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By Richard Lowe

This wonderful, rich, and much-needed book about mindfulness helps to expand our understanding far beyond an esoteric practice of Eastern origin. Just as the practice of mindfulness helps ground us in the reality of the here and now, this book helps ground us in the development of mindfulness itself. Weaving a fascinating history of various influences and personalities, both Eastern and Western, with current research and clinical practice, the authors document how interest in this state of consciousness has been an influential force in both cultures as well as in the current leading edge of psychotherapy.

As human beings we are often trapped in the limitations of our words. Words, after all, are merely imperfect indications of what we mean. So is the case with the word mindfulness, a term that is in many ways problematic. For starters there’s the long-held Western belief that the mind is somehow separate from the body. What, after all, do we mean by the mind? And where is it? Is it only in the brain? How about in the belly? How about in the heart? Where does the mind actually end and the body begin? Are they actually separate? Recent fascinating research is helping us reassess this long-perceived separation and is giving us new insights about the interwoven nature of what we call mind and body.

Since the word mind is contained within the word mindfulness, it could be assumed that it involves some special way of thinking, some kind of mental “doing” instead of merely just “being.” Such doing, of course, would only get one more entangled within the habitual endless chatter and web of thought. As Eckhart Tolle states this dilemma, “The problems of the mind cannot be solved on the level of the mind.”1

Another common trap can arise from associations with certain Eastern meditative practices, particularly Buddhist practices, which may suggest that to be a good mindfulness practitioner, one must sit in a certain posture, breathe in a certain way, or follow a certain dogma. Such misconceptions can lead those attempting to explore mindfulness in this fashion to end up feeling somewhat artificial, stiff, and dissociated.

Assumptions like these create misunderstandings about the true nature of mindfulness and alienate many people who could greatly benefit from what it has to offer. It may be that “somatic mindfulness” or some other alternative wording would be more fitting, but since we are dealing with such a subtle nonverbal experience that is difficult to put into words, I suspect “mindfulness” will do.

As a psychotherapist I use somatic-based mindfulness interventions in my practice. These have grown out of my experience as a student of Sensory Awareness (which the authors mention in this book), a valuable and rich mindfulness-enhancing practice developed in the West.

Sensory Awareness offers a down-to-earth, immediate way to explore and deepen one’s consciousness of the present moment. Its experiential approach involves rediscovering and deepening our innate ability to be more physically and wholeheartedly present in the moment. That is, it helps us reawaken our natural capacity for more fully embodied sensitivity and consciousness.

Charlotte Selver, who brought this work to the United States from Germany, where it was originally developed, often avoided the words body and mind, feeling that they actually undermine our sense of wholeness. Instead she preferred to use the word organism to speak about what it is that is conscious. As she once put it,

Even when you go to the bathroom you can be fully present for what is happening. Each of your cells could be participating in what you happen to do or whom you happen to meet in the moment, if you really understand the organism as a living entity that is you, if you understand that every cell has mind. Every cell is sensitive. You could say you are all mind . . . you are all intelligent.2

There is much affinity between this Western approach and Zen. Many years ago Suzuki Roshi, the founder of the San Francisco Zen Center, invited Charlotte to offer classes to the Zen students there to help them loosen up and become more grounded in the present moment. He was concerned that they were trying too hard to do Zen and in their doing were missing out on the experience of just being.

The study of Sensory Awareness aims to cultivate not just our ability to be more conscious of what is happening, as is common with other mindfulness practices, but also to reawaken our capacity to be more actively present and responsive to what we meet. That is, not just to be passively observant, but to be more response-able, to be more fully in a living relationship to what we meet and more embodied as the human organism that we are.

As offered in classes and in private sessions, this experiential approach leads students in attentively sensing what is happening moment to moment. Let’s take an example. If you are sitting right now, is it possible to be more mindful of what you are sitting on? Just see if you can take a few moments to try out experimenting with this.

Please take your time and allow yourself to settle. Is it possible to be a little more “friendly” with what you’re sitting on? What can you feel of the quality of your contact where you are sitting? Can you sense what needs to wake up in you so you can feel more connected to what is supporting you? What changes do you notice when you feel more sensitively connected to what you are sitting on? Notice if anything changes in your breathing or your posture when you sense more connection with how you are being supported. What is it to simply just be more fully with what you are sitting on right now? Can you allow it? And finally, what is it to be a little more mindfully awake in your bottom? Such are the ways this approach invites us to become more actively and consciously present. Not just in what we assume is mind, but all over, everywhere.

As a psychotherapist I sometimes invite clients to try out sensing experiments such as this in session with me and frequently also to explore them between sessions as “homework.” Usually such experiments are designed to relate to some current issue in the therapy. My hope is that any such experimenting will help motivate clients to use mindfulness practice as an important resource for their daily lives. When clients try out experiments on their own, they usually feel more empowered to explore greater awareness and vitality in their everyday living.

I find it much more potent when the client collaborates in some way in the creation of any such experiments. I also find that an important factor in helping clients develop motivation to explore further on their own usually grows out of their experiences being led in sensing explorations in our sessions and then verbally sharing what they experience with me.

Rather than emphasizing authority or form, this way of working encourages individuals to sensitively explore their felt experiences in the now and to mindfully distinguish what is habitual from what is spontaneous. Often in the course of such explorations one may encounter parts of oneself that are rigid, numb, or flabby. Our habitually held emotions, defenses, and other attitudes live in our tissues physically, as what the followers of Wilhelm Reich call “character body armor.” Such armoring as well as other unconscious dynamics can be brought into more tangible awareness through the mindfulness of sensing work, and thus can provide very important “grist for the mill,” which can help the therapy to deepen.

Mindfulness itself offers a positive, self-empowering, and promising new direction for psychotherapy. It helps us realize an innate source of wisdom and sanity that lies inside each one of us. Like a compass, mindfulness offers a helpful tool to help us navigate more effectively through the many challenges that life serves up. Rather than the old psychological models based on disease and the authority of various accepted experts, it shows us that through a practice of deepening our awareness and sensitivity, we can reduce many of our bad habits and dysfunctional attitudes and enjoy a healthier life more fully grounded in the present.

The more we can sense what is happening in the here and now, the more each moment becomes more freshly alive and the more we can become our more authentic selves. Through continued practice in this way, our many neurotic, ego-driven insecurities and vanities can fall away and we can rediscover our own true nature waiting to unfold. For psychotherapists and others in the healing professions, such practice is essential. Often as therapists what is most needed is for us to be more simply grounded in the reality of being. As Sogyal Rimpoche has so wisely put it, “Only when we have removed the harm in ourselves do we become truly useful to others.”3

This book helps to point the way.

RICHARD LOWE is currently the executive director of the Sensory Awareness Foundation and was the first president of the Sensory Awareness Leaders’ Guild. As a student of this approach for many years with Charlotte Selver and her husband Charles Brooks, he was approved by Ms. Selver to offer this work and alternated in leading classes with her and her husband in San Francisco during the 1980s. He is coeditor of Reclaiming Vitality and Presence, a book about the teachings of Sensory Awareness. For more than twenty years he has been a practicing psychotherapist in the San Francisco Bay Area working with adults, couples, and children.


PREFACE

This is a mindfulness book for skeptics, for those who think mindfulness is an exotic Asian fad, and for those who have decided, “I just don’t have the time or patience to really practice.” We hope not only to change your opinion, but also to change your mind.

The book presents a case for a way of practicing mindfulness that you can understand, connect to, and stick with. We approach it in three parts.

First, we offer a short retelling of the very long story of the influence of Asian spiritual thought and practice on the everyday intellectual and bodily life in Europe and America. We look at the main streams of influence from all across Asia, particularly Hinduism, Buddhism, and Taoism. We consider the personalities involved in bringing meditative and contemplative practices into Western culture and the personalities who received the practices and made them their own. In a sense, these Westerners become main characters—even heroes—in the book. We refer again and again to such major shapers of American culture as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and William James. They are not in the book to represent transcendentalism or pragmatism, and we’re not offering philosophical scholarship or commentary. Rather, they are here as embodied presences, to be whatever help they can be as other human beings who responded to and cared deeply about their experience in the world—and articulated it with poignancy and grace. We also consider the rising heroes of the science of meditation, giving you an overview of the dramatic (and persuasive) data on the value and benefits of mindfulness practice.

Second, we take a deep look at the most basic factors of life in the body, the mind, and the everyday world. We contemplate our often-overlooked relationship to gravity, the way the earth holds us close in a wonderful and inexorable way. We ponder the breath, as the animating force of the world and as a stabilizing power in the turmoil and flux of our inner and outer lives. And we consider the inner and outer attitudes we assume as we meet our experience in each arising moment. These explorations are meant to connect you with the potential central objects of attention in formal meditation and in all the moments after—and before.

Finally, we present a simple, ancient, and highly relevant scheme for working with your awareness in the present moment in any posture in which you find yourself. The experience of the body in any of the “four dignities” of reclining, sitting, standing, and walking can act as a catalyst for investigating and knowing “how it is” for you in the now, which is one definition of mindfulness practice. We offer instructions for formal meditations in each of the four postures, as well as suggestions for translating those practices into ongoing investigations in everyday life.

And that’s it. It’s in the everyday-ness of your life that you will realize the benefits of mindfulness. As you find the capacity to respond, rather than react, in the situations that challenge you. As you learn to allow the things you cannot change to simply “be there”—an ongoing element of your experience. And as you find the insights and the energy that help you make the changes that you wish to make. Everyday mindfulness is not exotic, it’s not time-consuming, and it really works—as we hope you’ll discover for yourself.


NOTE TO READERS ON CITATIONS AND LANGUAGE

We quote the words of Emerson, Thoreau, and William James quite often, as they are major characters and sources of inspiration for the unfolding story and the way of practicing that we offer here. Their works are deeply ingrained in American thought and common place on Americans’ bookshelves as well. You may very well own many of these writings. Many have been made available over the years in editions ranging from expensive presentation bindings to economical paperbacks. They are available, as well, on free sites on the Internet. To help you make instant use of the editions you may have on hand (or may search for instantly), the references to quotations are given by chapter and/or line or paragraph number (in the Notes section). We hope that through this approach you can easily find these passages in whatever edition you have. Follow the leads. Read the surrounding context. Take the time and space to contemplate. And breathe.

In parts 2 and 3, as we begin to offer experiments and practices that you can use to explore mindfulness informally and formally, we change our language accordingly. We wish to offer you as much freedom in your experience as is possible in your encounter with written “instructions,” and to help to keep your experience in the present moment. To that end, practice instructions are written in a style that may seem a little strange when you first encounter it. Much is drawn from the approaches used in “Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction”a and the practice of “Sensory Awareness.”b We use the present participle to suggest that what you’re being prompted to do is happening both now and without a demand from us. (Bringing your attention to the breath . . .) We have significantly reduced the use of personal pronouns such as you and your, to bring your focus to the experience of the moment rather than the “I” that is having the experience (. . . noticing sensations in the chest and abdomen . . .). Further, we offer wide-open questions that, we trust, will carry you more deeply into the practice rather than into analytical thought. (How is it for you right now?)

We hope that you will engage again and again with the practices in this book and that the language and substance will enrich, expand, and deepen your experience of new world mindfulness.
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1

MINDFULNESS IN EARLY AMERICA

Mindfulness is spectacularly unspectacular. It’s a practice of showing up in the nitty-gritty of your life: feeling your body in this chair, your feet on this floor, as your breath moves your belly and sounds arrive at random from the next room. It’s a practice of context, of being exactly where you are—the place where there’s possibility, choice, and freedom—in the now.

There is also a larger context that may help in understanding just how nitty-gritty and everyday mindfulness practice really is: its history in the West. There is nothing new about meditative and contemplative practice, and nothing exclusively Asian, Buddhist, or otherwise exotic. Alan Watts, one of the most articulate and popular promoters of Asian spiritual traditions in America in the last great blossoming of meditative practice in the 1950s and ’60s, was himself astonished at this:

One of the most surprising things that has happened to me in my study of Eastern philosophy over the years, is to find that, as I thought I was studying something that, at first, seemed wholly foreign to the Western world, at the same time, I discovered all kinds of relatively new forms of thought and exploration of man’s consciousness arising indigenously within the Western world, which in various ways paralleled the approaches of Eastern philosophy to the problems of human life.1

In a profound sense, mindfulness belongs to us. Looking out over the history of contemplative practice in America, you will see how homegrown insights and Asian traditions have steeped, and stewed, and blended together for many hundreds of years to yield a culture that offers us the concepts, language, and motivation to build our own unique ways of living in the now.

We might begin by reflecting on the unique experience of the silence and solitude of the early American wilderness, where walking was a necessity and a meditative practice. We might also look for antecedents in European history that influenced what arose in America.

It is possible to date a European intellectual connection to Asian spiritual thought and practice as early as the ancient Greek histories of Herodotus, Alexander the Great’s Indian campaign in 327–325 BCE,2 or the Italian poet Petrarch’s description of Hindu ascetics in his Life of Solitude, written in 1345–47.3 A more substantive beginning, however, would be 1784, which marks the founding by British scholars and magistrates of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, from which quickly flowed the first translations of Hindu scriptures directly from Sanskrit texts into English. Sir William Jones was the preeminent member of the group. His tireless work included translations of Kalidasa’s Sakuntala (1789), Jayadeva’s Gitagovinda (1792), and the influential Institutes of Hindu Law (1794). His early tutor in Sanskrit, Charles Wilkins, holds the distinction of making the first translation of the Bhagavad Gita (1785). In 1788, the group founded a journal, Asiatik Researches, which was widely circulated among the intelligentsia, including the second United States president (and first resident of the White House), John Adams, and the third president, Thomas Jefferson, who were enthusiastic readers and subscribers.4 Thus, one can imagine sacred Asian texts gracing the White House library from its earliest beginnings. This flow of scholarly and objective information about Indian culture and religion began a profound shift in Europe and Early America’s view of the East—“from the earlier presupposition of the East as barbarous and despotic, to a vision of an exotic and highly civilized world in its own right.”5

The new language, ideas, images, and narratives embedded in such texts immediately touched something in poets, philosophers, and artists, particularly in England and Germany as the eighteenth century became the nineteenth. These became powerful influences on the development of American culture. In England, the Romantics embraced all things “Oriental” as a celebration of the irrational and exotic. Their use of the scriptures, stories, lyrics, and images becoming ever more available to them from Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, and Islam was not discrete, but rather an amalgam. Their drive was not for a practical use of these new language elements to express insights that had been inexpressible; on the contrary, “their Orientalism was not serious [scholarship] but rather a matter of exotic settings for poems.”6 Herder, Goethe, and the Romantics who followed them in Germany found “Oriental” thought a refreshing alternative to the stifling rationality of their time. Yet, again, their usage of the new material available was not entirely pragmatic. The subsequent confounding of international relations in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries by “Orientalism” was an unforeseen serious geopolitical consequence.7
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American Religious Tolerance: Big and Early

Right from the start, Americans were interested in Eastern religions. The great seventeenth-century puritan Cotton Mather was well-read for his time in the religions of Middle Asia—the Turkish Empire and greater India. Of course, his interest was focused on possibilities of missionary work. In contrast, at the end of the eighteenth century, one of the most inspiring figures in the nascent rapprochement with Eastern thought was Hannah Adams, a cousin of John Adams. She is credited as the first woman to make a living as a writer and as having written the first book on comparative religion in America, A Dictionary of All Religions, which was first published in 1784, was highly popular, and ran to several editions. The later editions contained material about Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism. A professing Christian, Adams nonetheless held herself to a principled approach in her presentations of other religions, emphasizing balance, fairness, and nonjudgment, and allowing the religions to speak for themselves. She exemplifies a spirit of openness and freedom that is one powerful current in Western culture today.8
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The Romantics’ philosophical and poetic insights could also have been expressed in the preexisting Western discourse of Christian mysticism, neo-Platonism, and Hermeticism and the charismatic movement. The use of Oriental religious discourse by a poet of spiritual power such as Novalis (Freidrich von Hardenberg) was able to suggest that the full range of both Eastern and Western varieties of religious and spiritual expression pointed to a transcendent reality, and that all—in essence—offered transcendental truth.9 It is this last point that brings us back to early-nineteenth-century America, the Transcendentalists, and, at last, the pragmatic use of the Eastern discourses to better understand and express a personal tacit knowledge.

EMERSON, THOREAU, AND THE TRANSCENDENTALISTS

In writers such as Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau, and the utopian vision of the Transcendentalist Brook Farm and other utopian communities, the influence of Eastern thought is evident.10 Through the Dial, their journal, which did much to shape American transcendentalism, they brought out translations of Hindu, Buddhist, and Confucian texts, and of the Sufi poets, such as Hafiz, Rumi, and Saadi. In these “transcendentalations” a new, rich brew began to find ways to give voice to tacit experience.

Throughout this book, we will be relying on Emerson and Thoreau as natural contemplatives whose entwined literary and spiritual lives reflect experiences that demanded more pointed language than the West provided, for more explicit understanding and more elaborated communication. Their ways of articulating experience have been—and continue to be—influential in our Western, particularly American, culture. Emerson’s early book, Nature, written in 1836 before his deep engagement with Eastern thought, contains a description of such an experience in its first chapter:

Crossing a bare common, in snow puddles, at twilight, under a clouded sky, without having in my thoughts any occurrence of special good fortune, I have enjoyed a perfect exhilaration. Almost I fear I think how glad I am. In the woods, too, a man casts off his years, as the snake his slough, and at what period so ever of life is always a child. In the woods, is perpetual youth. Within these plantations of God, a decorum and a sanctity reign, a perennial festival is dressed, and the guest sees not how he should tire of them in a thousand years. In the woods, we return to reason and faith. There I feel that nothing can befall me in life,—no disgrace, no calamity, (leaving me my eyes,) which nature cannot repair. Standing on the bare ground,—my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted into infinite space,—all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eye-ball. I am nothing. I see all. The currents of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part or particle of God.11

As Emerson began reading the available Oriental writings in earnest, a project that consumed him for the rest of his life, he began to distill and integrate the insights that supported his experience and vision on both a personal and a cultural scale. “For Emerson . . . the significance of Asian religions—of all human history—consists of assimilation into the present, into this individual here and now.”12 He was reading and feeling and thinking his way toward a universal, literally Unitarian religion.

It seems that Thoreau had a different project in mind, using the same materials. Where Emerson was grappling with universals and theory to make sense of the world, Thoreau was intent that particulars and practice would make sense of his own world—a perspective that is poignant today, as our culture once again integrates meditative practice through the engagement with mindfulness in health care and education. Although Thoreau only had translated texts to guide him, he did more than just imagine himself as an Eastern contemplative practitioner. He wrote to his friend, H. G. O. Blake, in 1849, “Rude and careless as I am, I would fain practice the yoga faithfully. . . . To some extent, and at rare intervals, even I am a yogin.”13 Thoreau offers descriptions of his experience, such as this from the “Sounds” chapter of Walden:

I did not read books that first summer; I hoed beans. Nay, I often did better than this. There were times when I could not afford to sacrifice the bloom of the present moment to any work, whether of the head or hands. I love a broad margin to my life. Sometimes, in a summer morning, having taken my accustomed bath, I sat in my sunny doorway from sunrise till noon, rapt in a revery, amidst the pines and hickories and sumachs, in undisturbed solitude and stillness, while the birds sang around or flitted noiseless through the house, until by the sun falling in at my west window, or the noise of some traveller’s wagon on the distant highway, I was reminded of the lapse of time. I grew in those seasons like corn in the night, and they were for me far better than any work of my hands would have been. They were not time subtracted from my life, but so much over and above my usual allowance. I realized what the Orientals mean by contemplation and the forsaking of works.14

Like Emerson, Thoreau read the words of the Orientals back into his own experiences, to help express that which was inexpressible without them. A journal entry from 1851 states, “Like some other preachers—I have added my texts—(derived) from the Chinese and Hindoo scriptures—long after my discourse was written.”15 That original, inarticulate discourse of ecstasy in nature was capable of transformation with the insights he found in the translations of Jones and Wilkins. It was the here-and-now value of the new language, images, and stories that counted. An emphasis on the moment-to-moment particulars of nature and his own experience was the central concern of his later life. He became, in his own words (from his journal, February 22, no year given), a “self-appointed inspector of snow-storms and rain-storms,” which is, perhaps, as cogent a description of a contemplative practitioner as any from the Eastern traditions.

AMERICA’S ENGAGEMENT WITH ASIA

While Indian and, particularly, Hindu thought have taken the prime place in the discussion so far, America’s engagement with the East by the middle of the nineteenth century also included East Asian culture, with Chinese, Korean, and Japanese arts, literature, and religion—including the Buddhism of these areas—shaping the intellectual direction of an emerging American modernism.

For example, the work of Ernest Fenollosa, an American scholar of East Asian art and literature and a convert to Tendai Buddhism, brought this spirit into wider intellectual discourse. 16 Fenollosa represents a more specific, scholarly, but no less engaged use of the East by an American. A few lines from Fenollosa’s poem, “East and West,” his Phi Beta Kappa address at Harvard in 1892, reflect a growing need of Western thought for contemplative space. Addressing a Japanese mentor, Fenollosa says, “I’ve flown from my West / Like a desolate bird from a broken nest / To learn thy secret of joy and rest.”17

At Fenollosa’s death, his widow gave his unpublished studies of the Chinese written language and notebooks of translations from the classical Chinese poet Li Po to the American poet Ezra Pound, for whom a whole new world opened. Pound’s Chinese translations drawn from Fenollosa’s work radically transformed the art of the time. Indeed, Pound had, arguably, the most powerful influence of any single poet in shaping the poetry, not only of his modernist contemporaries, but also of the generation that would come to maturity in the middle of the twentieth century.

While Pound’s use of Eastern influences was mainly stylistic, a very different sort of poet, Wallace Stevens, used his own encounter with the East—studying Buddhist texts and translating Chinese poetry with his friend, the scholar-poet Witter Bynner—to better understand and express his tacit experience.18 Perhaps “The Snow Man,” an early poem (written in 1908 and first published in 1921), suggests this.

One must have a smind of winter

To regard the frost and the boughs

Of the pine-trees crusted with snow;

And have been cold a long time 

To behold the junipers shagged with ice,

The spruces rough in the distant glitter

Of the January sun; and not to think

Of any misery in the sound of the wind,

In the sound of a few leaves,

Which is the sound of the land

Full of the same wind

That is blowing in the same bare place

For the listener, who listens in the snow,

And, nothing himself, beholds

Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is.19

Here is the description of an alternative, meditative stance, using an image from the poet’s Connecticut landscape, and rhetoric from his East Asian studies, perhaps. Yet, it is possible that this is also an articulation of personal experience. Stevens did not study meditation formally, but, like Thoreau, he was a prodigious walker. In any season or weather, a perambulation of fifteen miles or so—in a business suit—was a common prelude to writing.20 This is neatly captured in a few lines from “Notes for a Supreme Fiction.” “Perhaps / The truth depends on a walk around a lake, / A composing as the body tires, a stop / To see hepatica, a stop to watch / A definition growing certain and / A wait within that certainty, a rest / In the swags of pine trees bordering the lake.”21

A transparent eye-ball. An inspector of snowstorms. A mind of winter. These are powerful metaphors to describe experiences that became more clear and easier to describe as the authors deepened their acquaintances with the range of Eastern thought. For these individuals, there was a willingness to use whatever came to hand—from whatever culture or tradition suggested itself or was available—to understand what happens in the here and now. This stance reflects a perennial American pragmatism, which endures today in the ways that mindfulness is being taught in the mindfulness-based interventions: hatha yoga mixes with Buddhist meditation, while Sufi poetry and Native American stories illuminate teaching points, and the expressive language of the Christian and Jewish contemplative traditions hovers in the background.

This pragmatic approach is personified in William James, America’s first psychologist and public philosopher, who makes a bridge from the Transcendentalists to modern thought. He was deeply influenced by Emerson, whom he knew from childhood—Henry James, Senior, his father, was a friend of Emerson. In fact, a precocious gift to the young William from his father was a complete edition of Emerson’s works.22

William James’s psychological explorations, in his seminal Principles of Psychology, led to his exploration of religious experience, for which he cast his net widely, in his Varieties of Religious Experience. He moved from psychology into philosophy, defining pragmatism, radical empiricism, and pluralism—resting everything on experience (in the moment!), and understanding that there is not a single Truth, or even particular underlying truths, but rather that there is simply what works in the particular situation. He understood and appreciated the resonances of his thought with Emerson’s and with Buddhism, and his considerations of what he called “pure experience” sound much like Buddhist texts. Take in these lines from chapter 6 of A Pluralistic Universe:

The essence of life is its continuously changing character; but our concepts are all discontinuous and fixed, and the only mode of making them coincide with life is by arbitrarily supposing positions of arrest therein. With such arrests our concepts may be made congruent. But these concepts are not parts of reality, not real positions taken by it, but suppositions rather, notes taken by ourselves, and you can no more dip up the substance of reality with them than you can dip up water with a net, however finely meshed.23

James’s intuitive insights combined with his specific understandings and sympathies with Asian religions and particularly their ways of practice—of seeing the world in the flux of the moment—suggest him as a guide for us as we pursue everyday mindfulness. We will meet him again and again as this book unfolds.

Buddhism Comes to the Fore

Of the major traditions in the Oriental fusion, Buddhism appears to have been the least understood and the most scorned during the earlier part of the nineteenth century. Reasons include Christian defensiveness and hostile reporting from the mission field; a portrayal of Buddhist doctrines as atheistic, nihilistic, passive, and pessimistic; and even the contagious anti-Buddhist biases of the Hindu scholars who taught Sanskrit to the English translators of the Asiatic Society of Bengal.24

The “opening” of Japan to the United States in the 1850s, commencing with Commodore Perry’s visit, and the subsequent travels, study, and writing of American artists, scholars, and sophisticates, including Ernest Fenollosa, Henry Adams (great-grandson of the aforementioned John Adams), John LaFarge, and Lafcadio Hearn (all had direct contact with Buddhism) did much to increase interest and sympathy for Buddhism. Then, the 1878 publication of The Light of Asia, Edwin Arnold’s poetic retelling of the life of the Buddha, drawing parallels with the life of Jesus, turned interest into enthusiasm. The publication was, interestingly, facilitated by the Transcendentalist Bronson Alcott.25 Sales estimates of between five hundred thousand and a million copies put it at a level of popularity matching, say, Huckleberry Finn26 or the number-one bestseller of that time, Ben Hur, by retired Civil War general and adventurer Lew Wallace.

Buddhism became a new possibility for those at the bare edge of the culture who intuited the tidal shift of Christian believing that Matthew Arnold had poignantly articulated in “Dover Beach” in 1867.

The Sea of Faith

Was once, too, at the full, and round earth’s shore

Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furled.

But now I only hear

Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,

Retreating, to the breath 

Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear

And naked shingles of the world.

For some, Buddhist belief became a formal identity. Madame Blavatsky and Henry Steele Olcott, founders of the Theosophical Society, were long engaged with Buddhism. In Ceylon in 1880, they made ritual vows in a Theravada temple to live by the five precepts and take refuge in the Buddha, the teachings, and the community. The most powerful events, however, were face-to-face encounters with Buddhist masters during the Parliament of World Religions in 1893, particularly the Theravadin Anagarika Dharmapala and the Rinzai Zen Master Soyen Shaku. Both of these teachers continued to raise interest in Buddhism through subsequent visits. In fact, Soyen Shaku bears significant responsibility for the popularization of Buddhism through the present day. The vision of Buddhism that he presented fit perfectly with the early modern scientific and moral outlooks. The themes he presented—“an embrace of science combined with the promise of something beyond it, and a universal reality in which different religions and individuals participate, but which Buddhism embodies most perfectly”—still resonate.27 He also had a “second-generation” impact through the 1950s and ’60s, as he encouraged his student and translator for the parliament visit, the articulate Zen scholar D. T. Suzuki, to maintain a dialogue with the West through visits and writing.28
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A Prophecy about Buddhist Psychology

The Theravada Buddhist teacher Anagarika Dharmpala made an impression on Americans at the Parliament of World Religions in Chicago in 1893 and revisited the United States in the first years of the twentieth century. He came to Harvard and attended one of William James’s scheduled lectures on psychology, which turned into something else entirely. James gave up his place for Dharmpala, saying something like, “You are better equipped to lecture on psychology than I.” And after Dharmapala’s talk James declared, “This is the psychology everybody will be studying twenty-five years from now.”29
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It is important to note that the character of Buddhist “believing” during this period was an engagement with philosophy and doctrine, a search for a replacement for the Judeo-Christian belief system that some felt was no longer sustaining. Consider that two other Buddhist bestsellers beside Arnold’s The Light of Asia were Olcott’s Buddhist Catechism and Paul Carus’s The Gospel of Buddha, whose titles even reflect a Christian-style, belief-oriented approach to Buddhism. In the best Evangelical Protestant tradition comes the story of the first “Buddhist conversion” in America. In Chicago in 1893, Dharmapala was speaking on Buddhism and Theosophy to an overflow crowd in a large auditorium. At the end of the talk, Charles Strauss, a Swiss-American businessman of Jewish background, stood up from his seat in the audience and walked deliberately to the front. One can imagine the hush and expectancy. As planned in advance, he then—to use an Evangelical Protestant phrase—“accepted” Buddhism, repeating the refuge vows for all to hear.30

The connection of most of the two or three thousand Euro-American Buddhists and the tens of thousands of sympathizers at this time was, with a few exceptions, intellectual.31 The popular appeal of Buddhism was as a form of belief, not as a form of spiritual practice. According to Tweed, the fascination with Buddhist believing reached a high-water mark around 1907 and declined precipitously thereafter.32 A small nucleus of Euro-Americans interested in the academic or personal study of Buddhism maintained organizations and supported specialized publishing, but few Asian teachers stayed in the United States, and the impetus for growth was lost. Dharmapala, in 1921, wrote in a letter to an American supporter, “At one time there was some kind of activity in certain parts of the U.S. where some people took interest in Buddhism, but I see none of that now.”33 Charges by the status quo religious and cultural powers that Buddhism was passive and pessimistic—terrible sins in a culture fueling itself on activism, optimism, and progress—drowned dissenting Buddhist voices.

[image: ]

Three Buddhisms in America

It is important to note that the narrative that has shaped the discourse of mindfulness today sidelines the story of ethnic Asian Buddhism in America. Religion scholar Richard Hughes Seager describes three Buddhisms in America:


	Old-line Asian-American Buddhism, with institutions dating back into the nineteenth century.

	Euro-American or convert Buddhism, centered in the Westernized forms of Buddhism, often generically parsed as Zen, Tibetan, and Theravada (also known as Vipassana or Insight) Buddhism, which are centered on meditation practice; and Soka Gakkai International, an American branch of a Japanese group, which with a rich mix of Asian Americans, Euro-Americans, and substantial numbers of African Americans and Latino Americans is the most culturally diverse group, and is centered on chanting practice rather than meditation.

	New immigrant or ethnic Buddhism, which is most easily parsed by country of origin.34
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MEDITATION AND MASS CULTURE

In the aftermath of World War II, the applications of Eastern thought to Western experience developed a powerful momentum. The war had exposed Western soldiers, many drawn from professional life into active duty, to Asian cultures from India, Burma, and China. During the occupation of Japan, physicians, scientists, artists, and intellectuals held posts that exposed them to a culture that included the aesthetic, philosophical, and spiritual manifestations of Japanese Buddhism, particularly its Zen varieties. Some stayed to study, and East-West dialogues that had been suspended were resumed, such as those with D. T. Suzuki and Shinichi Hisamatsu. Most important for the discourse of mind-body medicine and psychotherapy, American military psychiatrists were exposed to Japanese psycho-therapy, particularly that developed by Shoma Morita, which is based on a paradox that had enormous repercussions in Western practice. Instead of attacking symptoms as in Western approaches, Morita asked his patients to allow themselves to turn toward their symptoms and fully experience them, to know them as they are.35

Morita therapy was of interest and intellectually available to those Westerners in Japan for two powerful reasons. First, it is a highly effective treatment for what Western practitioners would identify as anxiety-based disorders; reports of cured or improved rates greater than 90 percent are common.36 Morita developed a diagnostic category of shinkeishitsu for the disorders he targeted, which he describes as anxiety disorders with hypochondriasis.37 Second, Morita did not develop his work in cultural isolation. Working contemporaneously with Jean-Martin Charcot, James, Freud, and C. G. Jung, Morita read, referenced, and critiqued Western developments. He was particularly interested in the therapies that paralleled his own in certain ways, such as Freud’s psychoanalysis, S. Weir Mitchell’s nineteenth-century rest therapy (also known as the rest cure, “west cure,” and nature cure), Otto Binswanger’s life normalization therapy, and Paul DuBois’s persuasion therapy.38 Morita therapy integrated East and West—from an Eastern perspective.

While the entire regimen of Morita therapy, a four-stage, intensive, residential treatment, has rarely been used in the United States (although David Reynolds has adapted it and other Japanese therapies for the West), two of its basic insights had immediate and continuing effects.39 The first is the paradox of turning toward rather than away from symptoms for relief. The second is the insistence on the nondual nature of the body and mind. Although the influence of Zen is easily seen in his therapy, Morita did not wish to promote a direct religious association, fearing that it might be seen as somehow less serious, exacting, and effective.40 Paradoxically, perhaps the Zen connection actually drew the interest of the Westerners.

MEDITATIVE THOUGHT IN POST–WORLD WAR II AMERICA, FROM A TO ZEN

Zen had a double-barreled influence in America, particularly in the post-war “Zen boom” years of the 1950s and ’60s, touching both the intellectual community and the popular culture. With the first barrel, it had significant impact on the serious discourse of scholars, professionals, artists, and Western religious thinkers. One person was so profoundly influential in conveying the spirit of Zen that he epitomizes this impact: D. T. Suzuki. As a young man, you’ll remember, Suzuki had played a role in the Buddhist enthusiasm of the 1890s and 1900s, as translator for Soyen Shaku. Suzuki had then lived for a time in the United States, working with Paul Carus at Open Court, a publishing company specializing in Eastern thought, and had returned to Japan after a European tour, by 1909. In 1911 he married an American woman, in Japan. Many of his influential books in English were written in Japan. It was not until after World War II that Suzuki returned to the West, where he continued to write books of both scholarly and popular interest on Zen and Pure Land Buddhism, traveled and lectured extensively in the United States and Europe, maintained a voluminous correspondence, and affected an incredibly varied range of thinkers. Three short examples give a glimpse into the effects of Suzuki’s Zen on intellectual discourse: Thomas Merton, John Cage, and Eric Fromm.

The Trappist monk Thomas Merton was greatly influenced by Suzuki’s work, which he had first known in the 1930s before entering the monastery. An engagement with Eastern religious and aesthetic thought—particularly Zen, and particularly through Suzuki’s work—shaped Merton’s conception of and practice of contemplative prayer, which has had a powerful influence on Christian spiritual practice to the present day.41 Merton began a correspondence with Suzuki in 1959, asking him to write a preface for a book of translations of the sayings of the Desert Fathers. Merton’s superiors felt such collaboration in print was “inappropriate,” yet in practice, they encouraged Merton to continue the dialogue with Suzuki, one telling him, “Do it but don’t preach it.”42 This stance represented a reversal of the earlier Buddhist fusion of belief without practice. The dialogue did indeed continue, each endeavoring to explore and understand Christianity and Zen from his own perspective. The relationship meant so much to Merton that, although his vocation had kept him cloistered in the Monastery of Gethsemane in Kentucky from 1941, he sought and gained permission from his abbot to meet Suzuki in New York City in 1964, Merton’s first travel in twenty-three years.43 Suzuki summed up the burden of their two long talks this way: “The most important thing is Love.”44

The composer John Cage, who was deeply influenced by Hindu, Buddhist, and Taoist philosophy and practice, regularly attended Suzuki’s lectures at Columbia University in the 1950s. His statement that in choosing to study with Suzuki he was choosing the elite (“I’ve always gone—insofar as I could—to the president of the company”)45 suggests the value of Suzuki’s thought to him and to much of the avant garde. The Zen influence on Cage’s work is captured in his conception of his musical compositions as “purposeless play” that is “not an attempt to bring order out of chaos, nor to suggest improvements in creation, but simply to wake up to the very life we are living, which is so excellent once one gets one’s mind and desires out of the way and lets it act of its own accord.”46 Suzuki’s expansive sense of play is reported by Cage in an anecdote: “An American lady said, ‘How is it, Dr. Suzuki? We spend the evening asking you questions and nothing is decided.’ Dr. Suzuki smiled and said, ‘That’s why I love philosophy: no one wins.’”47

The psychoanalyst Eric Fromm (the author of Escape from Freedom, about the social attraction of Fascism before and during World War II) was one of many in the psychoanalytic community of the time to be drawn by Zen and Suzuki’s exposition of it. At a conference held in Mexico in 1957 titled “Zen Buddhism and Psychoanalysis,” attended by about fifty psychoanalytically inclined psychiatrists and psychologists, Suzuki was a featured speaker and engaged in dialogue, particularly with Fromm and the religion scholar Richard DeMartino. A book of the lectures was published after the conference.48 Fromm suggests that psychoanalysis and Zen both offer an answer to the suffering of contemporary people: “[T]he alienation from oneself, from one’s fellow man, and from nature; the awareness that life runs out of one’s hand like sand, and that one will die without having lived; that one lives in the midst of plenty and yet is joyless”49 The answer, then, would not be a cure that removes symptoms, but rather “the presence of well-being”50 (Fromm’s italics). Fromm defines well-being as:

to be fully born, to become what one potentially is; it means to have the full capacity for joy and for sadness or, to put it still differently, to awake from the half-slumber the average man lives in, and to be fully awake. If it is all that, it means also to be creative; that is, to react and respond to myself, to others, to everything that exists. 51

For Fromm, the work was not just to bring the unconscious into consciousness, as Freud suggested, but rather to heal the rift between the two. What was most intriguing for Fromm in the possibilities Zen offered for such a project was koan practice—the use of paradoxical or nonrational questions, statements, and stories to back the student’s ego-bound intellect against a wall, until the only way out is through. This process of amplifying the root contradiction of ego consciousness, leading to its overturning—satori, or enlightenment—was the subject of DeMartino’s contribution to the conference and book. Fromm drew a parallel between this process and the work of the analyst, suggesting that the analyst should not so much interpret and explain, but rather should “take away one rationalization after another, one crutch after another, until the patient cannot escape any longer, and instead breaks through the fictions which fill his mind and experiences reality—that is, becomes conscious of something he was not conscious of before.”52

Love, play, and well-being: it was not just Suzuki’s erudition that attracted so many, it was his embodiment of what he taught. Alan Watts, the scholar-entertainer to whom we shall turn next, who got to know Suzuki at the Buddhist Lodge in London in the 1920s, described him as “about the most gentle and enlightened person I have ever known; for he combined the most complex learning with utter simplicity. He was versed in Japanese, English, Chinese, Sanskrit, Tibetan, French, Pali, and German, but while attending a meeting at the Buddhist Lodge he would play with a kitten, looking right into its Buddha nature.”53 Suzuki should have the last word on his way of being and what he wished to communicate to others.

We cannot all be expected to be scientists, but we are so constituted by nature that we can all be artists—not, indeed, artists of special kinds, such as painters, sculptors, musicians, poets, etc., but artists of life. This profession, “artist of life” may sound new and quite odd, but in point of fact, we are all born artists of life and, not knowing it, most of us fail to be so and the result is that we make a mess of our lives, asking, “What is the meaning of life?” “Are we not facing blank nothingness?” “After living seventy-eight, or even ninety years, where do we go? Nobody knows,” etc., etc. I am told that most modern men and women are neurotic on this account. But the Zenman can tell them that they have all forgotten that they are born artists, creative artists of life, and that as soon as they realize this fact and truth they will all be cured of neurosis or psychosis or whatever name they have for their trouble (our italics).54

OEBPS/images/image01-00.jpg
NEW WORLD
MINDFULNESS

FROM THE
FOUNDING FATHERS,
EMERSON, AND THOREAU
TO YOUR
PERSONAL PRACTICE

Donald McCown
Marc S. Micozzi, M.D., Ph.D.






OEBPS/images/p1.jpg
PART |

GETTING SITUATED
IN TIME AND SPACE






OEBPS/images/2.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
NEW WORLD
MINDFULNESS

FROM THE
FOUNDING FATHERS,
EMERSON, anD THOREAU
TO YOUR
PERSONAL PRACTICE

Donald McCown and
Marc S. Micozzi, M.D., Ph.D.





OEBPS/images/li.jpg





