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We all struggle at times to bring meditation off the cushion and into the beautiful, dynamic, messy world of relationships. In this seminal book, Deborah Eden Tull offers an inspiring set of principles and practices for deepening intimacy and remembering the interconnection that is our birthright—starting from the simple truth that being fully present is itself a powerful expression of love. Relational Mindfulness is a guidebook on how to embody compassionate awareness in all of our relationships—with oneself, one another, and the planet.
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“A marvel of a book. Eden meets us where we live: in constant interaction and engagement with the challenges of a society in crisis.”


—Joanna Macy, coauthor of Coming Back to Life


“A blueprint to take our mindfulness practice out into every corner of our life. Skillfully weaving practical exercises, personal stories, and illuminating observations, Relational Mindfulness shows us how we can practice everywhere: personally, relationally, socially, and ecologically. This wise and compassionate book is a wakeup call for our times.”


—Diana Winston, coauthor of Fully Present: The Science, Art, and Practice of Mindfulness


“Having seen the benefits of relational mindfulness practices over many years, I am delighted to see Deborah Eden Tull’s expansion of it into many new domains. She skillfully brings her unique lens to bear on a range of topics such as internalized racism and technology and offers the reader a helpful and empowering perspective.”


—Marvin G. Belzer, PhD, UCLA Mindful Awareness Research Center


“Clear, much-needed, and timely. For greater inner peace, personal alignment, and increasing your vital and kind experience of life, I commend it to you.”


— Nina Simons, cofounder of Bioneers and director of Everywoman’s Leadership
















I hold this to be the highest task for a bond between two people: that each protects the solitude of the other.—Rainer Maria Rilke, Letters to a Young Poet


I dedicate this book to my beloved Mark D’Aquila: You have brought boundless joy to my life; I bow to the mystery that brought us together.


I offer this book for all beings of the past, present, and future. May we find the courage to meet life as students of love. May we remember the love that is who we already are.
















Preface


Integrating Seven Years at a Zen Monastery




This day and age carry more uncertainty and threat to the human species and planet than humanity has ever experienced in human time. What we need now is a pathway for global healing. If Buddhism addresses this, great; if it does not, then the teachings are not relevant enough for this time.


—David R. Loy





I heard these words at the International Dharma Teachers Gathering at the Omega Institute in Rhinebeck, New York, in 2015. The elder Buddhist teacher was addressing global climate change. I took this statement to heart with the full awareness that my personal practice has always, from the beginning, been merged with my commitment to activism.


Buddhism is about putting an end to dukkha, to suffering. The translation of the Pali word dukkha is “subtle, incessant dissatisfaction.” Years ago, I sought to address this state in myself and others by becoming a monk at a Zen Buddhist monastery.


I arrived at the monastery at the age of twenty-six, eager to address my own suffering and holding big questions about how to contribute to a more sane and peaceful world. I had grown up in the city of Los Angeles and by the age of seventeen was in despair about the state of the world I was inheriting. I had witnessed extreme poverty and social injustice alongside mass over-consumption and excess wealth, lack of reverence for our planet in the name of greed, and a level of unconsciousness, denial, and corruption in the city I lived in that seemed like madness to me.


I was hungry for answers, and so I set out on a journey that took me to city and farm and back many times; to spiritual and sustainable communities around the world; and eventually to a Zen Buddhist monastery for seven and a half years. As a student of ecological design and sustainable agriculture, my mind was blown open as I learned about the healing capacity of nature—fungi to clean up oil spills, for instance, design mimicking nature to exponentially cut down on energy use and help people create more sustainable human habitats, and projects re-seeding rainforests that we thought were obliterated. It seemed obvious that if only we could get our egos out of the way, we had a chance at contributing to restoration and balance. If people could actually see, as I had, what is possible when we work with rather than against nature, I was certain they would all get on board.


As a student of meditation, giving myself permission to look within and bring awareness to my own ego, I came to understand that much of the modern world persists in an adversarial relationship—both with human nature and with the natural world. My despair shifted into compassionate action when I understood the possibility of working with rather than against life and making every moment and every relationship an opportunity for awakening.


Within the simple and compassionate architecture of the Zen monastery, following a daily schedule of sitting and working meditation, I began to find my way back home to a more authentic way of being. I describe this as living from nonseparation or interconnection. As I began to shed my own life’s conditioning through engaged meditation practice, I realized everything I wanted and had to offer came naturally from becoming more present. The more I saw about how deeply conditioning operated in myself and in our world, perpetuating the myth of separation, the more I was determined to see through it.


My journey as a monk was not always pretty and rarely easy—often far from it. I struggled with layers of fear and the perception of inadequacy and, over the years, was forced to address personal challenges and the releasing of trauma before returning to my own sustained presence. Although I had not identified as someone who suffered from trauma, the more I observed my thoughts and emotions, the more I realized that growing up in a conditionally loving world had left the marks of severe trauma on my psyche. I had internalized the belief that only some parts of myself, and thus humanity, were acceptable, valuable, and worthy of love; and other parts of myself were not—and in fact deserved criticism and punishment. Though I was not conscious of this belief system operating within me, the choice to become a monk was my heart’s call to dismantle this distortion. As a result of my own personal journey, I now believe strongly that if I can take steps to wake up from delusion, anyone can. With willingness, courage, kindness, and patience, anyone can wake up from the mind of separation. To do so is our birthright.


I came from a family of artists and activists, steeped in social justice and poverty issues. By the time I became a monastic, I had been a student of and educator in sustainability for years. Until I found the Dharma, I had always felt the need to help people understand interconnection but did not have the true language for it nor did I know how to take it beyond a concept into moment-by-moment embodiment. Most people had an intellectual understanding of interdependence but were nonetheless living their lives in the paradigm of separation, not at peace with their minds, struggling daily for survival, caught in relational challenges, disconnected from the natural world and their subtle body, and seeing through the lens of “other.” Even in the well-intentioned world of change agents in which I was immersed, I often noticed a quality of egoic separation. Egoic separation, the tendency to perceive life through our own separate bubble, too often leads to drama, competitiveness, finger-pointing and blame, self-righteousness, burnout, and inefficiency.


During my years as a monk the more I meditated, the more I began to understand that meditation and mindfulness offer a direct means for healing the myth of separation. This is the key to both personal healing and global sustainability. Our native state is nonseparation.


Seven and a half years later, when I left the simplicity of the monastery to live and teach out in the world, my practice took on even greater dimensions. As I devoted myself to practicing in the context of the complex megatropolis of Los Angeles, I gained an even further understanding: the steadfast support of a monastic structure is something we can create inside ourselves wherever we are. This was freeing for me and holds true for all of us. We can create the necessary support for our own awakening by making a commitment to Relational Mindfulness.


In other words, meditation is not just something we do while sitting on a cushion. It is an attitude of mind and way of life. It begins on the cushion, and we then bring it into movement, into our interactions and communication, into our work life, into how we relate with the earth, with politics, and all aspects of our life. We can use every moment of our lives, every interaction, and every relationship as an opportunity to wake up to and affirm the consciousness of interconnection.




This book offers a heartfelt teaching about how to participate wholeheartedly in the inner and outer healing that our time is calling for.


While many people look around at the state of the world through the lens of anger, despair, finger-pointing, fear, or numbness and denial, Relational Mindfulness offers access to exactly the inner resources we need to see clearly and navigate the issues we face—with courage, compassion, and humility. Relational Mindfulness offers a way to connect more intimately with one another and set down the illusion of separation that keeps us estranged and isolated. And it offers tools for how to transform our despair about the state of the world into empowerment and compassionate action. Compassionate action always begins within ourselves and extends outward organically. In other words, true compassion does not take root in our beings until we begin to have compassion for every aspect of our self we have rejected.


This book draws equally upon the lessons of the natural world. The natural world was my first teacher of Relational Mindfulness. Everything in nature demonstrates interconnection. Yet when it comes to the natural world, the separate self sees everything as something to conquer, colonize, claim, fear, understand/explain, control, or improve upon. Signs of the mind of separation are infused everywhere: in our institutions, our social and land use policies, our approach to basic human needs, and even our general attitude toward the elements, animals, insects, and plants. The mind of separation operates in a paradigm of power over rather than power with. It perceives domination/subordination, hierarchy, scarcity, competition, and survival. The mind of separation has carried us far from nature’s principles of balance, reciprocity, and interdependence, and these principles need to become a priority if we are going to survive as a species.




Relational Mindfulness invites you to consider the ways that the mind of separation operates in your life and in your world and to deepen your embodiment of whole mind. What is possible when we pay attention more subtly and bring curiosity to our moment by moment experience of life, questioning the actual lens through which we have been perceiving our experiences? What is possible when we remember the still spaciousness within, and allow all of our life experiences—pleasant and unpleasant—to be met by compassionate awareness? What is possible when we align our outer actions with inner stillness?


The good news is that all that is required for our healing is the willingness to remember who we are authentically. Although the mind of separation has carried us far away from the love that is who we are, this love never leaves us—it is only ever we who leave it.


To heal in this way we have to be willing to reconnect with awareness as our guide. We have to be willing to meet one another in the field of compassionate presence rather than through habit, projection, or judgment. We have to be willing to return confidence to nature and to savor our place in it.
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Introduction


At a time of global uncertainty, there is an emerging revolution. This revolution has the ability to wake us up to a profoundly kinder and more intelligent relationship with ourselves, with one another, and with our planet. While a revolution usually means to evolve and change, this shift is actually a return to a simple and sacred understanding we seem to have forgotten—one we can only remember when we are present.


Humanity has become highly technologically advanced and developed incredible systems for commerce, transportation, and defense, but when it comes to presence, kindness, and sustainability, we are still living in the dark ages. We have been conditioned to know ourselves as separate rather than as part of the vibrantly alive and interconnected fabric of life on this planet.


If you, the reader, are feeling drained by the state of the world; if you are becoming tired of feeling powerless in the scheme of things; and if you are becoming bored with or fatigued by your own personal struggles or dissatisfaction, you are in the right place. If you are ready to experience deeper connection and intimacy in all of your relationships, read on. If you have had a glimpse of your own essence and want to nurture it in an increasingly stressful world, this book is for you. And if you are curious about the wider application of mindfulness to help seed personal, interpersonal, transpersonal, social, cultural, and societal transformation, these pages can lead the way. If you know that the natural world is our greatest teacher, but sense that nature’s teachings can only be realized when we let go of certainty and learn to perceive from curiosity, then you are well-positioned to receive the teachings as you read on.


In this book I invite you to explore the following questions: What if our greatest strength is our shared sensitivity and vulnerability? What if personal awareness practice is the most important skill for impacting social change? What if meditation is simply a pathway for erasing the illusion of separation and returning us to our natural state of interconnection? What if a subtle shift in our attention informs our ability to live in partnership with one another, the natural world, and all forms of life? The teachings and practices of this book point to the belonging that we yearn for at our deepest level. The limiting beliefs weighing upon humanity, beliefs that prevent us from loving one another well and from taking devoted care of our planet, come from one simple misunderstanding—the illusion of separation.


What is the illusion of separation? The separate self, which stands outside of life looking in, sees everything through a veil of judgment and assessment. It disconnects us from our actual experience of life as it is and creates distortion. The mind of separation perceives through the lens of disconnection, dissatisfaction, and competition. It believes in having power over, rather than power with. It compels us to live in survival mode sustaining feelings of fear, threat, and judgment in an effort to have control over life.


The illusion of separation fuels a way of life that is unsustainable both personally and globally. Every seed of violence in our world—war, social injustice, planetary abuse, and any ism—stems from the seed of this illusion. On a global field, we see the ramifications of the mind of separation in every instance of bullying, racism, and bigotry.




Interconnection is our natural state of being. No matter who we are, we feel at home when we experience our common bond. As infants or young children, we knew this state of unity; we were present and in touch with our natural intelligence. As we became conditioned, we learned to stand outside of life looking in. We learned to assess, label, compare, and react to life from a disconnected place, rather than perceive from our oneness with life. Over time, for many of us, these behaviors became more familiar than trusting our own inner guidance. Today we are up against so many conditioned beliefs that make both our internal and external landscapes increasingly unsafe places in which to live.


I work with people from around the world, and everyone who comes to workshops and retreats struggles with the illusion of separate self. We have become so accustomed to living under the illusion of separation that we are not even aware anymore that we are doing it. It just feels like our own skin. Why would we question it? We might, however, sense a dissatisfaction with our life, or, at times, isolation, depression, anxiety, loneliness, or being overwhelmed. We might also be aware of the fact that we spend a lot of time trying to do, acquire, fix, or change things in our life rather than slowing down and savoring life. We may have even decided that the intimacy we long for is not available to us.


Many people have given up on experiencing the quality of connection and belonging they deeply crave. Likewise, many of us have given up our hope of healing our world because the degree of insanity and ignorance we are up against feels overwhelming. When we look around us with a clear heart and open eyes, however, we can begin to see that perhaps this moment in history is the best and most persuasive invitation humanity has ever received to wake up and end suffering. If we are willing to address the myth of separation and become curious about what else is possible, our personal and global healing can occur organically—and much more easily than we might think.


The illusion of separation causes a loss so deep in our hearts that it robs us of the vitality, the power, and the relaxed trust in life that is our birthright. How can we restore peace within ourselves or on our planet until we heal this illusion of separation?


Pause . . . right now, as you are reading. Take a moment to connect to your breath, simply feeling the air as it enters your body, fills your body, and leaves your body. Feel the weight of your body sitting or resting on whatever surface you are on and surrender a bit more to the force of gravity. Allow your curiosity to be alive without any agenda. Notice, subtly, what is going on in your mind . . . your body . . . and your feelings. Notice the touch of air on your skin . . . the sounds surrounding you . . . and allow yourself to “sense into” being where you are, as you are. Be aware of your experience with curiosity and kind neutrality. Allow yourself to stand within the landscape of your experience as a full participant and enjoy just sensing. Whether what you sense feels pleasant or unpleasant, see if you can welcome your experience as it is, allowing yourself to be exactly as you are. As you continue to read this book, set the intention to stay connected with awareness of your breath and your body so that you can experience this teaching as a meditation. Whatever experience you have, moment by moment, can be met with gentle curiosity. Allowing ourselves to meet life with this quality of spacious awareness is the first step in affirming our capacity for love.


It is possible to cultivate long-term sustainable change in our lives through the practice of Relational Mindfulness: using all of our interactions—with self, one another, and the planet—to remember the love that is who we really are. This book offers a joyful process of discovery. Relational Mindfulness gives us tools to navigate the complexity of both the human mind and the modern world at the same time. Our confusion clears up easily when we realize that we have been participating in a case of mistaken identity: perceiving ourselves as alone and separate from one another.


Another translation of the Pali term sati that is often translated as “mindfulness” is “remembering”—and the practice of Relational Mindfulness allows us to use our daily life and all of our relationships to remember who we really are.


Relational Mindfulness invites us to stop standing outside of life looking in, and to instead engage wholeheartedly within the web of life in present moment awareness. This opens up an entirely different quality of relating to ourselves and to one another.


You will be challenged to let go of your limiting beliefs and assumptions, and to risk freeing yourself of the illusion of separation. Even if you have been practicing meditation for years, you will be asked to look at things with fresh eyes and go deeper.


Throughout this book, I use a number of terms to point to the same things, drawing from various traditions such as Buddhism, secular mindfulness, and my own experience:


• The mind of separation: This is used synonymously with conditioning, conditioned mind, separate self, ego.


• The authentic self: This is used synonymously with whole mind, center, the consciousness of interconnection, no-self, true nature, essence, nonduality.


Many of these teachings came to me through Zen; however, mindfulness is woven into many other religions and spiritual/secular traditions across the globe and over the vast span of human history, from many indigenous and Native American cultures to shamanism to Christianity. If we are going to address the global challenges we face, it is vital to move beyond the labels and categories that have separated us and embrace our shared teachings that point us to interconnection and freedom.




Cultivating change requires taking a stand . . . so if you are ready to take yours for interconnection, read on.


Beginner’s Mind


As you read this book, I invite you to cultivate beginner’s mind. Beginner’s mind is the quality of meeting each moment with openness and receptivity, rather than through the filter of thought and assessment. Beginner’s mind is the most helpful attitude to bring to meditation and to life.


This book is not meant to bring revelation to the intellect. It is meant to guide you through a personal inquiry process into presence and interconnection.


Rather than turn the teachings here into a belief system, I encourage you to reflect and inquire for yourself: How do these ideas match my experience of being human? What is my actual experience when I try on the practices offered?











Guidance for Using the Exercises in This Book


Ordinary life is the best laboratory for Relational Mindfulness. At the end of every chapter I offer Mindful Inquiry exercises and a Daily Practice to help you integrate these teachings into your daily life. You are invited to pick one question, or more if you like, in each chapter to work with, or work with all of them. You can go as deeply or as gently as you choose.


There are also formal Relational Mindfulness practices to do with a partner or in a group. These practices, offered in appendix 2 invite you to step beyond habitual ways of relating and experience relating as a meditation. Some of us learn better on our own and some of us learn better in groups. If you are the latter, you may want to read this book with a group—a mindfulness practice group, meditation sangha, book club, church group, circle of friends, or a collective of activists committed to a cause. You might also want to read it with your spouse, colleague, or a close friend whom you can do the exercises with. The practices are simple and based in compassion.


This book is applicable to people of any and all backgrounds, religious traditions, or secular pathways. It holds insights for Buddhists and non-Buddhists. While my core practice is Zen, my aspiration as a teacher is to make the essence of Zen and its teachings on intimacy accessible to people everywhere. My intention is to honor mindfulness as the universal language that it is. Please note that there is a glossary in the back of the book that defines any language and terminology that may be new to you.


This book invites and encourages a change in the way you see yourself and the world—a paradigm shift, if you will. As you begin to identify and release limiting beliefs and habits, I cannot emphasize enough that judging yourself (or our culture) for previous beliefs and/or habits is not necessary or helpful. We all have a golden opportunity to release old cobwebby ways of being and embrace change.


Appreciate yourself for your willingness to seek deeper intimacy, courage, truth, and authenticity in all of your relationships—beginning with your relationship with yourself.


Here are some suggestions for general practice:


• Cultivating compassionate relationships begins within yourself. Give yourself extra time for meditation, journaling, and reflection and self-care while you are reading this book.


• The spirit of nonjudgment is the most useful, wise, and honest approach to mindfulness and to learning anything new. Please do not hold Relational Mindfulness as a standard to use against yourself, but as an invitation for growth.


• Likewise, please do not use the principles of Relational Mindfulness as a standard for anyone else. It is never helpful to use the language of consciousness against someone, for instance, to say, “You should be more mindful.”


• Just like building muscle in our bodies, presence is developed through repetition. Each time you show up to practice, your capacity for presence is strengthened.


• At times you may run into resistance. Ego might kick and scream a bit as you meet new edges. This is natural. These teachings invite you to let go of old conditioning and move into a much larger sense of yourself. Do not be alarmed, nor take resistance personally. Just notice it, breathe deeply, and keep going. Ego’s discomfort is generally a sign that you are heading in the right direction.


• If you are working with a partner or group, please see appendix 2 for Helpful Guidelines for Working with a Partner or Group.













PART ONE


Relationship with Our Self


The quality of every relationship we will ever have begins with the quality of our relationship with our self. Having a committed and compassionate relationship with our self means staying present to our experience of life without turning away when it gets difficult. It means learning to trust our authentic self over our conditioning. It means aligning our outer actions with inner listening. And it means having tools for seeing through the myth of separation to the love that is always there.













1


Our Sensitivity Is Our Strength




The tragedy is that through fear of vulnerability, we choose numbness and complacency over aliveness and action. We choose isolation rather than connection with one another.*





I grew up witnessing two competing paradigms of the human experience. Throughout my childhood, I saw my parents serving people who had been truly marginalized and could barely survive day to day without support. My mother worked with homeless children and families, first in Los Angeles’s Skid Row and eventually throughout LA County and nationally. My father was a social worker who worked with mentally ill people released into the city from state mental hospitals and he studied law at night.


Regardless of our limited resources and struggle at times to afford basic groceries, our house was the place where anyone could come for help. My parents took a lot of people under their wings in times of need and even opened up our modest living room to house homeless youth. This reflected my parents’ humanitarian values and their compassion for the human experience. It also positioned me to grow up aware of the world around me and to experience life through a lens of “We are all in this together.”


At the same time, I experienced a competitive Los Angeles mentality within which the primary values were success, image, fame, and wealth. In school, I learned that one’s value depended upon performance, and those who were not able to keep up with these particular academic standards were judged, rejected, or bullied. I learned to appear strong and independent in order to succeed. I tried to hide my weakness and sensitivity when I felt I had to and to appear to have it all together even when I did not.


As a female, I was not conditioned to exhibit masculine traits. However, the exaggerated masculine conditioning of the culture around me impacted me deeply. I took on the message that the masculine aspects of my personality (active, extroverted, competitive, and intellect-based) were more worthy than my feminine traits (receptive, intuitive, gentle, and nonlinear). Ironically, I attended an all-girls middle and high school, but it was primarily a training ground for success in a man’s world.


I was often more sensitive than my peers, sensitive to how I saw people being treated, sensitive to how I saw the earth being treated, and empathetic to animals and other forms of life. I felt disempowered and burdened by the masculine paradigm of strength, competition, and power over. Later in my life, the realization of the ultimate strength of sensitivity became a core teaching on my spiritual path.


I had a close community of friends throughout my childhood, and this support system helped me to survive the trials of growing up. But my primary survival mechanism was to escape every summer to a sleep-away camp in the nearby mountains, one that was immersed in nature and based on humanitarian values. My time in the woods there each year gave me a glimpse into a different lifestyle and ignited in me a hope that I might find an alternative way to live as an adult. Nonetheless, witnessing the human suffering I saw through my parents’ work, while experiencing the upper-middle-class and money-oriented lifestyles around me that seemed to be based on completely different values, was continually challenging and eventually led to an existential crisis.


I began to question the order of things, the randomness of it all, and the gravity of the marginalization I witnessed. I was painfully aware of the vulnerability and fragility of the diverse groups of people living their lives out around me. As my own experiences became more global, I realized the even deeper fragility of today’s world and did not know what to do with the powerlessenss I felt.


The Inevitable Vulnerability of Being Human




Life is like stepping onto a boat which is about to sail out to sea and sink.


—Shunryu Suzuki





Being human is an inevitably vulnerable experience. Once the umbilical cord is cut, we are completely dependent upon our parents’ care moment by moment to meet our needs for love, nutrients, affection, attention, acceptance, touch, and forming healthy attachments. As human beings, we rely on access to clean soil, water, sunlight, and air, and we are susceptible to environmental, climatic, microbial, and atmospheric changes. We are each alive only temporarily—and learning what we need to learn in our lives is not always easy and sometimes grueling. We are susceptible to the rules, customs, and biases of our culture and government.


Though we might think we can control life, there is little we can actually control. If we are honest, we can say that the human experience involves some form of disappointment every single day. Death is the only thing we actually know with certainty will happen to us in this life.


We suffer when we resist our innate vulnerability and view it as a weakness, rather than embrace it with acceptance. As human beings, there is no way around being vulnerable. We try to build scaffolding and protection in the form of met goals, gated communities, and future planning to cope with the innate uncertainty with which we live. We have myriad ways to guard, defend, fill, escape, and turn away from the vulnerability that is actually the key to our authentic power and our shared compassion for one another.


Each time we turn away from vulnerability, we give our power away, reinforcing a story that we do not have what it takes to meet our life experience. The surrounding environment we create for ourselves—with its walls, barricades, and defenses—reflects our fears and therefore reinforces states of fear. We live in a vulnerable state, yet avoid this reality so we are never put in touch with the resilience of our deeper being.


Imagine if, as young people, our parents had sat us down and said to us some version of this: “Welcome to this incredible and sobering journey called life. In this lifetime, you are going to experience more love and beauty than you could possibly imagine. And you will also experience more pain and suffering than you think you can bear. Given this reality, let us prepare you with as much awareness, wisdom, courage, resilience, and self-compassion as you are going to need for this journey. You will experience all of it, and so let us prepare you with the ability to see clearly and listen deeply as you navigate the journey called life. You have what it takes to meet whatever life brings you. Your unique contribution matters here. And you are not alone.”


Imagine the world that generation of young people would create!




Why Our Sensitivity Is Our Strength as a Species




Authentic power is the ability to give and receive love.





Often, when someone returns from a retreat, they say to me, “My heart feels wide open now. I’m crying tears for everything, tears for the beauty of a rose I pass on my morning walk, tears for the homeless person in a tent under the underpass. I’m afraid I’m too open to live in this world. And at the same time I don’t want my open heart to return to the numb state of the past.” I encourage these students to use the opportunity to explore their personal mechanisms for habitually turning away from their sensitive nature, so that they can ultimately release these habits and find the courage to soften.


Consider some of the messages you may have received in life encouraging you to hide your sensitivity:


• Stay strong.


• Be cool.


• Toughen up.


• Don’t cry.


• You’re too sensitive.


• Be independent.


• Don’t ask for help.


• Don’t speak up if it will rock the boat.


Consider how some of these identities have become a means of hiding your sensitivity and vulnerability:


• tough guy


• independent woman


• boss


• expert


• pessimist/cynic/“I don’t really care”


• caretaker who focuses on everyone else’s needs




• “I’m too busy,” living in survival mode


• constant comedian


• spiritual bliss/the yoga gal who “keeps things pretty”


• the peacemaker/diplomat


Consider if you have ever employed any of these means to cover up vulnerability or perceived weakness:


• trying to look good/acceptable/positive when you don’t feel good/acceptable/positive


• putting other people down to pump yourself up


• withdrawing or isolating when you feel vulnerable


• not asking for help when you are in a challenging place


• editing your words to appear strong or cool


• overcompensating for yourself in one area due to feeling weak in another area


• downplaying your true feelings because it’s too painful


• choosing defeat or checking out rather than risking appearing vulnerable in a situation


All of these mechanisms for hiding our sensitive nature support an “I”-versus-“you” rather than a “We” world. These are expressions of false bravado that we use as a substitute for authentic power, which I define as the ability to give and receive love. Authentic power is our ability to stay present through whatever we are experiencing and to meet it with compassion. When we are perceiving through the lens of ego, we identify with a separate self who often feels weak and under threat. We find an artificial substitute for power in the form of “power over,” rather than seeking the “power with” that comes from embracing our weakness and being willing to give and receive love.


If turning toward that which we instinctively want to turn away from seems frightening, consider how much more frightening it is to live burdened by the belief that there is always something to fear. It is much more frightening to live in a world in which we feel isolated and alone. It is also much more frightening to live with the belief that there is something wrong with us because our sensitive self is feeling.


Before we understand that we have the capacity to meet everything that arises with love, we are stuck in the duality of positive/negative. If we wake up with vitality and sunshine, we label that as “positive.” If we wake up with sadness and stormy weather, we label it “negative.” This kind of dualistic approach to life is inherently unhelpful.


Discomfort is a part of life. It is our greatest teacher and does not need to be labeled “negative.” When we allow ourselves to meet every feeling state with compassionate awareness, we remember that who we are is love. We find very little use for the duality of positive/negative. Awareness does not live in a field of judgment. Awareness is accepting. Every time we turn away from something that we label “negative” or “difficult,” we feed the part of us that feels inadequate to meet life. Every time we pop a pill or turn away instead of learning how to meet and “be with” discomfort, we turn away from who we really are.


Psychic Numbing and Turning Toward Rather Than Away




That which we turn toward strengthens our aliveness, our compassion, and ultimately our resilience as living organisms. That which we reject further affirms the myth of separation and isolation.





A seventy-five-year-old male retreatant once told me that he believed it was absolutely necessary for him to stay numb to all of the pain he felt from his lifetime and for our world. He said he found it needful to cut off his ability to feel, and he was certain that if he began to feel again, he would be swallowed whole by a dark pit of despair. I asked the man to do a simple assignment: to write a love letter to himself. At first he resisted, but when he did finally compose the letter, the floodgates opened. And when they opened, he cried and cried and allowed his heart to open. He cried tears especially for all of the time he had wasted being afraid of feeling and just “going through the motions of his life. And then the emotions passed.” In his own words, he got in touch with the little boy who was buried and forgotten, and this little boy brought light, vitality, and renewed purpose back to his life. His willingness to turn toward his pain for our world healed a part of him that had been left behind.


It is natural for every single human being alive today to feel some degree of sadness, confusion, rage, powerlessness, and grief about the state of the world. We would have to be utterly numb to not be impacted by the destruction of the living systems on this planet that has already taken place. When we witness life with an unguarded heart, we feel our deep cellular sensitivity and pain for the 500-year-old tree being cut down, for the whale being blasted out of its habitat by sound pollution, and for the young man incarcerated due to a bias related to his skin color.


When we ignore our feelings and allow ourselves to “numb out,” we diminish our power. We also diminish our sensitivity to life, which is the signature of interconnection. We dig ourselves deeper into an illusion of isolation and communicate the message to others that we and they are alone. We dull our natural feedback system and thus our ability to respond appropriately to all that is happening in our world. Instead of allowing the painful things we see and experience to strengthen our commitment to wakefulness, we often choose fear. By numbing our capacity to feel pain, we equally numb our capacity for joy. In the words of Buddhist writer Joanna Macy,




This is a dark time, filled with suffering and uncertainty. Like living cells in a larger body, it is natural that we feel the trauma of our world. So don’t be afraid of the anguish you feel, or the anger or fear, because these responses arise from the depth of your caring and the truth of your interconnectedness with all beings.





Consider the myriad ways we have invented to turn away from feelings through over-thinking, over-consuming, internet-binging, sex, eating, drinking, shopping, and endless other forms of escapism. We can pop a pill to evade temporarily almost any unwanted emotion we experience. Luckily, there is no pill through which we can truly escape ourselves or relieve our pain for the world. Though “lucky” may sound counterintuitive, it is a gift that there is no pill that can claim to do that which only the human heart can accomplish for us.


Relational Mindfulness calls forth our willingness to remain aware and to fully feel. The act of turning away temporarily closes our hearts, but that which we turn away from does not go anywhere. In turning away, we are left feeling isolated on the inside and cold or hardened on the outside, while the emotion we turned away from only goes deeper into our psyches. To turn toward our pain opens our hearts and offers the part of us that is in pain the embrace that is needed.




How Meditation Expands Our Capacity for Love




Every part of us that feels pain needs to know that it is not alone. Each aspect of us that suffers needs to know that there is someone to listen.





I have always loved morning meditation practice. It is a space for turning toward and honoring myself however I am feeling that day. I know that how I meet myself in the morning sets the tone for the quality of presence I bring to the day. When I ring the bell and begin my morning sit, I ring it as a sign of my commitment to be with what is. I allow myself to be open and permeable, feeling each layer of experience that moves through me. For a moment there might be a feeling of “oh no, not this emotion” or “not this physical experience,” but the very act of turning toward whatever is difficult returns me to love. This is how we learn wholeness, and the entire point of practice is not to attain rose-colored happiness, but an unconditional sense of completeness.


Picture a clay vessel—round, smooth, and organic—with empty, hollow space inside. When we first come to practice, we are like a very small vessel for life energy. Accordingly, we accept certain emotions but reject many others; we welcome certain parts of the human experience, but resist much more. Sitting meditation invites us to gently, kindly, and gradually allow our vessel for life to expand. As we learn to sit with comfort and discomfort, light and shadow, the vessel expands. As we learn to be with our emotional body more intimately, the vessel expands. As we welcome parts of us we have denied and pushed away, the vessel expands. As we turn towards those feelings we have ignored and numbed out to and instead meet ourselves with love, the vessel expands. We come back to life.


Literally, moment by moment in meditation, we expand our capacity for love through the spirit of repetition. The true invitation is to become a crucible for life energy that is big enough and generous enough to contain all of life, welcoming everything in and leaving no one out. Remembering that our true size is vast enough to contain it all can be a lifelong practice.


Each time we show up to sit, we are given a golden opportunity to deepen our understanding of human kindness. We are given multiple invitations throughout the day to choose to meet ourselves with kindness. Every time we experience physical discomfort, a strong emotion, mental stress, or resistance, we have the capacity to meet it with kindness.


To be the soft strength of love is the ultimate strength. This is the strength that allows us to be resilient, flexible, and to use everything that arises to remind us of our vibrant aliveness and capacity for love. This love is not Hallmark-card love; nor is it the romantic walking-into-the-sunset type of love glorified by Hollywood. This love does not require our doing anything, nor does it necessarily erase pain. It is simply the gentle motion of turning toward, rather than away, and being with our naked experience. In our world of distraction and escapism, this in itself is a revolutionary act. The willingness to sit with no other agenda but being with seeds a dramatic shift in our lives.


Addressing Spiritual Bypassing in the Modern World: Letting Go of Keeping Things Pretty


The best people I know are inadequate and unashamed.


We have to learn to live with our own frailties.




—Stanley Kunitz





I once had a student in an introductory meditation class tell me that she did not have any discomfort to be with, because she had recently learned to “follow her bliss” through ecstatic dancing. Two weeks later she returned in great despair: she had torn a ligament and because she could not dance, her bliss had disappeared. One of the ways we resist spiritual growth is through spiritual bypassing. Self-improvement, bliss, inner peace, and ecstasy get held up as some ideal or destination. Equanimity gets misinterpreted as a static impermeable state, and we continue to push away real life and our wounds in the name of spiritual pursuit. When we feed the notion that freedom equates to positivity, popularity, and glamour, we misinterpret an ancient practice through the passive consumer filter. In other words, we “buy in” to the notion that we can “escape real life” by acquiring something—whatever it may be—that we do not have.


Ego is incessant about seeking ways to justify escaping from consciousness. Doing this, however, comes at great cost, from over-investing in how we appear to others to over-engaging in projecting an image of who we think we should be. Drugs, pharmaceuticals, the internet, and sex addiction are traditional forms of escape in the modern world, but in today’s new age world we also misuse other seemingly healthy activities, such as cleansing, bliss retreats, consuming energy bars and green drinks, and even yoga, as substitutes for the real work. Spiritual capitalism takes advantage of many of us daily who are trying to improve ourselves through healthy alternatives. From conditional love and the illusion of self-improvement, we strive for spiritual elevation rather than spiritual awakening.


These healthy alternatives to drugs and other addictions can certainly support our bodies and bring some more enjoyment and understanding. However, without clarity about the end goal, these pursuits can instead become a means of avoiding the real work that leads to wholeness and embodiment. We can confuse meditation for a means of affirming and protecting our own bubble of separation. We can further close ourselves off from the personal responsibility that is the essence of practice. What is harmful about these pursuits is not the pursuit itself but the mindset behind them. The more we feed the notion that freedom looks like positivity, elevation, and popularity, the more we feed duality. We must let go of promoting uninformed ideas about spiritual bliss and ecstasy if we really want to be free.


It is true that meditation can take us to pretty blissful states of mind sometimes. But this is neither the purpose nor the promise of meditation. To find some static disconnected island of bliss would offer only a crumb of the satisfaction our souls are looking for. Bliss is not going to help us make peace with the reality of the human experience. Bliss is not going to point us to the boundless nature of unconditional love.


Love is the unconditional embrace that is willing to be here with us, in a grounded and unwavering way, however we are, in any state. We feel it as tenderness, grace, acceptance, reassurance. We hear it as the still small voice within. Love allows us to relax and feel safe, to feel at ease in our skin, to trust our capacity to meet life, and to trust life to support us. Love allows us to bring care and skillfulness to our engagement with life.


[image: Image]  Mindful Inquiry  [image: Image]




What messages did you receive about sensitivity growing up?


How have you been impacted by the conventional definition of strength as “power over” rather than “power with”?


In what ways do you cover up your sensitivity and vulnerability?


In what ways do you turn away from, rather than turn toward, difficult feelings? What is the impact of this?




How have you allowed yourself to be courageously vulnerable so that others can see you and support you? What has vulnerability taught you?


How has another’s vulnerability inspired or strengthened you?


Do you ever bypass the real work of bringing compassion to discomfort in the name of “keeping things pretty” or “positive”?





[image: Image]  Daily Practice  [image: Image]




Today, bring more awareness to your relationship with vulnerability. Be gently aware of the particular ways that you cover up vulnerability. What thoughts and actions express fear of vulnerability? Ask yourself: Who, internally, turns away from vulnerability? What is the impact of turning away from your vulnerability? What happens in your body? Your mind? And your emotional experience?


What helps you to turn toward your vulnerability and softly embrace it? What helps you to risk being vulnerable with others? Become more aware of the gift that the willingness to be vulnerable offers your self and others.








* Epigraphs without attributions are the author’s own words.
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The Choice in Every Moment


Healing the Myth of Separation




What is imposed on you from the outside is of no value whatsoever. It doesn’t count.


—Bertrand Russell





When I first visited the Zen monastery where I eventually trained as a monk, I witnessed a new paradigm for life based on interconnection. During orientation in the meditation hall, the monk presenting paused for a good five minutes to carefully and gently remove a tiny insect from the hall and deliver it outside to safe grounds. I watched another monk using the whole vegetable with great care and intention in dinner preparation rather than create any waste. Outside, I observed two monks working together in silence, building a rock wall in the courtyard with caring gentle attention to detail. After dinner, when everyone went into the kitchen to wash dishes and clean up, I realized that even the head Zen teacher was right there with us scrubbing pots. And in evening group discussion, people listened to one another speak with a quality of deep listening and respect that I was unaccustomed to. There was an honesty and lack of pretense in people’s speech that I found relieving.


The monastery expressed a profound commitment to simplicity, kindness, and attunement in a world tangled up in complexity and distraction. The monks had twinkles in their eyes, a steadiness in their focus, and calmness in their hearts. They worked together in a way that embodied care and intention and stewarded the land with respect. Monastic life was not easy in any sense. The monks were dedicated to taking responsibility for their unconscious patterns of thought and action, and this is the work of a lifetime. Without fetishizing monastic living, which is as full of light and shadow as every other manifestation of life, the monastery taught me that when we align with our willingness to let go of suffering and move beyond the bubble of “I” or separate self, life supports us to reclaim the wholeness and unity that are our natural state.


What I witnessed at this first contact with the monastery made an inscrutable kind of sense to me. There was nothing ritualistic or exotic going on there. The monks were ordinary people from all walks of life committed to living from the extraordinariness of the human heart. Everyone followed a disciplined schedule of sitting and working meditation, offering their service to the land and the community. The monks lived simply, free of the trappings of the modern world and without distraction. This monastic environment invited people to question their basic orientation to life and to make a fundamental shift from an “I” or ego-based to a “We” consciousness, which provides a much larger field of awareness.
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