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Praise for Zen & Psychotherapy


“Often the most interesting places in our lives are found where two contrasting spheres of influence meet — those warm tidepools of the littoral zone that bristle with all sorts of fertile surprises. Joseph Bobrow’s book embodies just such a rich encounter in the interfacing of Zen and psychotherapy. His several decades of experience have enabled him to draw knowledgeably and freely from both disciplines. His narrative coaxes insights as often from academic papers, encounters, and dreams, as it does from koans and dialogues of the ancients, poems, and song lyrics. All of these he has brewed together in the fecund pool of his own wisdom and thoughtful analysis, and what has emerged from that crucible is a fine book, brimming with life, and resonant with integrity and heart. It would be no surprise if people were quoting from it long into the future.”


— AJAHN AMARO, author of Small Boat, Great Mountain; Silent Rain; and Rugged Interdependency


“Zen master and psychoanalyst Joseph Bobrow has a rare depth and subtlety of experience in both disciplines and ways of life. After nearly forty years of practice and teaching in each, he has written a definitive, clear, and compassionate book that argues persuasively that Zen and psychotherapy are complementary traditions. Each challenges and enriches the other. Even enlightened Buddhist practitioners can expand themselves as individuals and in their relationships. Therapists and their patients can become more meaningfully aware of the depth of experience that lies beyond individuality and individuation. Mindful of differences, but also indivisible links, Bobrow challenges us to realize the integration of the personal and the universal in our daily lives. Anyone interested in psychological or spiritual ideas or practice will find much of value in this deeply gratifying and informative work.”


— GERALD I. FOGEL, MD, training and supervising analyst and former director, Oregon Psychoanalytic Center


“This is a quiet book that works you, not simply informs you. Bobrow embodies unconscious affective communication between psychoanalysis and Buddhism. He’s lived it. The book carries it. The reader experiences it.”


— CHARLES SPEZZANO, PHD, author of Affect in Psychoanalysis and co-editor of Soul on the Couch












[image: Image]











 


“A masterful exploration . . . nuanced, sensitive, perhaps poetic, and certainly non-reductive. I am not aware of another book that plunges so deeply into theory, with equal respect and appreciation for both disciplines. Bobrow’s voice from the Zen teaching seat is clear, compassionate, encouraging, deep, yet modest. Those adjectives apply to the book in its entirety.”


— from the foreword by Norman Fischer


“Please read this book. Joseph Bobrow is a true meditation teacher who walks his talk and enjoys his practice.”


— Thich Nhat Hanh


“Joseph Bobrow shows how fertile it can be to study both Zen and psychotherapy simultaneously. This book is smart, lively, and provocative.”


— Mark Epstein, MD, author of Thoughts without a Thinker


“A fine book, brimming with life, and resonant with integrity and heart.”


— Ajahn Amaro, abbot of Amaravati Monastery


_______________


This book is an intimate dialogue that examines the interplay of emotional and spiritual development through the lens of Zen Buddhism and psychotherapy. Zen and Psychotherapy artfully illuminates the intrinsic connections between the two practices, and demonstrates how the traditions can be complementary in helping to live a truly fulfilled and contented life.


Zen teacher and psychologist Joseph Bobrow deftly shows how the major themes of trauma, attachment, emotional communication, and emotional regulation play out in the context of Zen and of psychotherapeutic practice, and how, in concert, both provide a comprehensive, interactive model of fully functioning human life.
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Foreword


I’ve known Joe Bobrow for a long time. He is, as you will soon sense from the pages you are about to read, an intensely questioning person whose feeling for life and for others runs deep — which is why it was perhaps inevitable that he would devote himself to a lifetime of study of both psychoanalysis and Zen Buddhism.


Many of us (like Joe) who seriously undertook Buddhist practice in the 1960s and 1970s came to it out of great need. We were fleeing a world that had ceased to make sense to us, and were searching for ultimate experiences that would somehow catapult us out of that unworkable world, remaking our lives in the process. Having gone to great lengths to have such experiences, we were surprised, shocked, and disappointed to realize that our lives were not remade: that what we thought we had left behind was still there, inside us — that our conditioned selves, formed by our families and the sufferings of our time, painfully remained, despite our Buddhist practice, indelible as ever.


Here is where we needed Buddhism — a religion, the repository of such ultimacy and depth — to encounter psychology, the humanistic science and art of discovering who we are as persons among others. For us this encounter was not a matter of mere interest of curiosity; it was something we needed to understand in order to live the lives we had embarked on.


Psychology’s realm, as you will learn from this book, is the realm of self-awareness, of character formation, of interpersonality and social interaction, of being a person in the world in which one finds one’s self. Buddhism’s realm is in a sense otherworldly; it references the beyond-human context of being human, the cosmos, the eternal, the nature of consciousness and reality, and engages questions of ultimate meaning. Why are we alive? What is death? What is the meaning of human suffering? Buddhism naturally takes us to places where such questions are engaged, offering us methods and teachings to help.


It may seem at first glance that these two realms are distinct. Perhaps they were a few hundred years ago. But we are living in the post-Jungian era of depth psychology, which sees religious experience as a human phenomenon, and in the era of Buddhist modernism, when religion in general, and Buddhism in particular, have been remade in the light of science, personal autonomy and interiority, and mass culture. Buddhist modernism isn’t just a Western phenomenon: as scholars have been pointing out for some decades now, the Buddhisms that came to the West from Asia were transmitted not by traditionalists who were espousing ancient wisdom but by modern teachers (though many of them were clerics wearing traditional garb), well aware of the era in which they were living. In other words, Buddhism and psychology have had, for some time now, tremendous overlap. It would not be too much to say that each has revolutionized the other.


This long process has been mostly, to use a psychological word, unconscious. That is, most psychologists who have been influenced by Buddhism may well not realize this, and most Buddhist practitioners whose practice stands on modern psychological assumptions may not recognize that this is so.


Here is where what we call theory helps — and this book is to a large extent a masterful and subtle exploration of theory. If you want to practice as a psychotherapist or a psychotherapeutic patient or as a Buddhist practitioner or teacher, your practice will be well served by contemplation of the process you are engaged in. Thinking about what you are doing doesn’t excuse you from the necessity of doing it, but it may shed some light on how you will do it and how you will feel about the doing of it. And if, like me, you are committed to your practice, some theory about what it is and how it works in the human heart is, simply, delightfully and usefully interesting.


The straightforward title of this book is a signal that between its covers you will read a clear — if nuanced, sensitive, perhaps poetic, and certainly nonreductive — account of both these great disciplines, and how they might impact and expand one another: indeed how they have impacted and expanded one another in the life and practice of Joe Bobrow. Joe tells plenty of engaging stories about his own life and the lives of some of his patients in these pages, but what is important for me here is his probing reflections on the key ideas of psychology and Buddhism and how he has seen them inform and inflect each other in crucial ways, in a lifetime of dual practice. These days there are many Buddhist teachers who have trained in and practiced psychotherapy, but I am not aware of another book that plunges so deeply into theory, with equal respect and appreciation for both disciplines.


As a person whose study has been mostly in the Buddhist realm, I appreciate this book for its clear and soulful explication of works of key psychoanalysts like D. W. Winnicott and W. R. Bion, who took the original insights of the founders of psychology to new depths and subtleties. I assume that readers well versed in psychology will have a similar appreciation for the book’s clear grasp of Zen Buddhism’s purpose and methodology as it translates into psychological process.


This book was written for psychologists interested in Buddhism, so throughout most of it Joe speaks as a psychologist who is also a Buddhist teacher. In the afterword the reader will hear Joe’s voice from the Zen teaching seat, clear, compassionate, encouraging, deep, yet modest. Those adjectives apply to the book in its entirety, which you are about to enjoy.


— Norman Fischer










Introduction


Gateless is the great Tao,


There are thousands of ways to it.


If you pass through this barrier,


You may walk freely in the universe.


— ZENKEI SHIBAYAMA


Oh freedom! Oh freedom! Oh freedom over me!


And before I’ll be a slave I’ll be buried in my grave


And go home to my Lord and be free.


— NEGRO SPIRITUAL


My Zen teacher, Robert Aitken Rōshi, once asked me, “Are you a therapist who teaches Zen or a Zen master who practices psychotherapy?” He was not checking my understanding as Zen masters are wont to do. Rather, he was gauging my devotion to the Zen Buddhist path. From the other side, some of my psychoanalytic colleagues were no doubt also wondering where my true allegiance lay. The truth is: I did not want to choose; both paths were important to me. Now, in answer to my teacher’s question, I would reply, “I won’t say! I won’t say!”1


Despite my intuition that for me the two paths were inseparably linked, for all practical purposes I actually kept them separate for thirty-five years, resisting the temptation to construct a premature hybrid. Now I see that this allowed each of them plenty of time to sink in, take root, and cross-fertilize in an organic way. Once, when someone asked how I combined psychotherapy and Zen, I stopped and had to think. “I don’t,” I replied, “except that in my inner development they are always intertwining.” Gradually, this outward separation has dissolved, as I’ve developed multidisciplinary community programs for incarcerated youth and, most recently, for veterans and their families and caregivers. However, these are secular adaptations of Zen-informed, and humanistic adaptations of, psychotherapeutic principles and practices. At a Buddhist teachers’ conference with the Dalai Lama a number of years ago, His Holiness listened to reports about a wide range of programs making use of meditation, and he was uniformly encouraging. Someone then asked why — since he supported all these programs that enabled people to practice meditation independently of Buddhism — it was necessary to wear robes, do all the rituals, and be a Buddhist. He laughed and replied, “Oh, that’s applied Buddhism. If you want to study Tibetan Buddhism, you have to do everything I say.” His comments affirmed my intuition to “let a thousand (applied) flowers bloom” while maintaining the integrity of Zen practice and psychotherapy and allowing inevitable changes to occur deliberately and thoughtfully.


Similarities with a Difference


Human life is of a piece. We can’t “get it together”; it is together. We divide it — distinguishing material reality from psychic reality, relationships from drives, psychology from physiology, and conscious from unconscious. We divide the intrapsychic and intersubjective, internal reality from external reality, the spiritual from the psychological, self from other, and personal life from cultural life. Such distinctions, however important, cannot capture the rich interwoven fabric of our humanity. Spiritual and emotional experience and growth evolve in concert, and, when functioning harmoniously, their interplay is seamless. In Zen, we say that our own true nature and the world around us are “not two.” Seeing through duality is not the final aim, and lest we get stuck in a concept of unity, they are “not even one.”


In this book, I propose that liberation, while inseparable into discrete elements, simultaneously unfolds in practice on two interconnected tracks, represented here by Zen and psychotherapy. Although they contain elements of each other and address similar concerns, Zen and psychotherapy are distinctive paths that challenge and, by virtue of their differences, enrich one another. Zen practice helps us to cut through the subject — object and self — other dichotomies that are such entrenched characteristics of our experience and to open to, realize, and put ourselves in accord with our essential nature. Psychotherapy promotes emotional growth, integration, resilience, and psychological freedom. While acknowledging the wide range of current psychotherapies, some informed by derived Eastern meditation practices, I use the word psychotherapy to refer to the psychodynamic psychotherapies, including psychoanalysis.


The Hungarian child psychiatrist René Spitz writes that life begins in dialogue, and that all psychopathology (or anguish) can be seen as derailment of dialogue. Each of the paths I explore — each set of principles and practices — is a full partner in the evolution of a broader, more inclusive narrative. “Similarities with a difference” characterizes their relationship: same and different and interpenetrating. They potentiate one another and, taken together, they help us think in a truly integral way about our human potential. Zen and psychotherapy each bring to this dialogue their own vision, dream, purpose, gifts, flavors, implicit values, privileged elements, and blind spots.


The fruits of their interplay enrich each without compromising their distinctiveness. Through their intimate conversation, each changes gradually and is enriched without compromising its integrity. Their interplay evolves, deepens, expands, and refines, benefiting each practice as it benefits the people who walk each path. It makes each better at its own project: variations on the theme of healing and transforming human suffering and liberating the deepest human potentials. How? By creating a more experience-near, deeper, comprehensive, and representative framework that helps people become freer, wiser, more peaceful, more alive, and more compassionate. While new blueprints are a dime a dozen and guarantee nothing — one must still walk the land and build the house — the integrative vision that I will trace may open the realm of the possible in new ways. Furthermore, I believe that this integrative vision may well provide medicine for a certain kind of suffering that has afflicted many contemporary spiritual communities, which I explore more fully.



Interplay of the Universal and the Personal


This book is about the integration of the universal and personal dimensions and why they each need the other. As its author, I want to “walk the talk.” So, as part of introducing this book to you, I weave stories from my own personal, professional, and spiritual development as I trace the book’s themes. I choose to do this because I learn best when information is personally and affectively embedded, and I know that the same holds true for many readers. Also, in sharing my experience, I want to help dispel two notions: that a Zen master has transcended, once and for all, and that enlightenment, as pivotal an experience as it is, provides a lifetime exemption from human suffering and growth. The experience of kensho (satori, enlightenment, awakening) conveys by direct experience that all beings by nature are awakened from the beginning and the other is none other than oneself. It brings in its wake a deep sense of compassion for all beings. In Zen, it is a beginning, a glimpse. Yamada Koun Rōshi (“old teacher”) described kensho as standing in a glassed-in room with windows so steamed we cannot see out and wiping clear a little spot from one part of one window. Zen is a lifetime path of deepening, tempering, refining, and personalizing.


Interplay of the Universal and the Particular


The interplay of this universal dimension and the realm of the particular is another prism for our exploration of Zen and psychotherapy. The universal is not undifferentiated in the psychological sense. Rather, in Zen the universal and the particular “inter-are.” The poet William Blake presents this when he writes in his “Auguries of Innocence”:


To see a World in a Grain of Sand


And a Heaven in a Wildflower,


Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand,


And Eternity in an hour.


The grain of sand, the sound of the rain, or a child crying is the whole universe. It does not represent the universe, it does not symbolize or condense the universe, and it is neither a transmutation nor a derivative of the universe. It is the universe, the whole universe. This is difficult for us to wrap our dualistic Western minds around. Why? It is like a cat chasing its tail or a fish asking what water is. It is our mind, but the self-absorbed small self has to slough off for it to be experienced. In Zen, each and every phenomena presents the universe. Yamada Rōshi represents this with the metaphor of a fraction. Each moment has as the denominator the infinity symbol within a circle, empty infinity. This is our boundless essential nature, void of any permanent or separate (as in isolated and self-perpetuating) essence. Because there is no such essential “stuff,” we call it essential nature. In the numerator we can place anything: a boy, a girl, the wind, a thought, a piece of cake, a state of mind, a dying person. A subset of the particular is the personal, and the interplay of the universal and the personal realms is the fertile field of Zen and psychotherapy,


All beings by nature are Buddha,


As ice by nature is water


Apart from Buddha there are no beings


Apart from beings no Buddha.


— HAKUIN


In Zen, we need a person, a fully functioning human being, to embody our essential nature. To connect with and actualize our deepest human potential and to be in alignment with our true nature are not mutually exclusive enterprises; rather, they go hand in hand. Just as we are, we are already doing it. It is only through the personal that the impersonal and the universal can find expression. Psychotherapy is a bit like a midwife in helping us develop the requisite personal “container” such that we can give expression to our essential nature and the spiritual qualities that are said to evolve after and as we continue to awaken.


The Streams of Zen and Psychotherapy: What I Hold Dear


I have had my feet in the streams of Zen Buddhism and psychology for some time. As a boy, I had no interest in either and instead enjoyed playing sports. Although my family is Jewish by birth, our household religion was progressive politics. While walking my dog in my diverse working-class neighborhood in the Bronx, I would pass the Orthodox synagogue around the corner from where we lived and occasionally peek in and glimpse the goings on — old men rocking from side to side, chanting, singing, praying. My grandmother, with whom I spent quite a bit of time, was Orthodox, but my mother rebelled against her strictures. The needs of the oppressed, marginalized, underserved — those without a voice — were our core values, and organizing and helping them was paramount. Building community was a stream that ran through me from my earliest days. It should not be surprising then, although it was to me, that after founding Deep Streams Zen Institute in 2000, Deep Streams began offering, in addition to Zen practice, education for mental health professionals on the interplay of Buddhism and psychotherapy, and soon thereafter community-based programs that brought together elements of each to create healing and transformative environments. I later realized that a core value of mine was that the fruits of Zen practice, psychotherapy, and their interplay, should be made available not only to the relative few who practice or partake directly but also to the many in the wider social commons. Spiritual practice, multidisciplinary education, and service became the foundations of Deep Streams. They bear a resemblance to another trio — dhyana, prajna, and sila, which mean meditation, wisdom, and precepts in Sanskrit. Dhyana also means concentration or absorption and is the root of the word Zen. Taking liberties, I also use dhyana to mean practice or attention; prajna as insight, enlightenment, and (non-conceptual) understanding; and sila as ethical behavior or awakened action. These in turn reflect yet another trio — absorption, realization, and personalization — that our old Japanese master, Yamada Rōshi employed as an upaya (skillful means) to describe the process of Zen training. They will serve as organizing threads throughout the book.


When I was a teenager, a distant uncle by marriage, who was a psychoanalyst, came over to our apartment a few times for supper. He was well liked, smart, and decent. As I was readying excitedly to move to Europe to finish college and follow my heart, anxiety reared its head, and he gave me a referral to a wise colleague. We met for a few sessions, and as we engaged I would ask him about how the process worked. His dignified manner, the smell of his pipe, his way of listening, and a question he asked about a dream that continues to bear fruit to this day were helpful. He also planted a seed when he said, “You’d make a good psychologist.” I had begun my first year at the City College of New York and was taking a class in psychopathology from a Freudian psychoanalyst with a thick Bronx accent, who would enthrall a lecture hall filled with wet-behind-the-ears girls and boys with tales of the unconscious and how it worked, seemingly miraculously, in ordinary life. The identifications deepened. The following year, I took an elective with him, “Contemporary Theories in Psychotherapy.” On the list of optional readings was The First and Last Freedom, by the Indian sage Krishnamurti. It was as if Krishnamurti were speaking directly to me. “Truth is a pathless land,” he wrote, and all conventional accrued knowledge must be relinquished if we wished to encounter it. His message resonated with the adventurous developmental urges of a young adult wanting to break free, internally and outwardly. Spiritual practice always takes place and is expressed in the context of a person with unique attributes and history, but there was more: intimations of a depth of reality I had not fathomed. Later, after much therapy and analysis, in which Zen-related relationships were occasionally the theme, something remained. Everything was not reducible to psychological conflicts, deficits, and personal problems.


Once, as a young adult, while playing tennis I saw in a flash that I was not really playing the game but rather playing to the crowd. What was tennis then? What was non-self-absorbed activity? It was a huge shock and an auspicious discovery. After a breakup with my girlfriend, I went into therapy again, three times a week. Relational troubles are a subset of human suffering that bring people not just to therapy but also to Zen practice. At one point in our work, the therapist told a Zen story. At another moment, as I was describing my impressions of how space and time felt in a Japanese film, I paused, searching for words. After a while he said, “Maybe there is no space and no time.” From the mouth of a Western therapist, no less, this had a profound influence on me, partly because of the strong positive transference to him. He studied yoga, so I did, too. One day, at the end of a series of asanas, in the corpse pose, I relaxed to such a degree that I lost sensation in my body but remained aware. It was quite a revelation — awareness that was not dependent on sensory feedback. On another occasion, a phrase I had heard came to mind, something about thought creating the world. I wondered, “What about when thought was not operative? What was the world then?” For a few moments, the space opened wide, a wordless expanse. When we ended therapy, I set out on a pilgrimage of sorts through France and Spain, to Morocco, then into the Sahara. I spent three months in a small desert oasis and an abandoned fishing village on the sea. I knew nothing about meditation, and the only Buddhist book I had seen was the collection of koans and stories, Zen Flesh, Zen Bones.


When I arrived in the desert, I was consumed with terrible “what if” fears, certain that I had left the stove on or forgotten something dreadfully important. Gradually, I settled in, cooking food over a wood fire in the small adobe building with dirt floors where I slept. I practiced yoga, sat quietly, and found my way into long states of absorption, after which I would sometimes sleep, a dreamless sleep, vividly aware. Then one night, on a sand dune under a sky of pulsating stars that seemed to hover just above my head, there was a flood of tears, a sense of immanence and presence arose that cut through all thought. More tears flowed, tears of gratitude for this life, its wonder and beauty, for all of it.


After returning to the States and joining relatives in Maui for a family reunion, I tried to recapture the experiences I’d had. I read a bit more and sat zazen (Zen meditation, literally “sitting Zen”), one part of me meditating, one part waiting for the lightning bolt of kensho. Up the road from the valley where my relatives lived was an old moss-covered Japanese-style gate through which lay a simple path, bordered by daylilies, that led to a covered deck. There were cars parked outside periodically. I heard that it was a Zen temple. I didn’t want any of “that formal stuff.” But, one day as I ambled along the dusty roads of upcountry Maui, I saw an old man, dressed in jeans, weeding the lilies. I went up and asked him about the place. He responded in an informative way and invited me to come for zazen should I wish. The next week, I came to a daylong sitting, and there he was, in full robes, leading the chanting, the sitting, the walking meditation and giving instruction. In short order, I became a resident and inflicted my cooking skills on the group of mostly young men and women who lived and practiced at the temple.


My first formal meeting with Aitken Rōshi occurred in his library, located off a long wooden outdoor walkway in the back of the plantation house temple compound. In this space, permeated by the smell of books and tropical humidity, he would read introductory talks to each new student individually. A Gauguin print faded by the sunlight bore the tiny inscription by the painter, “Who are we, where do we come from, where are we going?” — existential questions that Rōshi often referred to in his talks. I entered dressed in crusty cutoff jeans and a tank top, somewhat redolent from a long walk. He suggested that when I came for part two of the orientation I consider wearing pants and a shirt that covered my shoulders, not fancy but clean. I responded, “But aren’t all beings by nature Buddha?” He waited and responded, “Disorganized outside, maybe disorganized inside.” If he only knew.


The practice side, dhyana, was difficult. I had injured my hip by overly ambitious yoga and had to sit Japanese style, straddling cushions, on a bench, or sometimes on a chair — not the best positions for long periods of meditation for a Westerner. My mind wandered a lot, and I continued to try to recapture the experiences in the desert. Eventually, I settled in, supported by my comrades in the deep silence. The prajna or insight side unfolded — the barest glimpse into true nature. In those early days, the teacher and the other retreat participants recognized each student who experienced kensho. I recall how, in the days after the experience was confirmed by Aitken Rōshi and Yamada Rōshi and recognized by the sangha, or community, a sense of having accomplished something gradually crept in, which was completely absent from the experience. Some weeks later, I got a lesson in sila, awakened activity. During evening meditation, while everyone was gathered for chanting and meditation in the Zendo (Zen meditation hall). I was upstairs in our tree house dormitory, solitary and absorbed in contemplation. There was a knock on the door that disoriented me, and Aitken Rōshi entered in his robes. He asked what I was doing, and I replied, “All things are flashing into the phenomenal world,” a phrase from a Zen sutra. He said simply, “And we’re missing you in the meditation hall.” Any experience can be hijacked and placed at the service of ego aggrandizement.


Within three months of becoming a resident at the Maui Zendo, I accompanied my teacher to a conference of the Association of Humanistic Psychology in Honolulu at which he had been asked to present. I met an interpersonally oriented psychoanalyst, who later became my therapist and mentor. During his workshop, previously unconscious early feelings surged up. When he came to Maui to vacation, we did a powerful and meaningful piece of work together that felt quite liberating. This personal emotional work came directly on the heels of my modest initial Zen opening.


One day, while working in Aitken Rōshi’s library, I discovered that he and his wife Anne had worked and been part of the community at Happy Valley School in Ojai, California; the school had been founded by close associates of Krishnamurti. I found more information on Krishnamurti and resolved to visit Ojai, meet my original inspiration personally, and learn about a new school he was helping develop. There was also a possibility of helping at a nursery school that the Zendo was sponsoring. There had been an early rupture in my relationship with my father, and I resolved to track him down and meet him. I think this history sensitized me to issues of integrity and alignment of talk (teachings) and walk (action). Amid the teeming profusion of personal identity issues, I was also working on koans that plumbed our existential origins, such as “Show me your face before your parents were born.” I was able eventually to respond to such koans, but this did not keep me from wanting to see my father’s face — to the contrary.


I did visit Ojai and enjoyed meeting Krishnamurti personally, but I found his understanding of children wanting, so I declined to become involved in his new school. During the same trip, I was visiting schools in Southern California in preparation for restarting the nursery school on Maui. I had an emotional and memorable reunion with my father, and my relationship with him for the remaining four years of his life until his death from leukemia meant the world to me. Within a few years of his death, I had changed my adoptive surname back to my original name.


Living at the Zen temple provided a holding environment, a halfway house of sorts, for a young man in search of home, in search of his father, his identity, his origins, his professional calling — a lost boy in a sense. Or, maybe we can think of it as a moratorium, as Erik Erikson describes it, before leaping into adult life. Along the way, real Zen practice happened, and something profound stuck. I was extruding a personal identity, while simultaneously inquiring into spiritual reality and origins. With a fellow Zendo resident, I created a new school, the Peahi Nursery School, and became the director of this Zendo-sponsored community project. I was twenty-four and — armed with a well-used copy of D. W. Winnicott’s The Child, the Family, and the Outside World, experience working in recreation and day care, a BA in psychology and French, inspiration from reading A. S. Neil and Maria Montessori on the natural learning instincts of children, and a few years studying Piaget and other developmentalists in France but without formal teacher training or teaching experience — I dived in. What, I wondered, would define a Zen-sponsored school? The qualities of compassion, considerateness, and creativity were the central pillars and remain relevant today. I eschewed formal religion. The closest we came to formal meditation was taking a few moments before lunch to quiet down, listen, and notice how many different sounds we could hear. Combining structure with free play and exploration, the school was a parent cooperative where parents shared their own special interests, passions, and expertise with the children. I began to notice that some parents had a way with children; their very presence seemed to sponsor a beneficial unfolding in the children. What was this facilitative ingredient? Chapter 4, “Presence of Mind,” owes its roots to this ongoing question. I was not aware at the time that this educational work in the community represented something that would later be called engaged Buddhism — applying the principles and values of practice in the wider cultural commons. Aitken Rōshi and Thich Nhat Hahn each apparently coined the term independently. I agree with Bollas that we seek “objects” that help us release our own distinctive idiom. We learn about it après coup, as we live our life. We check our tracks and can see traces and impacts of what really matters to us, what infuses our activity, what we live by — based on what we hold dear.


Ten years later, I spent two summers at Plum Village, a community of Vietnamese refugees. I had attended a seminar with visiting Vietnamese Zen master and peace activist Thich Nhat Hanh at Tassajara Zen Mountain Monastery in California. Inspired by his presence, I decided to see more for myself. After a long trip, when I arrived at his community in the Dordogne region of France, Sister Phuong (now Chan Kong) greeted me and showed me around. Moved by the families and children, the simple, heartfelt sense of peace that permeated the place, and all the work that needed to be done on the buildings and in the fields of plum trees and sunflowers, I said, “If there’s anything I can do to help, let me know.” She replied, “Just to be is enough.” Her response stopped me in my tracks and for two summers liberated me from the guilt I realized, with her comment, that I felt over our role in the Vietnam War. I did not have to serve because I received a high lottery number, and I spent parts of that period traveling, on “pilgrimage,” and studying Zen. I took Chan Kong up on just being that summer and the next, enjoying the simple company of residents: weeding, walking, playing with children, cooking, meditating, laughing, translating, socializing. The polarities of being versus doing and personal benefit versus communal good fell away. The community held the residents, all survivors of trauma, with a light yet profound touch. The children were at the center, and their parents felt the supportive power of the village. This was clearly not psychological treatment, and there was relatively little formal Zen practice compared to what I was used to in our Japanese tradition. But, the compassionate embrace was palpable.


The seeds planted at Plum Village were among the inspirations twenty-five years later to begin the Coming Home Project and our residential retreats for veterans, their families, and caregivers. These workshops welcome people, without judgment, from all faiths, as well as atheists and agnostics, into a nondenominational community and create an environment of safety and trust in which to share stories and experiences and support one another, learn stress management and wellness skills derived from ancient meditation practices, use writing and other modes of creative expression to represent what cannot yet be spoken, enjoy the beauty of serene natural settings and outdoor recreation with others, and participate in secular rituals.


Liberation: Individual and Collective, Inner and Outer


What stands out now as I reflect on this trajectory is that liberation is of a piece: individual, familial, collective, national, international, inner, and outer. Not only has Buddhism emerged from the temple into the social commons, so has psychotherapy. Treatment does not end in the consulting room any more than meditation ends in the dojo. The consulting room and the culture, the temple, and the social commons are intimately connected. Taking liberties, we could say that dhyana, prajna, and sila correspond, on the cultural register, to peace, freedom, and justice.


In our Coming Home retreats for veterans and families, unconditional welcome and acceptance are perhaps the most catalytic qualities. As in individual psychotherapy, they engender trust, belonging, and safety, the conditions in which healing and transformation can unfold. Radical inclusiveness is something I first encountered, paradoxically some readers may find, at the Zen temple. In the early 1970s, visitors and residents of the temple represented the culture of the day, and occasionally their unusual behavior showed it. Once during kinhin (walking meditation), a student began doing 360-degree twirls while walking in the line. Part of our practice is not to distract others — simple basic consideration. This individual’s twirling, laughing, and smiling knowingly to himself during formal talks not only distracted me and other residents, the irritation that it spawned became an even bigger distraction. We lobbied our teacher to take action. He listened but held firm. Thirty years later, I met up with this individual again at a retreat; he was married and worked as a counselor. We were happy to see one another; I could not believe what good shape he was in, and I was shocked when he thanked me of all people for hanging in there with him. I reminded him that it was our teacher. Once, during shosan (public dharma exchange) Aitken Rōshi was asked by a student how he would save (liberate) a quadratic equation. He replied, “By including it.” Animate or inanimate, living or dead, wounded or whole, all are welcome, all are included. Likewise, in this book, I want to bring together and explore the intrinsic interpenetration of Zen and psychotherapy; spiritual and emotional growth; attention, insight, and awakened action; and other elements — without collapsing their differences, indeed by highlighting them, and demonstrating why their interplay is important for both fields, especially for all who aspire to live more freely.


In and Out of Alignment


This is the stone


Drenched with rain


That marks the way.


— SANTOKA


In the early days of the Maui Zendo, after sesshin (Zen retreat) we would often pile into the Zendo van and drive to Baldwin Beach to swim, hang out, and eat junk food. Aitken Rōshi would usually accompany us. Once, after a swim, I sat next to him and asked him about something I had observed and was curious about: “Why is it that those who experience kensho often continue to treat others in the same thoughtless ways they did before their experience?” He replied, “They must not be really doing zazen.” Over the years, I heard similar comments from my other respected teachers, Yamada Rōshi and Thich Nhat Hanh. I knew at the time from personal experience how easily attentional focus could drift during zazen to entertaining all manner of thoughts, feelings, and fantasies. I felt deep respect for my teacher, but even as a green student, his response raised questions for me. Was it simply a matter of practicing more diligently? Our senior Japanese teacher, Yamada Koun Rōshi, taught that Zen was “the perfection of character,” but it didn’t seem to be, at least for us mostly young Zen students. The transfer of training, a term I’d heard in an education class at CCNY, did not seem to be reliable. There was not an automatic alignment of dhyana, prajna, and sila. Although compassion did rise in the breasts of those who saw into their true nature, it did not seem to translate into mutually beneficial conduct or observable character change. Yamada Rōshi’s schema for the Zen training process — meditation (absorption or samadhi), realization (kensho or enlightenment), and personalization (embodying the experience of awakening in the particulars of one’s life while letting go of all trace of attachment) — seemed to get hung up as we made it our own and lived it.


The disconnects among dhyana, prajna, and sila — a lack of alignment among practice, understanding, and conduct — frequently present themselves in Buddhism, as they do in psychotherapy with patients and therapists alike. The centrality of understanding itself — formerly privileged as a transformative element in therapeutic change — has come into question in psychotherapy. I find these three dimensions and their interplay an elegant and useful lens in exploring the partnership of Zen and psychotherapy and the interplay of spiritual and emotional growth and integration. In Buddhism, ideally they intrinsically interpenetrate and co-arise. However, realizing their symbiosis in ourselves, and especially in our relationships, is challenging. There have been two additional sources for my ongoing interest in the interplay of Zen and psychotherapy. One is the ethical misconduct and boundary violations on the part of Zen teachers, other spiritual teachers, and religious leaders from other faiths. It has been a difficult and ongoing education to learn of teachers, respected for their insight, practice, and virtue, acting in ways detrimental and harmful to their students. Tumultuous, conflictual interpersonal and group dynamics, accompanied by organizational upheaval, have also provided grist for the mill and strengthened my conviction about the importance of contributions from Western psychotherapy.


Enlightenment, Practice, and the Unconscious


Yamada Rōshi was once asked how a renowned leader in the Rinzai sect could have committed suicide; he replied that the master must have not been fully enlightened. I do not agree. The difficulty is not solely in the practitioner: The path itself can stand some examination. At the end of his life, concerned about growing international conflict and longing for world peace (and perhaps aware of discord in his community regarding his eventual succession), Yamada Rōshi made what I find to be a remarkable turnaround and integration. Given his own dramatic and profound enlightenment experience, he had always emphatically taught the importance of developing and refining the enlightened eye, our insight into essential nature. Compassion and awakened activity, “the perfection of character,” would ensue naturally. However, in his later years he wrote that just as important — perhaps even more important than enlightenment and its refinement — was the cultivation of simple spiritual qualities like kindness, compassion, mutual respect, and understanding.


Here is a story from Taking the Path of Zen :


Bird’s Nest Rōshi was a teacher who lived in the T’ang period and did zazen in a tree. The governor of his province, Po Chu-i, heard about Bird’s Nest Rōshi and went to see him. This Po Chu-i was no ordinary politician. He was one of China’s greatest poets, well known for his expression of Zen Buddhism. Po Chu-i found Bird’s Nest Rōshi sitting in a tree doing zazen. He called to him, saying, “Oh, Bird’s Nest, you look very insecure to me up there.” Bird’s Nest Rōshi looked down at Po Chu-i and replied, “Oh Governor, you look very insecure to me down there.” All things are under the law of change and political position is the most ephemeral of all. Po Chu-i knew very well what Bird’s Nest Rōshi was talking about. So he took a different tack. “Tell me,” he said, “What is it that all Buddhas taught?” Bird’s Nest Rōshi replied by quoting from the Dhammapada, “Always do good / Never do evil / keep your mind pure / thus all the Buddhas taught.” So Po Chu-i said, “Always do good; never do evil; keep your mind pure — I knew that when I was three years old.” “Yes,” said Bird’s Nest Rōshi, “A three-year-old may know it, but an eighty-year-old man cannot put it into practice.”


In classical Zen meditation approaches, we become aware of somatic, emotional, and mental experience while meditating on the cushion and in daily life, and train our attention so that we return to our practice or to the task at hand, eschewing distraction and preoccupation while developing focus and stability of attention. In other Zen traditions, we focus closely on emotions as they arise in the body and on how we amplify some and reject others. Some Buddhist practitioners, aware of how motivation and intention create a chain reaction of effects, cultivate specific benevolent intentions in their practice. However beneficial these methods may be, we often fail to appreciate a simple fact: If conscious introspection alone sufficed to transform the factors that engender individual and collective suffering, then we would have long ago achieved individual as well as universal peace, freedom, and justice. Most of what produces anguish is outside conscious awareness. We become aware of how our activity, inner or outer, has slipped out of alignment with nonharming, or ahimsa, perhaps the most central Buddhist teaching, après coup, and then only if we are open to becoming aware of the resultant impacts. Although this is especially true in interpersonal relations and the relational field, it also contributes mightily to self-deception. We may check our motivation and practice awareness of body, mind, and heart, but we may be deluding ourselves regarding what is going on inside and in our relationships with others. We may do personal work to address trauma held deeply in the body, but even this, in my experience, does not always translate into awareness in action and awareness in relationship of the pervasive impacts of unconscious emotional communication. It is this capacity and appreciation for its ubiquitous moment-to-moment activity, as well as the use to which we put such awareness, that escape the purview of many Buddhist teachers and practitioners. I use the term unconscious communication rather than transference, countertransference, and projection because I do not think these convey the multi-directionality of unconscious emotional communication. I also think these terms have become saturated in spiritual circles and their meaning diluted and taken for granted.


Value of Unconscious Communication toward Psychological and Spiritual Development


An exchange with the Dalai Lama when I participated in a gathering of 250 Western and Asian Buddhist meditation teachers from various traditions around the world illustrates the value of unconscious emotional communication in the relational field to the development of Buddhist practice in contemporary culture and how this cross-fertilization can lead to a more integrated view of human psychological and spiritual development than is available just using one or the other practice and worldview. A conference coordinator, anxious it seemed over the Dalai Lama’s imminent departure from the conference, posed a long question in what sounded like a plaintive manner, beseeching His Holiness for “suggestions, last words, and blessings” for the Western teachers gathered who were troubled by scandals and difficulties in their work with Western students. The Dalai Lama took it in, rocked from side to side breathing deeply, waited quite a while, and then responded: “When I’m uncertain or distressed, I look inside and check my motivation. Motivation is key. If I am motivated by afflictive emotions, I work on myself. If I am motivated by wholesome emotions, if that is clear after careful examination, I don’t care what anybody thinks [about me].” This response could have come from a seasoned psychotherapist and was right on target in a number of ways. It also illustrates a key point — the limits of conscious introspection: Freud pointed out that motivations are multiple and mostly unconscious. When the Dalai Lama was asked about unconscious intention and motivation, he conveyed — speaking through two translators — one Tibetan and one a native English Tibetan Buddhist teacher — that this was something difficult to translate accurately into Tibetan, but an analogue might be alaya vijnana, or seed consciousness, in Buddhism (the container for all experiential impressions, termed metaphorically bija or “seeds”). The Dalai Lama said that although he was interested, he did not know much about the concept of unconscious motivation or emotional communication in the relational field.


The “Gold” That Psychotherapy Brings


After nearly forty years immersed in Zen and psychotherapy, I believe that a key missing piece in Buddhist praxis is understanding and appreciation for unconscious emotional communication in the relational field. Since putting down roots in the West, Buddhist meditators have become quite aware of the wide range of human emotions, and Theravada and Vajrayana schools have honed methods for working with afflictive or destructive emotions. We have read about emotional intelligence and social intelligence and the neurobiological correlates of meditative states. We have become aware of the need to address interpersonal and group stresses and strains, harnessing “non-violent” communicational methods. In some contemporary Zen teachings, becoming aware of and working with emotions as they arise in the body, as well as the tendency to avert from and cling to certain emotional experiences, forms the very core of the practice. There are three treasures in Buddhism.2 I think unconscious emotional communication in the relational field is the treasure, the “gold,” that psychotherapy brings to the alchemy with Buddhism, to complement and enrich (and challenge) Buddhist practice and teaching.


Besides the gold of unconscious communication, there are two other important contributions psychotherapy can make to Zen and to an integrated narrative of freedom, which illuminate the personalization dimension of Zen training. (Remember that these training phases or dimensions of practice interpenetrate and continually dissolve in direct experience. I am using them as skillful means, or upaya, for purposes of discussion and expanding horizons and generating new understandings.) The second contribution is toward forging a differentiated person. What does it mean to be a fully functioning human being? I was listening recently to a presentation by a wise therapist and spiritual teacher. He spoke about the importance of the capacity to access regularly a state of unity where one is not separate. Although I think by “separate” he meant “alienated” — not belonging, apart from and isolated and disconnected from life — I couldn’t help think of difference, otherness, and how liberating it can be to recognize and come to appreciate and embrace our differences. I thought, too, of the ongoing tasks of forging a person, a personal voice, of representing our idiom, and how critical that capacity is. This can be a fearsome task that involves mobilizing a certain aggression that spiritual practitioners tend to shy away from. My Zen teacher used to say that you needed a strong ego to practice Zen. I think he meant “strong ego capacities.” We and other beings are the same and different and each presents the universal, differently.


The third contribution psychotherapy makes to an integrated narrative of liberation is the notion of psychic truth. The capacity for self-deception never ceases to amaze me. Awareness of psychic truth and how we turn, unconsciously as well as consciously, toward or away from it, can help us come to grips with a troubling fact: any human experience, no matter how uplifting, integrative, liberating, noble, or transcendent, can from one moment to the next be put (usually unconsciously) at the service of quite a variety of aims or “parts” of the personality, some of which serve emotional and spiritual growth and some of which do not. In Zen, many of us used to think that after one, maybe two or three kensho, we were home free — no more personal suffering or causing harm. In classical Buddhism many still adhere to the teachings of higher stages of development that are permanently resistant to afflictive experience and to the tendency to inflict it on others. I do not agree. We are all of us a moment away from self-delusion and from inflicting our “certain certainties,” on others, not just while suffering but all the more so when feeling great. Beloved meditation teacher Sylvia Boorstein says that she is one word away from a meltdown. For her it involves picking up the ringing phone and hearing her daughter’s voice on the other end: “Mom . . . ??”


The “Gold” That Zen Brings


What then is the “gold” that Zen brings to the alchemy with psychotherapy? In Buddhist circles, “unconscious” is often used to connote being unaware or not present and is not considered a skillful state. Consciousness, used here as attentiveness or conscious introspection, is privileged. In psychotherapy, however, an operative phrase might be, “let’s get unconscious together.” We value this dimension of our experience as a fertile source and ally and work toward helping our patients develop such acceptance. But, I believe that psychodynamic psychotherapists and psychoanalysts tend to privilege unconscious experience, internal and relational, and as a result miss what is closer to us than our own nose, what I take liberties in calling the “Bliss Body”3 (according to a talk by Yasutani Haku’un Rōshi):


Vividly clear, vividly clear, manifesting itself.


The mountains, river, the great earth, the uncovered source


There are the flowers, there is the moon — who is the Master!


Spring, Autumn, Winter, and Summer compete with new garb.


There is a radical teaching in Zen: “Samsara is Nirvana, Nirvana is Samsara.” Our ordinary world — doing the chores, laughing and weeping, eating and sleeping, living and dying; this world of 10,000 sorrows and 10,000 joys that flummoxes and exasperates and pains us; this daily grind we are seeking liberation from — is actually the world of Nirvana. We are already where we have been seeking to arrive. It does not require achieving a particular state of mind, believing in a set of esoteric teachings, or “transcending” these 10,000 sorrows. It involves awakening to what is intrinsically so, unobstructed by our dualistic and delusive thinking, in which actor, action, and the object acted on are experienced as separate entities; where the self, eternally dissatisfied, grasps out after an everreceding pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. When this activity sloughs off — usually through arduous and devoted practice — when, as Yamada Rōshi liked to say, we “forget our self in the action of uniting with something,” the aim is not far at all. Aim, means, and agent fall away. What remains? Psychological disturbance can actually be seen in part as a retreat from this awareness. Blake wrote, “‘We are put on earth a little space, that we may learn to bear the beams of love” — not sentimental love, but the plenitude of our existence. We say in Zen that here there is nothing missing and nothing left over, nothing to accomplish and nothing left undone. It cannot be seen with the eyes or heard with the ears or understood by the “mind,” but its “marvelous functioning” never ceases: now happy, now sad, now young, now old, now reading, now talking, according with circumstances. Paradox seems at work here, but entertaining the concept paradox does not help us actually touch and make this Bliss Body our own and share it with those we meet for our mutual benefit. The term bliss may be misleading for it is not a matter of neverending happiness. But, most of us can imagine the relief of knowing beyond words that “we have arrived,” that we are “arriving” in every moment, good, bad, or indifferent. The ordinary becomes extraordinary, and with ongoing practice, happily ordinary again. An old master, Fa-Yen, called it, “The fresh breeze that rises when the great burden is laid down.”


This arrival is not in the register of arrivals and departures. It is not an individual experience, although an individual experiences it. It is a trans-subjective experience. As the subject returns home from chasing ghosts, phantoms, and mistaken identities, a universal, timeless, boundless dimension of life, usually hidden from our constricted view, becomes apparent.4


Subjectivity, Intersubjectivity, and Transubjectivity


Let us look at a Buddhist metaphor, the Jeweled Net of Indra, that illuminates another organizing construct for this book: subjectivity, intersubjectivity, and transubjectivity. Imagine a macramé sphere with a jewel at each knot. From the inside, each jewel reflects and contains every other jewel, yet shines with its own light. This may seem quite abstract but navigating between me and mine and the province of others — between personal benefit and collective good — is an issue for each of us individually, in our personal and family relationships as well as nationally and globally.


In Zen, each moment, each phenomenon, each being, not only presents the universe but also contains and interconnects with each and every other. In psychotherapy, an analogue might be how contingent we and our affective and relational experience are. In Buddhism, we call it paticca samupaddha or dependent co-arising. The interconnected whole needs each jewel to shine with its own light; each jewel contains and depends on all the others. Each is uniquely distinctive and simultaneously connected. Conflicts between individual and mutual benefit either do not arise here, or, if they do, they pass like clouds in the breeze. D. W. Winnicott’s transitional experience might be an analogue, but it does not convey the simultaneous both-and element. Our current economic and ecological crises drive home the reality of interconnectedness, but realizing and living from an understanding of the simultaneity of individual and collective benefit is challenging.


Bodhisattva is a Sanskrit word that means “awakened being.” It also means “awakening being” — a person who is in the process of waking up, and someone who helps others come to life. I used to believe the conventional wisdom that bodhisattvas forswore their own complete enlightenment until all beings were free. This postponement seemed frustrating, and now I see it is a mistaken belief. Someone who sees deeply, in this very moment, that his own happiness develops in concert with the happiness and liberation of others — and whose actions arise from the ground of this realization — such a person is an awakening being, a bodhisattva. As the other blossoms, I blossom and find joy. As I deepen, the other benefits. When we embrace the one who is different from us, he or she becomes family, part and parcel of the great community or net of beings. Time is short, and we are all in this together, more intimately connected than we ever imagined. This is the profound intersubjectivity of Buddhism.


With the concept of unconscious communication in the relational field, psychotherapy puts human flesh on the filaments of Indra’s Jeweled Net, while Indra’s Net provides psychotherapy a trans-subjective framework in which emotions and emotional relatedness find their place as a subset of a more fundamental and vaster mutual belonging. All of us desire to feel connected to our deepest nature, to one another, to our family, to our community, to grow beyond our small, self-preoccupied selves. We also desire to actualize our unique potentials, to represent our idiom, and contribute to the world.


The Chapters


As you read this book, remember that each chapter, like a jewel in Indra’s Net, presents the whole but from a different perspective. Each develops an interconnected narrative while highlighting a specific element. In Chapter 1, “Coming To Life,” I describe and compare Zen and psychotherapy and explore the themes of awakening and aliveness. Using the dimensions of coming forth and letting go, I examine the overlap and differences between their practices, aims, and principles. Chapter 2, “Fertile Mind,” explores models of the mind and its activity in psychotherapy and Zen. I examine the blind spots and anxieties that plague practitioners of both paths, the interplay of knowing and illusion, illumination and transcendence, and ordinary moment-to-moment experience.


In Chapter 3, “Harvesting the Ordinary,” I examine reverie, an important subset of attention, or dhyana: its function, activity, and aims in Zen, the psychotherapeutic process, and everyday life. Reverie — mental, emotional, and somatic — is gleaned from just beneath the threshold of consciousness and can serve as a pointer to subtle shifts in developmental processes, as well as being transformational in its own right. Chapter 4, “Presence of Mind,” explores how models of the mind affect the ways in which attention is deployed in psychotherapy and Zen. I explore the meditative elements of each practice and, in particular, the experience of presence, as it is described in the concept of mentalization, the practice of mindfulness, and the teaching of no-mind.


In Chapter 5, “Singularity, Intersubjectivity, and the Immeasurable,” I explore the basic ground of each path, using as a jumping-off point my experience teaching Winnicott to candidates at a psychoanalytic institute. I challenge the view of the self as an isolate, which informs certain psychological views on mysticism, and instead propose a relational view of self and spirituality that reflects an implicit theory of suffering, trauma, and its transformation. Chapter 6, “Knowing the Truth,” explores the clinical, everyday, and existential iterations of truth in Zen and psychotherapy. I examine truth as a motivational force with ethical implications, in particular the turning toward or turning away from truth, and the challenges of embodying the realization of true nature in interpersonal and organizational life.


Chapter 7, “The Bliss Body and the Unconscious,” pulls the threads of the book together. I describe how the respective “treasures” of Zen and psychotherapy partner in helping transform suffering and enhance self-knowledge, aliveness, connection, and freedom. I begin with a brief summary of theories of the unconscious, then move to a description of the Bliss Body, which incorporates psychic fuels that are similar to but different from unconscious motivation. The final chapter, Chapter 8, “Forging Integrative Learning,” uses as its starting point my experience in psychoanalytic training and a contemporaneous supervisor’s training group. I explore the conditions for integrative learning and examine how the disavowal of the affective and the personal dimensions from psychotherapy and Zen training can eviscerate the learning process. I present integrative ideas differentiating the person and the personality, examining the work of Winnicott, Matte Blanco, Bion, as well as infant research and neuroscience. Finally, I use recent experiences of my own to place the personal in a wider context as I develop its centrality, and its limits, in an integrated narrative of liberation. As an afterword, I include “At the Heart of the Matter,” based on a teisho (a non-discursive Zen presentation) I gave at a Zen sesshin about ten years ago.


Regarding quotations from Japanese, the reader is safe to assume that the translations I use come from Robert Aitken.


Anne Aitken, Robert Aitken Rōshi’s wife and a loving wise teacher in her own right, used to make everyone she met feel like they were the only person in the world. Yamada Rōshi would encourage those gathered for teisho to listen as if his words were intended solely for them. I invite you to read in this spirit, open to awakening and to the liberation of all beings.
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