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PRAISE FOR GOING ON BEING


“Mark Epstein gets better and better with each book; Going on Being is his most brilliant yet. He weaves a mindful cartography of the human heart, tying together insights from Buddhism and psychoanalytic thought into an elegant, captivating tapestry. Epstein shares the spiritual and emotional insights garnered from his own life journey in a fascinating account of what it can mean to us all to go on being.”


—Daniel Goleman, author of Emotional Intelligence


“Every element of Mark Epstein’s brilliant and beautiful new book is on the highest level—the spiritual insights, the psychotherapeutic perspective, and his own very human story of wanting to bring greater awareness and love into his life. Going on Being opens a door on what it means to understand ourselves, to grow and change.”


—Sharon Salzberg, author of Lovingkindness and A Heart as Wide as the World


“Mark Epstein’s Going on Being joins the heart of psychotherapy with the heart of Buddhism. It takes us to freeing places, uplifts our lives. Honest, personal, searching—it affirms the goodness of our existence and encourages an openness that keeps us fresh.”


—Michael Eigen, author of The Psychoanalytic Mystic


“A calm comes over me when I read Mark Epstein’s work. His integration of Buddhist wisdom and meditative practice with the concerns and struggles of contemporary Western life reflects a seemingly impossible combination of rich, intricate texture with simplicity and vividness. Going on Being extends Epstein’s vision and provides a personal memoir of his introduction to Buddhist thought in the context of transformative relationships with some remarkable men. There is a freshness and relevance to Epstein’s vision that makes this book a treasure and an important opportunity for anyone who takes their existence seriously (but not too seriously).”


—Stephen A. Mitchell, founding editor of Psychoanalytic Dialogues: A Journal of Relational Perspectives


“Through a graceful and generous recounting of his own quest for healing, Mark Epstein brings together certain core insights of Buddhism and psychotherapy in a way that is newly illuminating. The result is what Buddhists call ‘a field of benefaction.’ I felt happy reading this book. It will go—next to his two previous offerings—among the handful of books that I keep near me for those times, in the middle of the night, when I reach for true solace.”


—Noelle Oxenhandler, author of The Eros of Parenthood
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FOR ARLENE




The alternative to being is reacting, and reacting interrupts being and annihilates.


—D.W. Winnicott





INTRODUCTION



There is an obscure story about one of Freud’s personal conversations that puts an interesting twist on the state of psychology in the West. The discussion was with Ludwig Binswanger, a Swiss psychiatrist and the founder of the existential movement in psychoanalysis. Binswanger felt that there was something missing in Freud’s approach to therapy—too many patients simply did not get better. He raised the problem of the paralysis of analysis with Freud.


Might there not be a deficiency of spirit, asked Binswanger delicately, such that certain people were unable to raise themselves to a level of “spiritual communication” with their analysts? Could this lack of spiritual communication be the thing that stopped people from healing? To Binswanger’s surprise, the old man readily acknowledged his point. “Yes,” he said, “spirit is everything.”


Binswanger thought that Freud must have misunderstood his use of the word spirit, perhaps thinking he meant something on the order of “intelligence.” But Freud continued on.


“Mankind has always known that it possesses spirit,” Freud said. “I had to show that there are also instincts.”


When Freud sought to make room for instincts against the background of spirit, he did not anticipate a time when we would forget about spirit altogether. He could not foresee an era when instincts would reign supreme. By the time I was growing up in twentieth-century America, however, spirit already seemed out of reach. Freud’s psychology was the accepted language of the mind, challenged only by B. F. Skinner’s behaviorism. Those of us who sensed a “deficiency of spirit” were aware only of a feeling of absence, a yearning for something intangible, a sense of emptiness that could not be explained. We did not have words or concepts for what we were missing. Even today, one of the most common questions that I am asked is the meaning of the word spiritual. Many people have lost touch with it altogether.


“Anything that takes us beyond the personality,” I usually reply. The most important gift that my encounters with Buddhism have given me is access to this spirit that Freud seemed to have taken for granted. Its recovery was of crucial importance to me.


Freud was wrong on one particular point in his conversation with Binswanger: Mankind does not always know that it has spirit—sometimes we forget.


HOW PEOPLE CHANGE


Examples of this forgetting abound, even among those searching for a spiritual life. The split between instincts and spirit comes up in my practice all of the time. A woman named Sally, for instance, called not so long ago seeking advice from me. I had seen her for a single session in consultation months before, and we had talked about a variety of therapeutic and spiritual issues. She was suspicious of the role of psychiatric medications in today’s culture. It seemed like some kind of brave new world to have mood-altering drugs so readily available. But Sally wondered if there might not be a medicine that could help her. She had been plagued with chronic feelings of anxiety and depression for much of her adult life, and despite a healthy investment in psychotherapy she still felt that there was something the matter with her.


Sally had been taking a small dose of an antidepressant for several weeks, ten milligrams of Prozac, and she was finding that she felt calmer, less irritable, and, dare she say, happier. She was planning on going to a two-week meditation retreat later that month and was wondering whether to stay on her medicine while she was there. Something about taking it while on retreat made her uncomfortable, and that was the reason for her call. “Perhaps I should go more deeply into my problems while I’m away,” Sally questioned. She worried that the antidepressant would impede that process by making her problems less accessible to her. What did I think?


I was relieved to hear that Sally was feeling better. People who respond well to these antidepressants often have few, if any, side effects. They find instead that they feel restored, healed of the depressive symptoms that they were expending so much of their energy trying to fend off. Less preoccupied with their internal states, they are freer to participate in their own lives, yet they often wonder if they are cheating. “This isn’t the real me,” they protest. “I’m the tired, cranky, no-good one you remember from a couple of weeks ago.” As a psychiatrist, I am often in the position to encourage people to question those identifications with their symptoms. Depressed people think they know themselves, but maybe they only know depression.


Sally’s question was interesting not only because of the drug issue but because of her assumptions about what would make her feel better. The notion that we need to go “more deeply” into our problems in order to be healed is a prevalent one, and one that, as a therapist, I am sympathetic toward. Certainly, ignoring the shadow side of our personalities can only lead to what Freud once called “the return of the repressed.” Yet it struck me that there was a remnant of American Puritanism implicit in Sally’s approach, or at least a Judeo-Christian tendency to divide the self into lower and higher, or better and worse. Her belief that she should go more deeply into her problems reminded me of the Freudian emphasis on the instincts.


When people believe that they are their problems, there is often a desire to pick away at the self, as if by doing so they could expose how bad they really are. People think that if they could just admit, or even believe, the awful truth about themselves, they would start to feel better, but feeling bad about oneself seems, in fact, to be a bottomless pit. One never reaches the far end of it. While it usually fails as a strategy, “going more deeply” into our problems can be just another variant on trying to get rid of them altogether, back to a state of imagined original purity like the Garden of Eden. While most therapists would probably deny a religious influence on their thinking, many often collude unconsciously with this mode of thought. Going more deeply into one’s problems is the standard approach of most therapies—and it can indeed lead, at its best, to a kind of sober honesty and humility that gives people a quiet strength of character.


But to go more deeply into our problems is sometimes to go only into what we already know. This approach can also lead, at its worst, to a kind of jaded pessimism about the self, a resigned negativity that verges on self-hatred. I was quite sure that Sally did not have to go looking for problems on her retreat. Retreats are difficult enough, even for people who are not depressed. Her unresolved issues would come rushing in to fill every space whether she took her antidepressant or not, but she might have more success in not being sucked in by them with the medicine inside of her. I told her that at this point I felt she needed to come out of her problems, not go into them more deeply, and that the antidepressant would not get in her way in that regard. To be overwhelmed while on retreat would not be useful.


As a therapist influenced by the wisdom of the East, I am confident that there is another direction to move in such situations: away from the problems and into the unknown. Sometimes this fills us with fear. But if we stay with our anxiety, we have a special opportunity to know ourselves more authentically. Buddhism is very clear about how important it is to move in such a direction, and, as such, it is relentlessly optimistic. Rather than going more deeply into our problems, Buddhism teaches us how to disentangle our minds from them. There is, in the Buddhist view, more to the mind than just neurosis. At the heart of all of us is the potential for kindness, generosity, and wisdom.


This is an approach that Western therapy has little experience with, but it is the foundation of Eastern wisdom. The contents of the mental stream are not as important as the consciousness that knows them. The mind softens in meditation through the assumption of a particular mental posture called “bare attention,” in which impartial, nonjudgmental awareness is trained on whatever there is to observe. Problems are not distinguished from solutions in this practice; the mind learns how to be with ambiguity while learning to be fully aware.


In my work as a therapist I have found it necessary to bring what I have learned from Buddhism back into the psychological realm. The spirit that Binswanger noticed ebbing out of the field is essential if true healing is to take place. People who are suffering want to change, but they do not know how. They feel, like Sally, that they have to go into their problems, or somehow get rid of them entirely. They want to analyze, or be analyzed, and they want to love, or be loved. But they do not know that to bring about true healing they have to learn how to see themselves as they truly are.


THE BUDDHIST PERSPECTIVE


“How does your interest in meditation make you different from a conventional therapist,” people wonder when they learn of my study of Buddhism. “Do you teach your clients to meditate?” they ask.


For a time I simply dodged the question, repeating a joke that one of my patients relayed to me: “What is the difference between a Buddhist and a non-Buddhist? A non-Buddhist thinks there’s a difference.”


Buddhism taught me to let go of concepts and opinions and to break down constricting boundaries, not to create a new ideology. Meditation taught me to be with whatever I was doing. It encouraged me to be myself. It taught me to wash the dishes when I was washing the dishes, to walk when I walked, and to play with my children when I played with my children, to be more fully in the moment, in the Now, engaged in the process of being alive. It was not about creating a new form better than the old form.


I like the story of the Zen master whose students were horrified to find him eating his breakfast and reading the paper at the same time. “You taught us to do one thing at a time!” they admonished him, “and now look at you!”


“When eating breakfast and reading the paper, just eat breakfast and read the paper,” he shot back.


Meditation taught me to give myself over to my role as a therapist. Like the Zen master, I did not have to look like I was always meditating, but I could try to be as present as possible. When doing therapy, I was just doing therapy. I did not assume that I was different from a non-Buddhist therapist. I certainly did not ordinarily teach my clients to meditate, although if they asked me I would tell them who I thought a good teacher might be.


Yet as I considered the question, I realized that my answer was also a little disingenuous. The positive outlook of Buddhism does guide the way I work as a therapist. It molds my approach from the beginning and affects everything from my goals to my method to my basic orientation. Buddhism was with me as I made my way in psychotherapy, influencing all of my choices as I developed my own style of working.


I was in the rather unique position of learning about Buddhism—both in theory and in practice—before I knew very much about anything else. This was different from the usual mode in our culture, in which Buddhism is encountered as Other, and attempts are made to understand it through the filters of our own systems of knowledge.


Still a college student, I was fairly naive when I first came upon the Buddha’s psychology. It did not seem alien to me—in fact, it made much more immediate sense than the first writings on psychoanalysis or behaviorism that I had already studied in my first years at Harvard. While I was interested in becoming a therapist by this time, I did not know much about what it actually entailed. Only after immersing myself in Buddhism did I decide to enter medical school to pursue training as a psychiatrist. My involvement with Buddhism predated the bulk of my education as a psychotherapist.


THE INTRINSIC-REALITY INSTINCT


The core teaching of Buddhism is a psychological one. In his Four Noble Truths, the Buddha analyzed the human condition and taught the vehicle for change. Experience is tinged with a sense of pervasive unsatisfactoriness, he declared, and the cause of this pain is our own clinging or grasping after certainty and security. There are three types of clinging, said the Buddha: for pleasant sensory experiences, for “being,” and for “nonbeing.” The first needs relatively little explanation, it is equivalent in many ways to the Freudian sexual drive and involves the seeking after sensual gratification, but the second two contain the heart of the Buddhist approach.


From the Buddhist perspective, there is another, more fundamental, instinct than the Freudian ones of sex and aggression. While it is sometimes referred to as “ignorance,” it is called the intrinsic-reality instinct, the tendency to see a false and absolute identity in people and in things, to falsely conclude they have an intrinsic reality, or essence, at their core. It is the major illness of the human personality, the Buddha realized, to see things as “something” or as “nothing.” The ego needs to concretize reality so it can be understood and managed, and this extends to our experience of ourselves as well. We cling to “being,” and believe that our selves are absolutely real, that they have self-identity, intrinsic reality; or we swing to the opposite extreme and cling to “nonbeing,” seeing ourselves as nothing, empty, and unreal. But both the something and the nothing are wrong, the Buddha saw; they both precipitate out of our clinging for certainty. Later Buddhist teachers and philosophers developed a “central way” between something and nothing, and taught methods of training awareness to be able to open-handedly hold or maintain such an approach. It is this teaching that provides a bridge between instinct and spirit, between Freud and Binswanger. It is the intrinsic-reality instinct, the belief in ourselves as somebody or as nobody, which has to be uprooted in order for spirit to be set free.


As I evolved my own style, as every therapist must do, I have come to see how much this core insight of Buddhism influences the way that I work. It gives me a hope and a method for my work that I would not have had otherwise. I know that if I can rest in the “central way”, if I can help people find their attachments to being and nonbeing, their own authentic selves—their own Buddha nature—will shine through.


This book is, in one sense, a case study about how I came to dwell more easily in awareness, and, as such, I hope it may offer some insight about how others may do the same. This book is also about the traditional Buddhist path of insight, which makes it possible to live in accordance with change, as one’s truest self. Living in this way is a potential for all of us that emerges naturally when we see ourselves as we actually are. We can change, it turns out, not by trying to make our problems go away nor by going into them more deeply, but by learning how to be more aware.



ALREADY FREE



I had a visit with an early teacher of mine recently, Ram Dass, at his home in northern California where he was recovering from a crippling stroke that he had suffered the year before. Body and spirit were both much in evidence in our meeting. The visit reminded me of how much of my own search had been inspired by him. The author of Be Here Now, and one of the pivotal figures of the sixties, Ram Dass was engaged in a process of physical rehabilitation and speech therapy designed to bring his body back from the stroke. While his outward form was altered, his inner one was still very familiar. He had trouble finding his words at times, but when he did, they seemed to express his thoughts perfectly. He had not lost any of his inner vitality or wisdom. He walked the length of his porch with the aid of a walker and then lowered himself into his wheelchair. I sat beside him on the porch, gazing into the distance at the leaves of the trees shimmering in the afternoon breeze. He asked me if I felt I had carved out some new territory between Buddhism and psychotherapy. “For myself, you mean?” I asked him, knowing that he tended to be suspicious of the psychotherapeutic model and of the appropriation of spirituality by therapists. He indicated this was what he meant, and I, in turn, nodded my assent.


“Do you see them—” Ram Dass began, and then he paused. The breeze blew through his silence. “Already free,” he murmured, as I strained just a bit to make sure I was hearing him properly. It took me a moment to put together what he was asking me; it was the only time that afternoon that I had trouble understanding him.


“Do I see my patients as already free?”


He nodded. He knew the essence of the Buddhist approach. People come to me seeking something, and I have to know that they are already free. “They are souls seeking God,” he said. “The game is to pretend with them that they are lost and then help them rediscover their freedom.” The therapeutic relationship is a grown-up version of the child’s earliest game of peek-a-boo.


Ram Dass’s insight was pivotal. Our freedom is already present within us, but we allow it to be obscured by our own clinging. It is as if we are playing hide-and-seek but we forget midway through that it is a game. We forget we are hiding and feel lost instead. The trick, as Ram Dass understood, is to open up the process of looking so that we can reconnect with the awareness that is already there.


As I sat on the porch in conversation with my old teacher, I touched on all of the contours of my own evolution. My earlier sense of being lost or locked out of myself, yearning for intimacy, my discovery of Buddhism, my relationships with family, spiritual teachers, and therapists, and my processing of these experiences into my work all seemed to be of a piece. Time’s inexorable march surrounded us: Ram Dass was in a wheelchair. “Your hair is gray!” he had said as he greeted me, shaking his head and chuckling. There we sat, words and silence intermingling, old friends reminiscing, the warmth of our feelings enlivening the lazy afternoon. “This was like a delicious appetizer,” said Ram Dass as I gathered myself to leave.


I was momentarily surprised by his analogy. “An appetizer?” I wondered to myself. I was ready to wrap it up already, preparing to make my departure. It was one of those times that seemed to encapsulate the trajectory of an entire life, and, to me, it felt more like dessert than an hors d’oeuvre. But Ram Dass was catching me in my tendency to seek closure too precipitously. I was all too ready for nonbeing. He might be older and more frail, but he was not saying goodbye. We had just managed to find each other; I did not need to close it down already. I reconsidered my reaction.


An appetizer sounded just fine to me.





PART ONE



THE CENTRAL WAY


I was like a mad child, long lost his old mother,


Never could find her, though she was with him always!


But now it seems I’m about to find that kind old Ama,


Since Big Brother Relativity hints where she hides,


I think, “Yes, yes!”—then, “No, no!”—then, “Could it be, really!”


These various subjects and objects are my Mother’s smiling face!


These births, deaths, and changes are my Mother’s lying words!


My undeceiving Mother has deceived me!


My only hope of refuge is Big Brother Relativity!


—Jankya Rolway Dorje, Discovery of Mother Voidness


(translated by Robert A. F. Thurman)





CHAPTER 1



GOING ON BEING


There is a story that has kept popping up in my work over the years that embodies much of what I have learned about how people change. It is a story that has served a number of different functions as I have wrestled with the sometimes competing worldviews of Buddhism and psychotherapy, but it ultimately points the way toward their integration. It is one of the tales of Nasruddin—a Sufi figure who lived around the thirteenth century, who was an amalgam of wise man and fool. I have sometimes identified with Nasruddin and sometimes been puzzled by him. He has the peculiar gift of acting out our basic confusion and at the same time opening us up to our deeper wisdom.


I first heard this story many years ago from one of my meditation teachers, Joseph Goldstein, who used it as an example of how people search for happiness in inherently fleeting, and therefore unsatisfactory, pleasant feelings. The story is about how friends came upon Nasruddin, searching outside on the ground one night, crawling around on his hands and knees under a lamppost.


“What are you looking for?” they asked him.


“I’ve lost the key to my house,” he replied.


They all got down to help him look, but after a fruitless time of searching, someone thought to ask him where he had lost the key in the first place.


“In the house,” Nasruddin answered.


“Then why are you looking on the ground?” he is asked.


“Because there is more light here,” Nasruddin replied.


I suppose I must identify with Nasruddin to have quoted this story so often. Searching for my keys is something I can understand. It puts me in touch with a sense of estrangement, of yearning, that I’ve had quite a bit of in my life, a feeling that I used to equate with an old reggae song by Jimmy Cliff called “Sitting in Limbo.”


In my first book I used this parable as a way of talking about people’s attachment to psychotherapy and their fears of spirituality. Therapists are used to looking in certain familiar places for the key to people’s unhappiness, I maintained. They are like Nasruddin looking on the ground, when they might profit more from looking inside their own homes.


In my next book, I returned to this story obliquely when I described locking myself out of my running car while trying to leave a meditation retreat that I had just finished. I knew I had locked my keys in the car (it was idling away right in front of me, for goodness sake!), but I still felt compelled to look on the ground for them just in case I might somehow be miraculously saved. Being locked out of my car, with it running on without me, seemed like an apt metaphor for something akin to the title of my first book, Thoughts without a Thinker. Something like a car without a driver, or, in this case, a driver without his car. Humbled by my own ineptitude, I felt closer to Nasruddin in my second pass through his story. Rather than seeing him simply in his foolish mode, as a stand-in for psychotherapists looking in the wrong place for the key, I felt sympathy for Nasruddin, allied with him searching in vain for what he knew was not there.


But it was not until some time later, when I came upon the same story in someone else’s work, that I could appreciate it in yet another way. In a marvelous book entitled Ambivalent Zen, Lawrence Shainberg told how this same parable captivated his imagination for ten years. He, too, thought that he understood it. The moral, he concluded, is to look where the light is since darkness is the only threat. But he determined one day to ask his Japanese Zen master (a wonderfully engaging character as described by Shainberg) for his interpretation.


After Shainberg described the story to him, his master appeared to give it no thought, but sometime later the roshi brought it up again.


“So, Larry-san, what’s Nasruddin saying?” the Zen master asked.


“I asked you, Roshi.”


“Easy,” he said. “Looking is the key.”1


There was something eminently satisfying about this answer; besides having the pithiness that we expect from Zen, it made me look at the entire situation in a fresh way. Shainberg’s roshi hit the nail on the head. Nasruddin’s activity was not in vain after all; he was demonstrating something more fundamental than initially was apparent. The key was just a pretext for an activity that had its own rationale.


Freud evolved one way of looking; the Buddha discovered another. They had important similarities and distinctive differences, but they were each motivated by the need to find a more authentic way of being, a truer self.


SOMEBODY VS. NOBODY


I had the sense very early of feeling lost and cut off from myself. This feeling motivated my spiritual and psychological search, but it also had the potential to make me feel terrible about myself. In my discovery of Buddhism, I found a method of cutting through the self-estrangement that so bothered me. I found a new way to look at myself.


In the 1970s, there was a saying in Buddhist circles, “You have to be somebody before you can be nobody.” This was a popular statement because of how clearly it summed up a very obvious phenomenon. Many of the people who were drawn to Buddhism were attracted by the ideas of “no-self” and “emptiness” that are central to the Buddha’s psychology. But these are subtle concepts, difficult to understand correctly; in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, for example, monks often study the scriptures that explain them for years and years before even starting to meditate. In the West, people who were suffering from alienation or from spiritual and psychological distress often mistook the Buddhist descriptions for an affirmation of their psychological emptiness. “You have to be somebody before you can be nobody” was a way of telling them that their psychological work of raising self-esteem or creating an integrated or cohesive self had to precede efforts at seeing through the ego. In many cases, this was indeed sound advice; but the categorization of people into the two categories of “somebody” and “nobody” created another set of misunderstandings.


When the Buddha taught, he asserted both “somebody” and “nobody” were mistakes; that the true vision of who and what we are involves looking without resorting to the instinct of intrinsic reality. “Somebody” was the equivalent of clinging to being, while “nobody” was the same as clinging to nonbeing. In either case, the mind’s need for certainty was shortchanging reality. The correct view, the Buddha perceived, lies somewhere in between. The self-centered attitude is as much of a problem as the self-abnegating one. We can be proud or empty; in either case the problem lies in our sense of self-certainty.


Rather than blaming my upbringing, or other people, or instincts beyond my control, this view offered an approach that taught me to work first and foremost with my own reactions to things. When I thought I was somebody I reacted one way, and when I thought I was nobody I reacted another. In either case I was obscuring my own awareness. Removing these obstacles opened me to myself—not as something or nothing, but as a unique, singular, and relational process. I learned to live more in the moment—not putting up a false front and not focusing only on what was expected of me, but in touch with a more spontaneous, creative, and responsive self. Like Nasruddin, I was indeed searching for something. Learning to be, instead of react, turned out to be the key.


Meditation was the vehicle that opened me up to myself, but psychotherapy, in the right hands, has similar potential. It was actually through my own therapy and my own studies of Western psychoanalytic thought that I began to understand what meditation made possible. As compelling as the language of Buddhism was for me, I needed to figure things out in Western language as well. Psychotherapy came after meditation in my life, but it reinforced what meditation had shown me. Change did not come from trying to get rid of my problems or from going into them more deeply. It came from accepting what was true about myself and working from there. In exposing my chronic ways of reacting, psychotherapy showed me where my blind spots were. It sometimes took the interaction with another person to reveal them to me, but the results were similar to what I had glimpsed from sitting on the cushion: As I learned to question my own identifications, I came to be able to live more fully in the moment, and I felt closer to who I really was.


THE HERE-AND-NOW


My own experiences in psychotherapy were with two Gestalt therapists in rapid succession, one in Boston when I was going to medical school, and one in New York where I moved after my internship. They were friends, the former having been a student of the latter, and my work with one merged into my work with the other. I used to ask my Boston therapist, Michael Vincent Miller, where he had learned his craft. He seemed so adept at using whatever was happening in the moment to show me how anxiety caused me to clamp down on just the quality of self-awareness that the Buddha harnessed in his process of liberation. He used to tell me about his teacher in New York, Isadore From, whom he said had taught him most of what he knew about Gestalt.
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