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What people are saying about

 Field of Blessings


Dr Ji Hyang Padma’s brilliant book , Field of Blessings: Buddhist Healing Through the Field of Consciousness, pulls together the essential of Buddhist healing, rituals and practices in an accessible way for all to read. There is a wealth of information for those in the West who struggle to understand the various sects and practices of Buddhism while artfully relating it to the western mind and consciousness.

Dr. Ann Drake, author of Healing of the Soul: Shamanism & Psyche

In Field of Blessings, Ji Hyang Padma provides a remarkable exploration and comprehensive research into traditional Buddhist healing practices. Within Ji Hyang Padma’s clear explanation she writes that although each Buddhist lineage has its own unique healing rituals we are working across lineages to identify the rituals that unite the practices. I found this book so engaging with seeds of truth about elements of healing that will enrich all who read this book.

Field of Blessings is a brilliant book that clears up so many misconceptions about Buddhist healing rituals. And what a better guide than Ji Hyang Padma who is a gifted Buddhist teacher, counsellor and healer. Throughout the book she illustrates how Buddhist healing practices reconnect clients to the ground of being and deepens their connection with the natural world. I was so impressed how Ji Hyang Padma’s knowledge clearly shines through as well as her deep love and commitment to the work.

Sandra Ingerman, award winning author of 12 books on shamanism including Soul Retrieval

Ji Hyang Padma’s Field of Blessings shows us traditional and modern Buddhist approaches to the mystery that the whole world is medicine. And, with that, invites us into exploring the actual realities of a holistic vision of healing both body and mind. This is an important book for all of us on the paths of healing.

James Ishmael Ford, author of Introduction to Zen Koans: Learning the Language of Dragons

If Mindfulness is a haiku on the tip of the iceberg of Buddhist healing tradition, Ji Hyang’s Field of Blessing reveals the stunning and awe inspiring depth of all that lies below.

Brett Bevell, author of Energy Healing for Everyone, and Reiki for Spiritual Healing

This is a book we have been waiting for. Ji Hyang Padma wrote a book which can be a major resource for awakening and healing for those who are on the spiritual path. Her research on Buddhist healing rituals is historically grounded and practically helpful. This is her big bodhisattva action for today’s struggling people with many forms of traumas. I will use this book in my classes and recommend it highly for all people who are longing for recovering wholeness and well-being.

Hyun Kyung Chung, Ph.D. Professor of Interfaith Engagement, Union Theological Seminary

Ji Hyang Padma knows the words of Buddhism, she also knows the music, and she writes in a clear and engaging way. This is an important book because it gives readers a factually accurate exposition on historical Buddhism, while also recognizing the practices and rituals of Buddhism are an empirically developed neurophysiology on altered consciousness.

Stephan A. Schwartz, author of The 8 Laws of Change

Going beyond familiar mindfulness practices to introduce readers to the vast repertoire of healing rituals found in traditional Buddhism Ji Hyang Padma‘s new book is aptly named. It will be a blessing not only for students and scholars but for individuals and healers across traditions as well as in my context as part of a multi-faith university chaplaincy. I appreciate having such a carefully researched, accessibly written guide not only for understanding but for applying Buddhist practices in a world hungry for wholeness and healing.

Dr. Jennifer Howe Peace, Tufts University Chaplain

Field of Blessings: what a beautiful and fitting title for this book that examines the role of the field of consciousness in healing, with a particular focus on Buddhist Healing. Dr Ji Hyang Padma explains that when the absolute and universal nature of consciousness, Dharmakaya, the “substrate out of which all animate and inanimate forms arise”, is understood and consciously engaged with, then wholeness and true healing is found in every situation. This approach to healing knows implicitly that every human being is deeply related to every other human being, indeed, to all of life itself. In this setting, in addition to receiving the intended healing, the human being is also blessed with the realization that they are not only a part of the healing process but also part of the broader creation itself. This is the foundation of healing and spiritual well being.

Paul Mills, Professor of Family Medicine and Public Health Chief, Division of Behavioral Medicine Director
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Part I

 Buddhist Healing





Chapter 1 

 Introduction

We are hungry for a direct experience of the sacred in Western culture. We try to fill the void with technology, and its “quick fix” of images and information. We uplift and idealize the newest smartphone release, revering the complexity of technology and the ingenuity of its creators.

However, this leaves us hungry for true connectivity. We don’t need more complexity; we need greater depth. We don’t need more information; we need more appreciation—the heartfelt expression of value and interconnection through gratitude provides a sense of meaning. That sense of meaningfulness is a gateway to the sacred, and a tremendous source of resiliency.

As the historian Mircea Eliade noted, human beings are “Homo symbolicus”: we are naturally designed and driven to make meaning of our lives through the symbols of narrative. Narratives mediate between the inner world and the outer world, giving shape to our experience. Narratives can be spoken, written, or embodied. Ritual is performed narrative, embodied narrative. The rituals of traditional Buddhist medicine are powerful vehicles for spiritual transformation that reconnect clients with an embodied wholeness. The client’s experience of his or her wholeness catalyzes healing on many levels.

Within contemporary culture, there is a degree to which the power of Buddhist healing arts is recognized. We have essentially borrowed MBSR (Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction) from Buddhist tradition, and this has led to myriad mindfulness-based therapies. Certainly, the practice of mindfulness can restore a sense of health and wellbeing. However, in the adaptation of mindfulness to the culture of conventional medicine, the particular nuances and skillful means found in traditional healing have been lost in translation. The incorporation of mindfulness into contemporary healing arts is a good beginning, but not quite as comprehensive as the healing rituals found within the vast repertoire of traditional Buddhism.

I was inspired to conduct this research into traditional healing practices by my own deep commitment to working as a Buddhist teacher, counselor, and healer. As a mindfulness teacher, I have been well aware that traditional Buddhist practices draw from a deeper well—one which includes, but is not limited to, mindfulness.

Chod, Medicine Buddha practices, and other traditional Tibetan rituals are used by healers to evoke sacred energies. These rituals create the ground for experiences of radical empathy between client and healer, support psychospiritual integration of the healing crisis, and also contact deep archetypal realms of the psyche. In reclaiming the power of ritual within healing, we have access to a deeper well than object-materialism provides.

While some modernists take an ahistorical approach to mindfulness, considering all other practices to be cultural detritus, it is evident that the practices of Buddhist meditation and traditional Buddhist healing practices evolved across the centuries together. In the traditional context, Tibetan doctors included a spectrum of modalities in their practice: counseling, hands-on work, subtle-energy medicine, ceremonies, and meditation teaching. We could then consider these practices in their totality the earliest psychology.

What I have found through my own journey with these healers is that traditional healing rituals help reconnect clients with their relationship to the ground of being, to their relationships and the natural world. This shift in consciousness supports physical healing. As one healer noted, “First the consciousness changed, and then the body changed.” Understanding the role of consciousness in healing could be key to the development of subtle-energy modalities for use in the helping professions that work with the client’s body, mind, and energy.

The future of psychology is now well positioned to validate its past. The efficacy of traditional subtle-energy healing can now be measured by state-of-the-art subtle-energy research, as evidenced by Chevalier (2012), Hammerschlag et al. (2014), and many others. Cutting-edge research in consciousness studies shows that meditation supports the development of nonlocal consciousness, while ritual serves as a protocol, which focuses the healing intention of nonlocal consciousness, and strengthens it (Schwartz, 2018). Through the incorporation of archetypal work and subtle-energy healing practices, contemporary psychology may transcend its self-imposed limits, towards the achievement of a truly transpersonal psychology.

It is my intention to actually strengthen our societal capacity for healing by bringing forward the wisdom and practices of Buddhist healing lineages in a way that is accessible to the uninitiated, so that we can together recover a sense of the sacred in everyday life, and develop a richer, deeper culture of healing within contemporary society.

May the great work begin.





Chapter 2 

 Buddhist Healing—A History

In understanding Buddhist approaches to healing it is essential to visit these practices within the context of their deep historical and cultural background. We will begin by visiting the teachings of the historical Buddha, and dive into the core teaching of paticca samupadda, the Buddhist doctrine of interdependent origination, which prepared the ground for the diverse healing paths in practice today. We will follow the development of paticca samupadda through Mahayana Buddhist teachings. We will then trace the applications of this relational worldview as it concerns Buddhist healing praxis.

Certain studies of Buddhist healing have focused on the ultimate goal of liberation, to which other goals are subsumed (Mumford, 1989; Sumegi, 2008). They have suggested that the Buddhist focus on enlightenment does not afford space or time to the resolution of such practical concerns as physical health. However, this does not fully take into account the vast and subtle implications of paticca samupadda, which describes the interdependence of consciousness and the physical world.

A more nuanced understanding of the function of paticca samupadda with reference to Buddhist understandings of healing can be achieved through the concomitant use of the Mahayana doctrine of trikaya, commonly referred to as the three bodies of Buddha. The trikaya describes three bodies, or orders, of reality, which are interdependent and inseparable from each other: the ultimate order of reality; the relative order of reality; and the subtle-energetic order, the subtle body. Some Buddhist approaches to healing focus upon the literal physical body, some teachings focus upon the ultimate wholeness of our life experience, and some work with the subtle-energy body to bring about healing. These different aspects of healing work can be seen, like the trikaya, as interdependent, and ultimately a unified whole.


Early Historical References

Within the cultural context of ancient Buddhism, healing was understood to be a somato-emotional integrative process that restores wholeness to both individuals and communities. The process of achieving integration is found within the Middle Way between indulgence and self-mortification (Armstrong, 2004); in this regard, healing practices were a natural adjunct to meditation (Tatz, 1985). That understanding of healing was woven into the early sutras (teachings of the Buddha) through the core teaching of paticca samupadda, the law of interdependent origination—or, as it is often known, the law of cause-and-effect. We are now going to track that understanding of healing as it unfolded across time and cultures.




Paticca Samupadda: Interdependence

The vision of interdependent origination, paticca samupadda, that has been articulated in early Buddhist texts and progressively developed through generations of teaching, places the individual Buddhist practitioner’s process of integration within a context of radical inclusiveness.

To understand the broad implications of this way of seeing things in connection to each other—a view which is absolutely central to our explorations—it is essential to begin with an examination of the teaching of dependent origination in its original textual context. Joanna Macy (1978) has provided a valuable English rendering of the Pali term, paticca samupadda:


Uppada, the substantive form of the verb uppajjati, means “arising”; sam-uppada, “arising together.” Paticca, as the gerund of paccati (pati + I, to “come back to” or “fall back on”), is used to denote “grounded on” or “on account of.” Literally, then, the compound would mean “on account of arising together” or, since it is used as a substantive, “the being-on-account-of-arising-together.” (p. 16)



This teaching is associated with Buddha’s original insight, at the moment of Enlightenment. At that moment, this is the Buddha’s core realization, the breakthrough: Each element of existence is conditioned by other elements. Perception itself arises through a convergence of factors; it depends upon that which is perceived. Consciousness and name-and-form rest upon each other like “two sheaves of reeds leaning on each other” (Bodhi, 2000, p. 607). Paticca samupadda is also referred to as mutual causality, interdependent origination, dependent origination, and mutual arising: Within Buddhist studies, these terms are considered roughly synonymous with each other. This teaching is often described within the Pali Canon with a four-line verse:


When this is existing, that comes to be;

with the arising of this, that arises;

when this does not exist, that does not exist;

with the ceasing of this, that ceases.

(Maha Ghosananda, 1991, p. 20)



This teaching expresses a causal paradigm that is profoundly relational. Macy (1978) has described this insight succinctly: “The subject of thought and action (self) is in actuality a dynamic pattern of activity in interaction with its environment and inseparable from existence” (p. 112). When the self is recognized as fluid, and arising interdependently with other beings, this heals the illusion of separation that is at the root of tanha (craving) and dukkha (suffering). From this perspective, the Buddha is, in early texts, sometimes called the Great Physician: He restores wellbeing through reconnecting his patients with self-insight. This has profound implications for the way that we, as individuals, live and move, and have our being. If we are not separate from others, there is nothing to protect or defend. Another person’s happiness is also our happiness. Through our connection to all of life, we flourish together.

In the Lotus of the Good Law Sutra, a parable is used to describe the practice of meditation. Within this story, Buddha identified desire, anger, and ignorance as the causes of illness, like “wind, bile, phlegm,” the ancient medical classifications of the core physical vectors of illness (Clifford, 2006, p. 23). The medicinal plants used to heal these illnesses are the Four Noble Truths. Through awareness that there is no separate self, these afflictive thought-patterns are seen as empty, and lose their power to afflict the individual.

In addition to the liberating effect of paticca samupadda upon the ego’s pattern of crystallizing and reifying the self, the law of dependent origination has several more implications. First, this teaching demonstrates the interdependence of the knower and the known (Macy, 1978). Within the teaching of dependent origination, each perception that we give rise to can be seen as coming into being through our interaction with the perceived. In order to see, there must be an eye, visual consciousness, and an object of sight; to hear a sound is dependent upon the ear, auditory consciousness, and the sound being heard—and so it is with all the senses, including the sixth sense enumerated, thought (Bodhi, 2000). Therefore, there is no ultimate formulation of truth: Knowing is always conditioned by the relationship of the knower and the known. Contemporary scientists who study consciousness are re-discovering this insight. Quantum physics has shown that the knower and the known are energetically connected: By observing the world, we already influence it. We will address these scientific implications in greater depth in a later chapter. In the final analysis, this is ultimately good news.


It is the illusion that the knower is separate from and unconditioned by the world he would know that drives him into error. (Macy, 1978, p. 131)

When the dependent co-arising nature of his mental processes is acknowledged then his knowing enhances his conscious connection with and participation in the reality surrounding him…there is no knower or known so much as “just knowing.” (Macy, 1978, p. 142)



The law of paticca samupadda also lifts the nature of the relationship of mind and body into the light of interdependence. In the Nidanavagga Sutta, which describes this teaching in depth, consciousness and name-and-form (the physical) are compared to “two sheaves of reeds, resting upon each other” (Bodhi, 2000, p. 602).

I should mention, as well, that the early discourses of the Buddha also contain many graphic descriptions of the body’s transient nature, which are less poetic. There is a clear purpose for these descriptions. They parallel the suttas’ descriptions of the composite, changeable nature of mind—illustrating that ultimately nothing remains, nor is, one (Macy, 1978). In my own experience, working as an EMT (emergency medical technician), an awareness of the body’s impermanence was an excellent catalyst to look deeper, beyond the physical body to the core of being. At the same time, the relationship between the body and mind is honored by this image of the reeds that lean upon each other; consciousness and the physical body are in a dance. When we are having an emotional or physical experience, sometimes the physical body leads, sometimes the mind precipitates the physical sensation. We will go into this dance further, within Chapter 13, when we discuss interpersonal neurology.

This image of consciousness and physical form coming-into-being together indicates a deep respect for the physical world—a respect that is underscored by the story of the Buddha’s Enlightenment: At the moment when Buddha was assailed by the forces of doubt, he touched the Earth. As the historian Karen Armstrong (2004) has noted:


The earth-witnessing posture…makes the profound point that a Buddha does indeed belong in this world. …The Dhamma is exacting, but it is not against nature. There is a deep affinity between the Earth and the selfless human being. …The man or woman who seeks Enlightenment is in tune with the fundamental structure of the Universe. (p. 92)



The interdependent connection between nama rupa and consciousness also carries deep-reaching ethical implications. If we are deeply related, in fact inextricably connected at our core to the world around us, it follows that a person with insight will treat the body, the physical world, and all his or her relationships with care and reverence. The Digha Nikaya Sutta described the connection in this way:


Just, Vasettha, as a mighty trumpeter makes himself heard—and that without difficulty—in all four directions; even so of all things that have form or life, there is not one that he passes by or leaves aside; he respects them all with mind set free and filled with deep-felt love (D II. 443). (Carpenter & Rhys Davids, 1977, p. 147)



Implicit within this interdependence is both love and responsibility. In the light of paticca samupadda, the self is an interdependent and emergent relational process, mutually created by and creating the society around it. This is reflected in the elevation of Sangha (community) within Buddhist teaching, and in fact all the social teachings within Buddhism (Macy, 1978). In this light, compassion is not an intended action; it is a natural action: the recognition that we are both part of a greater whole that is the web of life, and the world around us.

While there are many direct references to paticca samupadda in the Pali Canon, this core teaching really is suffused throughout the early Buddhist teachings of the Pali Canon and also throughout later teachings. The way to understand this teaching on mutual causality that reaches everywhere and yet is considered “deep and subtle” (Macy, 1978, p. 53), not easily grasped, is described in the Pali Canon with the phrase yoniso manasikara.


Manasikara is from a verb meaning “to ponder,” to “take to heart,” and denotes deep attention or attentive pondering. Here this pondering is qualified by yoniso, the ablative of yoni. Yoni, literally, is “womb.” By extension it came to mean “origin,” “way of being born” and “matrix.” The connotations of this compound with regard to paticca samupadda are multiple. On the one hand it connotes generation, the arising of phenomena, and on the other, as “matrix” it suggests the web of interdependence in which these phenomena participate. Such thinking, then…is not a dissecting or categorizing exercise of the intellect. Synthetic rather than analytic, it involves an awareness of wholeness—an intent openness or attentiveness wherein all factors can be included, their relationships beheld. (Macy, 1978, p. 53)



So, as fellow explorers, we can pause for a moment to digest this teaching. The way to understand a relational universe is by seeing with eyes of wholeness: by connecting with our body, breathing deeply as we reflect on this. As we do so, we access the body’s wholeness, and through this, we know our wholeness with all beings and the world. By doing so, we are entering into communion with the web of interdependence ourselves. This will prove key to the Buddhist healing practices explored in the pages that follow.




Early Buddhist Healing Practices

As we take the next step, tracking Buddhist healing across the centuries, we can thankfully draw upon the studies of Buddhist healing that have gone before us. We know, for instance, that Buddhist monastic communities played an essential role in the development of Indian medicine. Because the healers made contact with all castes of people, they were considered ritually impure within Vedic rites, which meant that healing was problematic for upper-caste practitioners of Hinduism. However, the ancient medicine teachers found acceptance and willing students among the monks, who were instructed, within the Buddhist teachings, not to give heed to a person’s caste. In fact, the entire practice of medicine fit well within the Buddhist teaching of the Middle Way—as students were counseled neither to reject the physical body, nor to attach to it, but to maintain its health and wellbeing for the purposes of meditation practice. This close association of Buddhist monks with the healing arts also supported the propagation of Dharma teaching in new countries. It was actually in the early centuries of the Common Era that the pharmacopeia and practices developed under the auspices of itinerant healers were assimilated back into Hinduism, whereupon they became known as Ayurvedic medicine (Zyzk, 1991).

On the basis of this deep awareness of interrelationship, a Buddhist ethics of care and concern was developed within the day-to-day life of the Sangha, the community of monks:


The person who returned first from town with the food donated by the village prepared the dining space, and heated the water for cooking. The one who arrived last from town completed the washing-up. “We are very different in body, Lord,” one of the monks told the Buddha about his community. “But we have, I think, only one mind.” (Armstrong, 2004, p. 141)



Many of these ethical teachings that ground paticca samupadda in everyday life are gathered within the Vinaya, a collection of guidelines for the monastic community. Several of these passages describe the healing care to be provided in times of illness. Within one traditional story, Shakyamuni Buddha went to visit a monastery where one monk was found in bed experiencing dysentery. Buddha asked the monk, “Does anyone tend you?” The monk replied, “They do not.” At that time, the Buddha washed the monk himself, with Ananda’s help, and made him as comfortable as possible. He then convened a meeting of the community, and reminded the other monks to look after each other, saying “Whoever tends the sick tends me” (Tatz, 1985, p. 32). This continuity of care, from the absolute cure of liberation through the earthy offering of hands and heart involved in tending dysentery, is all in the service of paticca samupadda and its web of relationships.




Mahayana Developments: Emptiness and Skillful Means

Perhaps, in a sense, all Buddhist texts on healing can trace the roots of their teaching to paticca samupadda. However, there are particular differences in this expression of the dynamics of healing across the schools and vehicles of Buddhism. For instance, when health is used as a metaphor to describe freedom from the illness of self-clinging, early Buddhist texts (those composed from 334 BCE up to the Common Era) and Theravadan texts emphasize the medicine of renunciation, which brings freedom from desire. Mahayana Buddhist texts emphasize the medicine of sunyata, emptiness: seeing through the illusion of separateness in order to develop compassion, which cures the poison of anger, and the development of wisdom, which cures ignorance (Clifford, 2006). Due to the increasing misidentification of itinerant healers as ordained monks by laypeople (Zyzk, 1991), some early Theravadan texts prohibited monks and nuns from practicing the healing arts upon laypeople: There were concerns within the community that these practices caused monks to be seen as overinvolved in worldly pursuits (Tatz, 1985, pp. 36–9). However, medicine was always properly recognized as an essential element of Buddhist studies: Between the sixth and eleventh centuries CE, medicine was among the subjects monks studied at Nalanda University, the acclaimed Buddhist monastic seminary. With the advent of the Mahayana tradition, Buddhist texts took a much more liberal approach to the practice of medicine (Tatz, 1985).

The space for this cultural shift was cleared by the renowned Mahayana Buddhist philosopher Nagarjuna, who served as a teacher at Nalanda University (Ramanan, 1987). Through exceptionally insightful and creative interpretation of the early teachings of the Buddha, Nagarjuna developed the concept of sunyata (emptiness) as a way of describing the teaching of paticca samupadda. Nagarjuna expanded upon common understandings of paticca samupadda through his doctrine of no-self, an awareness that all phenomena are empty of an independently constituted self (Johnson, Robinson, & Bhikkhu, 2005). Although this matter may seem subtle to the casual observer, Nagarjuna’s theory marks an important shift in Buddhist understandings of the nature of reality. It serves as a demarcation between the Mahayana school of Buddhism, which embraced this explanation, and the Theravadan school, those followers who considered this a departure from Buddha’s historical teaching. In order to support his identification of paticca samupadda (the mutual arising of phenomena) with sunyata (emptiness), Nagarjuna developed the doctrine of upaya, commonly known as skillful means. While the cultivation of nondual wisdom—the wisdom at the heart of emptiness and paticca samupadda—is the ultimate goal for all Buddhists, this practice is balanced by upaya, the skillful application of various means in service to others (Makransky, 2000).
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