one of your relationships, understanding yourself as part of this conflict is an essential skill. Learning to work well with others and learning to resolve painful issues in your intimate life and your friendships will develop this skill. It will also give you more depth if and when you meditate.

One of Wilber’s central points, developed in his book Integral Life Practice (2008), is to train in diverse fields. He proposes physical training, meditation, and some sort of psychotherapy or other personality development. Learning to resolve conflicts in relationships is likely to enhance your spiritual practice, if you have one. In exactly the same way, a spiritual practice is likely to help you with your relationship issues, if you want to learn how to resolve relationship pain. All learning has an innate structure. It adapts to other fields. Once you know three languages well, a fourth is easier to learn.

In my own experience, it holds true that deep insights about learning transfer well across different fields, such as meditation, relationship issues, and animal training. As I continue to learn how to train a dog or a horse, as well as my recently adopted red-tailed boa Cassie, I improve my ability to listen into animals. During that often frustrating process, I develop nonverbal cues and discover nonverbal principles of how to listen to the aliveness and readiness of my own consciousness—and how to listen to the aliveness of students, clients, friends, and last, but not least, my husband.




Loneliness and Belonging in a Modern World

The thirteenth-century Japanese Buddhist founder of Soto Zen, Dogen Zenji, often described enlightenment in terms of intimacy: “Intimacy means close and inseparable. There is no gap. Intimacy embraces Buddha ancestors. It embraces you. It embraces the self. It embraces action. It embraces generations. It embraces merit. It embraces intimacy” (Tanahashi & Levitt, 2013, p. 159).

Accordingly, it seems to me that the first function of spiritual experience is to re-embed us in the living world, which is a world of relationships. Writing these words, it strikes me again that this actually builds on the function of the first months of life: to embed our lives outside the womb in the greater holding field of a family and a society. Becoming spiritually embedded is different than the quest for self-expression, which often rests heavily on personal identity and life history. Most psychotherapy systems—and there are more than 2,400 registered psychotherapy systems in the USA—also tend to stay inside the boundaries of personal biography. Most systems of personal development are not well equipped to work with the learning processes of early development, the core prepersonal aspects of us, that are formed in the late stages of our uterine existence and the first couple of years of life—the years before our narrative development. Most therapy systems are also not developed to sort out the aspects of the transpersonal or spiritual experiences that approximately every second person in the Western world has experienced at some point in their lives (Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, 2009). Prepersonal and transpersonal development does not depend on any kind of narrative, and working with narratives cannot meet it or help it. Interestingly, in both realms, attunement—the rhythm and music of shared creative interaction—can and does. As my own understanding of early personality development has deepened, I have become increasingly aware of the vast importance of nonverbal attunement processes in human interactions as well as in clinical interventions.*1 Nonverbal attunement is equally essential in spiritual processes. For instance, most meditators say that they feel support and a shared energy field when they meditate together in a group. Learning to notice, attune with, and regulate group energy is a vital tool when leading personal development or therapy groups as well.
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