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foreword

THE ENCOUNTER between Buddhism and Western psychotherapy has a long history. Carl Jung had an early interest in both Western and Eastern mystical traditions, and in 1954 wrote a psychological commentary for Walter Evans-Wentz’s translation of The Tibetan Book of the Dead (first published in 1927). Other influential psychoanalysts followed suit: in the 1950s and 1960s Erich Fromm and Karen Horney took a particular interest in Zen Buddhism. While in retrospect we can see that this interest continued to percolate in the culture at large, in many respects it disappeared from the mainstream scene and went underground within psychoanalysis. In the 1990s as Buddhism became more thoroughly assimilated into Western culture, and a generation of authors who came of age in the 1960s began to emerge, the interest in Buddhism by psychoanalysts began to resurface. A series of books on Buddhism and psychoanalysis were published by authors such as Jack Engler, Mark Epstein, Jeffrey Rubin, John Suler, Anthony Molino, and Barry Magid, and isolated articles began to appear here and there in professional and popular journals.

At the same time, a certain momentum of interest began to emerge among behavioral and cognitive therapists as well. Theorists and researchers such as Marsha Linehan, Alan Marlatt, Jon Kabat-Zinn, and Steven Hayes began to incorporate principles of mindfulness into their therapeutic approaches—and these drew increasing attention. I remember attending a panel on mindfulness at the Association for the Advancement  of Behavior Therapy (AABT) in the early 1990s and I remember my surprise that what seemed like esoteric fare for an ostensibly conservative organization like AABT was so packed that there was standing room only. My second surprise came when one of the panelists asked the audience how many of them meditate—and over ninety percent of the audience members raised their hands.

While the momentum of interest in the relationship between Buddhism and psychoanalysis has continued to develop at a steady pace, I think it is fair to say that Buddhism, or more specifically mindfulness practice, has taken cognitive-behavioral therapy by a storm. Since the first empirical studies came out demonstrating that mindfulness practice can reduce relapse in recovered depressives, a slew of studies have come out demonstrating the effectiveness of mindfulness practice in the treatment of a range of psychological disorders and books on what is referred to as mindfulness-and-acceptance-based approaches to cognitive-behavioral therapy are proliferating. Mindfulness has more than gained acceptance within mainstream therapy; indeed it has in some respects become the leading edge of the mainstream.

The assimilation of Buddhist thinking into psychoanalytic thinking, while continuing at a steady pace, has been a slower and more subtle process—and I think it is worth speculating about the reasons for this. Because of the emphasis on skills-training and self-help technology in behavioral and cognitive therapy, the process of adapting the technique of mindfulness practice and then testing it empirically is a fairly natural and straightforward one. However, I think that the popularity of mindfulness practice among cognitive-behavioral therapists is due to more than this. Traditionally the emphasis in mainstream cognitive therapy has sometimes been on changing or controlling feelings by changing one’s thinking. This leads to the paradoxical situation in which the goal of self-acceptance needs to be achieved through a type of self-control. The assimilation of the principles of awareness and acceptance (embedded within mindfulness practice) has led cognitive-behavioral therapy to a subtle paradigm change that helps to negotiate or transcend this paradox.

Although psychoanalysis does have its techniques, it is on the whole less technologically oriented than cognitive-behavioral therapy. In some respects psychoanalysis is thus more similar in type to Buddhism as a whole, in that both are complex and comprehensive worldviews and  philosophical systems, each composed of multiple schools of thought and practice. Theoretical and philosophical debate is the order of the day within both traditions, and it is only natural that any real contact between them will involve conversation at broader levels as well.

In addition, psychoanalysis from the beginning has had an interdisciplinary character to it. It both influences and is informed by areas such as cultural and historical studies, anthropology, sociology, and political science. Increasingly over time psychoanalysis has become particularly attuned to the cultural context that gives rise to various theoretical developments as well as the impact of those developments on the culture. While early forays by psychoanalysts into Buddhism to some extent had a natural tendency to emphasize and idealize certain tenets of Buddhism as antidotes to the rigidity and other shortcomings of psychoanalytic orthodoxy, a new stage in the dialogue between Buddhism and psychoanalysis is emerging that is more nuanced and sophisticated in nature.

When I edited the anthology Psychoanalysis and Buddhism: An Unfolding Dialogue in 2003, I was hoping that the essay and commentary structure of the book would play some role in catalyzing this new stage of dialogue. Since that time I’ve been gratified to see a number of important new books coming out that have contributed to this growing dialogue. Examples include: Mark Unno’s Buddhism and Psychotherapy Across Cultures , Robert Langan’s Minding What Matters, Barry Magid’s Ending the Pursuit of Happiness, and Mark Epstein’s Open to Desire. Of particular note is Harvey Aronson’s Buddhist Practice on Western Ground, which does a superb job of embedding the exploration of the relationship between Buddhist practice and psychotherapy in a cultural context, and highlights the strengths and limitations of both approaches.

When Josh Bartok at Wisdom Publications first asked me to read a draft of Mixing Minds, I was somewhat hesitant because of pressing work commitments. After reading the first few pages, however, I was hooked. And after rereading it before writing this foreword, I am even more enthusiastic. With this remarkable book, the dialogue between Buddhism and psychoanalysis has finally come of age. Pilar Jennings writes from the perspective of one who has been deeply steeped in these two great wisdom traditions for many years, and who has a rich and nuanced understanding of areas of convergence, divergence, and potential synergy. By taking into account both cultural differences in the origins of these two practices as  well as differences in emphasis (spiritual/universalistic vs. psychological/ personal), Jennings is able to highlight the strengths and limitations of both traditions, as well as potential stumbling blocks along the path of practice for Western Buddhists. In this way she deepens our understanding and appreciation of both traditions, and clarifies the way in which they can complement one another. In a voice that is personal, humorous, yet at the same time wise and sophisticated, Jennings takes us on a fascinating and deeply rewarding voyage of discovery. Sit back, relax, and enjoy.

 



Jeremy D. Safran






preface

A FEW YEARS AGO my Buddhist teacher asked me if I would be the personal driver for a senior teacher in our Tibetan lineage during his upcoming visit to New York City. I was flattered but also concerned about taking so much time from my various professional responsibilities. After having agreed, I spent the first day driving the rinpoche (an honorific meaning “precious one”) and his entourage of monks throughout the city. Passing by the many New York landmarks, I found myself pointing out historic buildings he might have heard of, the parks and famous avenues. We passed by the hospital where I was born, which I indicated with a childlike enthusiasm.

My lama, who had been sitting quietly in the back, leaned forward. “Is that Bellevue?” he asked. I looked at him in the rear-view mirror, a sly smile overtaking his face. I laughed and tried to explain to the rinpoche why this was funny. If I had been with my analytic friends, I might have blurted out, “Projection!” milking the joke for more laughs. So too, I might have—in the spirit of fun—divulged that my lama had called me the week prior to find out if there is a diagnosis for people who will not eat a bowl of noodle soup if the noodles are stuck together. After I suggested that this could indicate obsessive-compulsive disorder, or perhaps anxiety and thus repressed hostility, he wanted to know if this “was right.”

“Is this for your friend?” I quipped. I took the high road and processed this humorous exchange and the many memorable moments that transpired during this week with my psychoanalyst, who was forever curious  about my relationship to a Tibetan lama and Buddhist practice. With my analyst, I worked through the fear of having “fallen behind” in my secular life during this time with the rinpoche, and consciously integrated the precious experience of immersion in my spiritual community and the riotous moments of cross-cultural communication I had experienced as a Westerner pursuing traditional Asian Buddhism.
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I come to this world of “mixing and matching” healing traditions through a lifetime in which the boundaries between East and West have been constantly blurred. As a child I slept on traditional Japanese bedding in a macrobiotic study house where I lived with my mother, after years of wolfing down Lucky Charms swimming in whole milk. Periods of quiet pervaded my early childhood household, when my mother may have been reading Krishnamurti or D.T. Suzuki, but such moments could be followed by a blaring Beatles record that my older brother played along with on his sparkly red drum set. My upbringing with a Peruvian psychoanalyst mother and a Scottish, New York City-born ad man father was an ongoing study in contrasts. After their separation when I was eight years old, I was raised on either side of the country, where the values and goals of each seemed as different from the other as those of any two countries. Not surprisingly, it was during my time on the West Coast that I was introduced to meditation and Eastern religions.

As an adolescent and young adult, I continued my interest in both Eastern and Western perspectives as they manifest in the divergent realms of spiritual and psychological healing. I read the literature of great Zen masters and Tibetan lamas alongside Freud and D.W. Winnicott. In this exploration, I found a balance between these disparate healing methods. The Eastern approach to well-being struck me as being a more primary process—a truly experiential mode of coming to know oneself (and eventually no-self, as one discovers in Buddhist terrain) and one’s world with greater depth and clarity—that was perhaps more heart-centered and less diluted or defended against by cognitive processes. Western psychological healing efforts, in contrast, seemed to me more rooted in discursive thought, despite the intention to honor emotionality, and a stronger emphasis placed on our capacity to make meaning through analyzing our own history and character.

In the former I learned of the interplay between perception, reality, and universal markers of humanity. In the latter I explored my personal history, the nuances of my family of origin, and how my unconscious and conscious psychic halves intertwine. Between the two, I envisioned and began to experience a more encompassing net in which to catch the complexities of the human mind as it intersects with the turbulent and challenging experience of relating to others. And most relevant to this work, I learned through my comparative experience with Buddhist teachers and psychoanalysts how to enter into and sustain the formidable experience of interpersonal relationship amid this ongoing turbulence.

Over the years ideas have taken root, offering me a roomier way to see and understand our complex world. Through these many compelling ideas of healing and my own pursuits of spiritual and psychological well-being, I have entered into relationships with Buddhist teachers and Western psychoanalysts, and have in recent years been working with my own clients as a therapist and psychoanalyst. As I have deepened my practice through the experience of these interpersonal relationships, I have learned about each tradition through the other. And perhaps most importantly, the unique experience and perspective I have gained in each interpersonal relationship has given me necessary tools for remaining in relationship when the work involved has been difficult or unsettling.

It is for this reason that I now write about the many radical differences and areas of synergy between Buddhism and psychoanalysis, with a focus on the primary relationships within each system. In the following pages, I will explore how each tradition helps us enter into and sustain relationship. I will propose that the core teachings of each tradition come to life by examining how Buddhist teachers relate to their students and how psychoanalysts relate to their analysands.
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I take up this exploration of Buddhist and psychoanalytic healing dyads—the teacher/student and analyst/analysand pairs—at a time when interest in the convergence of Eastern and Western healing paths is flourishing. Nevertheless, I find myself writing amid a growing community of American Buddhists and psychotherapists interested in Buddhist practice who approach this exploration with radically divergent perspectives and goals. People such as Jeffrey Rubin, Mark Epstein, Jack Engler,  Polly Young-Eisendrath, and Mark Finn, who are both psychoanalysts and Buddhist practitioners, have explored the far-reaching compatibility between these two healing traditions, as well as the many blind spots that have hindered conversation between spiritual teachers and psychologists. These contemporary theorists carry the torch for those seminal psychoanalytic theorists whose interest in Eastern religious practice pioneered this now-burgeoning field.

Psychoanalyst Joseph Thompson, working under the pseudonym Joe Tom Sun, published the earliest exploration of the parallels between psychoanalysis and Buddhism in 1924. Carl Jung followed suit, bringing forth passionate caveats for Western practitioners of Buddhism alongside a genuine respect for the ego-softening tools he discovered in his ventures east. Franz Alexander, an eminent Hungarian psychoanalyst and colleague of Freud, continued this exploration in a 1931 essay on Buddhism from a psychoanalytic perspective in which he noted the relevance of concentration practice in Buddhist meditation to the Freudian notion of regression.

Erich Fromm and Karen Horney carried on this nascent tradition of investigating Eastern spiritual practice as it interfaces with Western psychology through their shared interest in how culture influences our psychological experience. For Fromm, waking up to reality and enlightenment were universal categories of human experience, suggesting that Buddhist practice was in no way restricted to Asians or those born in Buddhist countries (Fromm, 1960). In her theories of self, which became increasingly fluid throughout her career, Horney discovered a meaningful resonance with a Zen Buddhist approach to reality as unfixed and forever reconstructed. British psychoanalyst Nina Coltart picked up the torch, offering insights into what she found to be an easy compatibility between Theravada Buddhism and psychoanalysis. She discovered that her practice of mindfulness brought a new understanding of her capacity to listen to her patients with deepened analytic attunement (Coltart, 1996).

Through the application of what some Buddhists call “friendly curiosity” and what Freud called “evenly hovering attention” to contrasting approaches of psychological healing, many more theorists joined in with their particular insights, concerns, and wishes for the next generation of theorists interested in the dance between the Western psyche and the Eastern spiritual path. Within this expanding group of authors there are  clear differences in methodology and mission. Some theorists express an interest in finding ready parallels between Buddhism and psychotherapy. While all of the writers I’ve mentioned reveal a depth of appreciation for the potential compatibility between these two systems, some are more inclined to focus on what Jeffrey Rubin has called “a pseudo-complementary /token egalitarian model” (Rubin, 1996). In this approach, the young Western theory of psychoanalysis and the ancient Eastern tradition of Buddhism are perhaps too easily conflated, rendering neither realm clear enough for the rigorous investigation that both Freud and the Buddha were committed to pursuing (Molino, 1998, p. 235).

Others present an equal personal investment in both realms while being tethered to neither (Epstein, 2007). On the spiritual side of this discussion there are those who are wary of the growing tendency to psychologize Buddhism. In this camp important red flags are raised about the dubious assertion that psychoanalytic processes can produce the same results as in-depth Buddhist practice (Batchelor, 1997; Kornfield et al., 1998, p. 99). So too, there are those who propose that Buddhist practitioners might be well served in their efforts to reduce suffering by investigating personal psychological experience, which is typically minimized in spiritual practice (Rubin, 1996; see also Engler, 2006; Unno, 2006, p. 29). Yet others recognize the potential pitfall in expecting either of these two contrasting realms to provide ready answers to all of life’s struggles (Eigen, 1998a; Rubin, 1996). From their perspective, human experience is too vast and complex to be fully and adequately addressed by any one teaching or teacher.

Where do I find myself in this growing web of theoretical exploration? Having grown through my commitment to both traditions, I feel strongly that the human quest for happiness and wellness begs for conscious exploration of our psyche and our spirit. To embark on one path of learning and healing without the other, I believe, limits our true potential for transformation. Throughout my life I have used psychoanalytic tools in my spiritual practice and Buddhist tools in my psychoanalytic process. This capacity to bring a spiritual perspective to psychological experience, and a psychological perspective to spiritual endeavors, has been helpful to me. With this dual perspective I have felt better equipped to work with and honor what each tradition provides, and less tempted to give up when the wellness promised felt illusory and intangible.

While I am aware of the clear differences in the history, cultural contexts, and goals of these divergent approaches to human wellness, I have written this book in the spirit of encouraging a committed curiosity from both camps, and particularly from Buddhist teachers and psychoanalysts, about the tools and methods found in the contrasting tradition. Through comparison, I hope to clarify what is unique to each tradition and healing relationship as they stand in contrast with the other. This, I believe, is the primary benefit of comparison: it can offer increased understanding of what any one category or system can be. To compare a rose to a Star Gazer lily expands exponentially our sense of what a flower can be. To compare a green apple to a scone helps us understand and relate to nourishment (Paden, 1994, p. 5). The same is true with healing systems. Through a comparative study of religion and psychology we may begin to imagine new ways of addressing vexing personal struggles and the wish to live fully and joyfully.
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Throughout this exploration of Buddhist teachers and students, alongside the analysts and analysands, I will propose that the process of awakening to reality, which in Buddhism is often called enlightenment, happens within the context of relationship. I have discovered that in both enterprises it is through relationship to healers that the teachings and methods begin to mix with one’s mind. Perhaps most importantly, I have found over many years in divergent Buddhist lineages that the relative health and resonance of the student/teacher relationship has a profound impact on a student’s willingness and ability to incorporate Buddhist teachings into their lived experience. The student’s ability to engage with reality—their own and that of others—is shaped through the many subtle psychological dynamics that take place within the teacher/student relationship. In my experience, these complex dynamics are not easily worked through—particularly for Western students—without another healing system designed to address how the psyche responds to the labyrinth of interpersonal relationship.

In offering a glimpse into my own history with Buddhism and psychoanalysis, I will explore the particular traditions I have practiced and the influence of each tradition on my evolving interest in primary healing relationships within Buddhism. Out of this subjective exploration, I hope  to clarify why this topic may be useful for Western students of Buddhism, for Buddhist teachers (both Eastern- and Western-born), and for clinicians working with Western Buddhist clients who need or want to explore their particular convergence of psyche and spirit.

I offer this book particularly to Buddhist students and to analysands (and their analysts) for whom healing and the wish to be happy and free from suffering are the driving forces toward wellness. It is with an abiding respect for the courage and fortitude necessary for any authentic effort at healing that I enter into the topic of relationship to religious mentors and psychoanalysts. I know well the risks we take in sharing our most vulnerable and tender places with people we hope will prove trustworthy and capable of ushering in the wellness we seek. So too, I bring to this project my deep appreciation for the healers in both traditions, whose care and kindness I have gratefully received.

While I have not attempted to provide absolute answers to how healing happens in these divergent realms, I hope that this exploration will offer a mirror for the journey of Western Buddhist students and people in psychoanalysis who come to these contrasting paths to experience fuller and more authentic relationships—with themselves, with others, and with the world they inhabit.






1

 a personal journey through buddhism and psychoanalysis

AFTER THE YOUNG PRINCE Siddhartha Gautama experienced enlightenment under the Bodhi tree some 2,500 years ago, he made no initial effort to translate his psychospiritual awakening into language. Having moved beyond the realm of discursive thought, he felt strongly that its very depth and complexity could not be adequately articulated. One could argue that his first challenge as an awakened being, a buddha, was to bring his altered consciousness back into relationship with those still awaiting enlightenment. Others wanted to know about this purported awakening, which was so dramatic as to change the very nature of his lived experience until his passing some forty-five years later.

After six days of silent meditation following six years of asceticism that had left him so malnourished as to be nearly dead, he had turned the swords of Mara, the embodiment of evil and delusion, into flowers. With unfettered composure, he had tolerated the seductive dance of Mara’s beautiful daughters, responding with neither aversion nor grasping. He had seen into the nature of the mind, with its profound struggle to find solid ground in which to cultivate a lasting identity.

Perhaps most importantly, the Buddha realized that relief from suffering is not a miraculous achievement unique to him, but our common birthright. What we most need is readily available to all by virtue of our very being. Contrary to his earlier views, turning our backs on the secular world in order to forsake all earthly pleasures misses the mark. Nor are  we doomed to give in to the pull of desire, losing our awakened birthright—our purest state of mind untouched by negative emotion—to the undertow that is perpetual grasping. There is a Middle Way, and he had experienced this for himself after a lifetime of living in both extremes. When asked if he might explicate this experience so that others could benefit from his insight, he was at first disinclined. It seemed to Siddhartha Gautama, the historical Buddha Shakyamuni, so named for being a sage (muni) of the Sakya clan to which his family belonged, that his internal explorations and ensuing realizations defied language. The transformation he had undergone was experiential, not theoretical. But after forty-nine days had passed and he was asked again by Brahma, the mythical chief of the three thousand worlds, if he might try for the sake of those with a readiness to hear his life-altering insight, he agreed. Thus began the transmission of Buddhist teaching, the giving of the Buddha’s wisdom from one awakened being to another.

As we fast-forward to the early twenty-first century urban milieu in which I write, transmission from teacher to student remains a primary vehicle through which students learn the Buddha’s spiritual, psychological, and philosophical teachings. Over the course of many years as a Buddhist practitioner, I have come to know that the relationship between Eastern and Western teachers and their primarily lay Western students can either facilitate or impede the successful transmission of the Buddha’s teachings.

I have discovered both from personal experience and from the Buddha’s example that this particular spiritual path does not typically progress toward the psychospiritual liberation that it promises outside the context of intimate, one-to-one, human relationship. The intimacy between teachers and their students acts as a kind of gestational container for the many challenges and gifts an authentic and committed Buddhist path ensures. It is potentially a place of dyadic creativity—a relationship that sparks discovery—where sacred spiritual lessons may pass between two people with living psyches through which the Dharma is processed and integrated.

The Buddha modeled this relational path for the many who would seek his transformed relationship to reality. Before he began his first teaching, known as the first turning of the wheel of Dharma, which would spawn a new religious paradigm throughout the East and the West, he first sought  his primary Hindu ascetic teachers in order to share with them the nature of his experience (Dalai Lama, 1995, pp. 9-14; Ray, 1994). After having done so, it was time to seek his original spiritual companions. These five ascetics had joined the twenty-nine-year-old Siddhartha Gautama after his initial departure from his childhood palace and from his wife and young son. They were his devoted students until he called into question the asceticism that had endangered his life through chronic starvation. When he began to move toward the Middle Way of spiritual practice, they lost faith in his mentorship and left. The separation, however, would be short-lived. After the Buddha’s awakening under the Bodhi tree and his ensuing decision to share this experience with others, he sought their company in preparation for his very first teaching. Legend has it that they were so struck by his transformation, the joyful and steadfastly placid presence that was readily apparent, that they prepared his seat, lovingly washed his feet, and listened to what was the first of over 84,000 teachings that would follow. These companions became the first members of the Sangha, or community committed to following the Buddha’s path.

Two centuries would pass before the Buddhadharma was recorded. During this time it was established as a religious tradition transmitted (offered and received) within the teacher/student pair. Eventually the Buddha’s teachings were passed on through two main streams, one oral tradition and one written, referred to as the dharmadhara, or “holders of teaching” (Cleary, 1994, p. 5). In the Western, postmodern setting in which I have come to practice Buddhism, both streams continue to be practiced. But despite the abundance of incisive literature available to those who wish to study Buddhist teachings, most committed practitioners of Buddhism eventually find themselves in relationships with teachers who transmit their own particular understanding and experience of the original Dharma. For this reason, the interpersonal dynamics of the teacher/student relationship drive my wish to discern what is most helpful to contemporary lay Westerners in their efforts to integrate the Buddhadharma into increasingly complex lives. If the student’s (and the teacher’s) life experience and understanding of self and identity have changed over the past 2,500 years, I wonder how contemporary teachers are adapting the Dharma and transmitting it to students so that it can be received and woven into our lives.

My curiosity about how the student’s psychic anatomy and spiritual  needs may change depending upon their particular life circumstance has been shared by others since the very inception of Buddhist teaching. Historians have suggested that as the Buddha lay dying in his eightieth year, he told his faithful attendant Ananda that his followers could alter the Vinaya, a system of 250 rules governing monastic life, changing or dispensing with the less foundational rules to meet their changing needs (Fields, 1992, p. 9). The ripple effect of this instruction would have a powerful impact on the evolution of the Buddha’s path.

During the First Council (ca. 480 BCE), held to clarify doctrine and discipline after the Buddha’s passing, Ananda relayed this instruction to the five hundred monks gathered. There was disagreement over which of these rules could rightly be considered less foundational, which resulted in a decision to simply leave the teachings untouched. But during the Second Council (ca. 386 BCE), a group of monks felt that the monastic rules should indeed be altered to fit the specific circumstances of their sociocultural milieu. These monks, now numbering ten thousand or more, were eventually expelled from the initial order and formed their own order, which evolved into the various schools of Mahayana Buddhism (the vehicle of universal salvation). The monks who opted not to alter the Buddha’s original teachings formed the vehicle of individual liberation, only one school of which, the Theravada school, or school of the Elders, survives.

Like so many of my fellow Western Buddhists, I have been influenced by both the Theravada and the Mahayana traditions. Divergent in practice and approach, each tradition has offered me a particular path into the Buddhadharma. In my early adulthood I was drawn to the practice of vipassana, or Insight Meditation, which is a Theravadan tradition. Historically, the Theravada path has emphasized the individual obtaining of wisdom, and it is exemplified by the Buddhist arhat—an enlightened being who achieves liberation through his or her own spiritual efforts (Fields, 1992, p. 10). In contrast, the Mahayana traditions, including Sakya Buddhism (one of four Tibetan lineages), which in more recent years has been my primary practice, emphasize compassion as exemplified by the bodhisattva, a being who chooses to take cyclic rebirth until all sentient beings are together free from suffering (Smith & Novak, 2003).

These two major families of Buddhism—Theravada and Mahayana—when considered in tandem offer important insight into one’s personal  relationship to the Buddhist spiritual path. The Theravada tradition is based upon the Pali canon, a vast array of spiritual teachings recorded by the monks of Ceylon several hundred years after the Buddha’s passing (Boucher, 1988, p. 18). Noted Insight Meditation teacher Joseph Goldstein suggests that a central motivation for those historical disciples of the Theravada path was the wish first to tend to their own minds and hearts as a necessary precondition for the ability to live the Buddha’s teachings of compassion toward all beings (Goldstein, 2003, p. 116).

In contrast, the Mahayana tradition, which developed in northern India during the first and second centuries CE and is based on Sanskrit texts—especially the Lotus Sutra—identifies the key to one’s own freedom and enlightenment as the very process of helping others. The bodhisattva’s way puts relationship at the heart of spiritual practice. For in the Mahayana teachings it is said that the bodhisattva is as endowed with wisdom as the arhat but chooses to delay his or her entry into nirvana—that supreme state of mind where all afflictive emotions are cooled—in order to assist all sentient beings in their efforts at happiness and freedom from suffering (Boucher, 1988, p. 19).

The differences between these two traditions are extensive, giving rise to contrasting communities, teaching styles, and spiritual processes. The vipassana tradition in the West has in large part been carried by lay Westerners and thus lends itself to an approach that is in many ways secular in nature. Vipassana Buddhist centers are typically spare in decor, with a calming simplicity that is friendly to people of any religious tradition. The teachers are usually Western-born, educated, and professional (Coleman, 2001, p. 8). Often they are schooled in Western psychology and sensitive to the particular psychological experience of Westerners pursuing a Buddhist practice. Vipassana teachers in the West are also likely to be married or in romantic partnership. In this way their priorities and life experience may closely match those of their students who also work to balance and integrate their secular and spiritual lives.

In my experience each tradition has posed both gifts and potential pitfalls. The tradition of Insight Meditation provides what is in certain ways a more culturally neutral approach to the Dharma. Students may spend decades in vipassana centers, attending retreats, speaking with senior Western teachers, and cultivating a deep and abiding practice while remaining relatively unmoored to much of the history and/or cultural context out of  which the Theravada tradition evolved. On the one hand, depending upon a given student’s relationship to this neutrality, they may find themselves more easily integrating the basic and foundational Buddhist teachings because they are unobscured by some of the arcane traditions more commonly found in Mahayana practice. Or they may utilize this empty cultural space as a screen upon which to project their own particular spiritual and psychological needs (Coleman, 2001, p. 125; see also chapter 5). For this reason, I think it is not uncommon for Western Insight Meditation practitioners to imagine and erroneously anticipate that their spiritual practice will also effectively address their psychological condition and needs (ibid.).

The world of Tibetan Buddhism, often referred to affectionately as the “smells and bells” tradition by Western adherents, is both more overtly “religious” in nature (see chapter 2) and more clearly influenced by traditional Asian cultures. The teachers are frequently monastic and Tibetan- or Indian-born, and they may have left their families of origin in early childhood for entry into a Buddhist monastery. As a result, their priorities and overarching life experience tends to be dramatically different from those of their Western students. So too, the practice is composed of ornate rituals in foreign tongues that serve as a constant reminder to Western practitioners that they have embarked on a spiritual journey that did not originate within their own sociocultural milieu.

As in the world of Insight Meditation, there are clear riches and potential difficulties for Americans practicing Tibetan Buddhism. Abstruse teachings, made more challenging by language barriers and rituals that are often never fully explicated, may leave students with a murky understanding of the Buddhadharma. At the same time, these obvious challenges can inspire students to recognize the parameters of their Buddhist practice—what it can and cannot address—and to wrestle with teachings that may feel quite complex due to arcane ritual and the teacher’s decidedly non-Western communication style.

Throughout many years in the Insight Meditation tradition, I enjoyed a comfortable identification with fellow sangha members and teachers alike. I regularly attended vipassana retreats, and I practiced sitting meditation daily. The benefits were clear to me. An increased and deepened ability to listen with mindfulness and compassion seemed to elicit a depth of gratitude and trust from friends and family members that was both touching and meaningful.

That said, during these many fruitful years I rarely experienced a visceral sense of personal communion with a vipassana sangha or with my teachers. While I recognize that this may have much to do with my lack of readiness for intimacy with a group and/or teacher, I also suspect that this more tepid emotional relationship was partially a response to the nature of the practice itself. The spiritual process, for me, was both an essentially private one and one that stayed within a particular range of emotional experience. In retrospect, I am inclined to attribute this more affectively contained experience to the relative absence of the teacher/student model in Western Insight Meditation sanghas.

Practicing vipassana outside the context of intimate relationship with a teacher made the Dharma feel easy on the psyche and spiritually malleable. There were no masters to defer to or to challenge my sense of spiritual identity or understanding of the teachings. (This, however, was not the case for people immersed in the Asian tradition from which Insight Meditation sprung—e.g., Sharon Salzburg, Joseph Goldstein, and Jack Kornfield—who studied in Thailand and Burma with the great masters.) Within this secular approach to Buddhism, my sense of privacy and anonymity remained firmly intact. The extent to which I might engage a particular teaching or method was entirely up to me.

During this time I was not uninterested in the more ritualized approach to the Dharma that I had encountered within Tibetan Buddhism. As someone with an essentially secular upbringing, I was intrigued by any religious gathering where “deities” were invoked, prayers were recited, or prostrations and bows were performed. I had no religious baggage to unload, no bitter or conflicted memory of prior religious training to avoid. Nonetheless, I sensed from my observation of numerous American devotees within this tradition that settling on a particular sangha was a decision that could not be made lightly. From the literature I had read throughout my earlier adulthood, and from my cursory anthropological assessments, I understood that commitment to a Tibetan Buddhist community was at its heart commitment to a teacher who would become my spiritual guide.
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As I reflect on my previous relationship to Buddhism, it is clear to me that my spiritual interests and needs changed over the years. Like many  Western Buddhists, I was initially attracted to the experience of meditation and the life-altering insight that one could choose to relate to one’s own mind, including the stormy realm of affect, consciously and with a sense of loving discipline. This primary interest in meditation is one of the central attractions—if not the central attraction—for Western Buddhists. It is also the common ground between many of the Buddhist traditions, including Japanese and Korean Zen, Pure Land, Tibetan, and Insight Meditation. How meditation is taught, however, and whether it is linked to strictly personal transformation or included as a requisite part of a more inclusive path toward freedom, demarcates these divergent traditions.

Sociologist Daniel Capper, in his compelling exploration of a Tibetan Buddhist community in upstate New York, has found that in addition to meditation, American Buddhists are interested in moral systems, cognitive frameworks, mystical experience, and most importantly, relationships with teachers that are ameliorative and life-giving (Capper, 2002, p. 8). Given this broad spectrum of interests, it is understandable that American Buddhists (we currently total more than one million) would find themselves attracted to contrasting traditions that typically emphasize one particular method and spiritual approach to the Dharma; or, as was true in my experience, that we would seek out different traditions at different stages in our lives.

In a recent conversation with my Buddhist teacher, the Venerable Lama Pema Wangdak, a senior lama of the Sakya school of Tibetan Buddhism, we discussed the driving motivation behind the Western exploration of meditation and Buddhist teaching. With his characteristic combination of single-pointed attention and casual demeanor, he waved his hand and said that his American students “mostly just want to relax, not feel too stressed.” Initially this sounded right to me—we Westerners are notoriously pain-averse and disinclined to sit with discomfort of any kind (Rubin, 1996, p. 91). We are also frequently overstimulated, living in environments that encourage a frenzied pace and a generalized fear of missing information or personal and professional opportunities.

On further reflection, I found myself considering the pervasive addiction, anxiety, and depression that permeate the urban setting that is my home. Despite our culture’s great material wealth and educational and professional opportunity (albeit unevenly distributed based on race and  social location), I have witnessed and experienced remarkable levels of basic unhappiness and distress. This sense of unsatisfactoriness—which the Buddha called dukkha, a word that evokes the experience of being out of sync, like a wheel out of alignment or an arm out of its socket—strikes me as being something altogether more serious than the high stress levels that are commonly acknowledged by physicians and sociologists. What I have come to discern, both within my Buddhist community and among secular friends and family members, is a near desperation for some systemic manner of relief from a life that can so easily feel devoid of value and meaning. Carl Jung suggested, and I agree, that it is ultimately lack of meaning that leads to mental illness (1965, p. 340). He argued that the riches of the material world, including romantic relationship and professional achievement, are insufficient to provide the meaning we are instinctually bound to seek.

In the environment in which I have practiced the Dharma, Western students are indeed relentlessly burdened with a cultural credo of materialism and consumerism that can have spiritually and psychologically deadening results. While the history and myriad cultural factors that have created this particular fever pitch of consumerism—the addictive need to have and be more than we realistically can at a given moment—are beyond the scope of this work, I hope to underscore my sense that Western seekers of Eastern spiritual traditions bring with them something more than the general desire to successfully manage their stress levels.

For many American Buddhists there have been multiple efforts at healing that predate their forays into Eastern spirituality. This suggests to me a conscious readiness and a potent desire to absorb and make tangible use of our spiritual teachings, so that life may begin to feel like something more than an occasion for frayed nerves. What I have observed within my current spiritual community is the wish to have meaning in life with roots that can be relied upon in times of loss, struggle, and confusion.

While Siddhartha Gautama came to his enlightened mind in cultural circumstances that stand in marked contrast to the cultures we live in now, his world was suffering from a comparable level of turmoil and instability. Buddhism has been compared to a protestant movement in its direct response to the perceived power abuses and dogmatism of the Hindu tradition (Smith & Novak, 2003, pp. 21-30). Gautama was well aware that too many people were suffering in a system that protected the  Brahmin class while ignoring the suffering of people who lacked for their basic needs during a time of social and political upheaval. He saw the evils of greed played out on a macro scale, and it pushed him to locate a more authentic and reliable source of well-being and happiness. Out of this concerted reflection he developed insight into the human mind that brought him into the relational realm, where he saw the dangerous pitfalls of attachment, ill-will, and ignorance. He saw that a skewed understanding of our true nature would manifest in feelings of aversion toward ourselves and others, in desirous grasping, or in a flat-line neutrality that lacked the necessary human warmth of any relationship with another sentient being.

The Buddha’s way was not a path of hiding, although his teachings of no-self and emptiness can be appropriated for those with the wish to hide (see chapter 8). Instead, he encouraged his followers to carefully consider the subtle but profoundly healing Middle Way, which could fundamentally alter our human tendency to react with clinging, neutrality, or aversion to all people, circumstances, and experiences. He recognized within his particular historical context that the accumulation of material riches for some might present the illusion of happiness, and by extension, a sense of being inherently more worthy than those with less. So too, he saw that in a highly stratified society, where one’s socioeconomic standing could offer a false sense of protection and confirmation of inherent value, a simple life in which only one’s basic material needs were met might evoke pervasive feelings of unhappiness and deprivation.

It was in response to this grasping at external circumstance for a sense of inherent worth or protection from pain and loss that the Buddha’s most fundamental teachings arose. He would question the logic in grasping at any circumstance, or person, given the impermanence that is the nature of all phenomena. Perhaps most importantly he would underscore our basic interdependence—that there is no fixed and unchanging nature that defines and therefore separates us. Rather, humanity is like the “Jewel Net of Indra,” in which the jewel found at every intersection of the net completely reflects all the others. Human beings are jewels that reflect back to each other and in turn are made up of the reflections they receive (Bobrow, 1998, p. 309; Smith & Novak, 2003, p. 61). Similarly, we are all empty of inherent meaning, but rather depend upon all others for our changing qualities and circumstance.

While contemporary theorists (e.g., Stephen Batchelor, Robert Thurman, and Joan Borysenko) are right to affirm the call to individual consciousness that Buddhism requires—the Buddha explicitly instructed us to check our own experience to determine whether or not his teachings meet with reality—ultimately his path was one of treasured interpersonal relationship.

Beginning with the historical Buddha’s own community of followers, the importance of forming relationship with spiritual guides was exemplified in his instruction to seek out a kalayamitra, or “spiritual friend” (Klinger, 1980, p. 10). The spiritual friend would have been witness to the Buddha and could therefore affirm the truth and impact of his awakening. Such a friend could pass this experience along to the disciple, creating a human chain in the process of enlightenment (Capper, 2002, p. 75). In this way a joining of spiritual hands would facilitate the transmission of awakening, as it connects the disciple with the living experience of the Buddha (Podgorski, 1986).

The emphasis on a spiritual guide or teacher was as emphatic in the Pali canon as in the Mahayana sutras. In the Theravada tradition, finding a teacher who knew the circuitous ways of the Buddhist path was critical for any serious disciple. So too, the intensity of one’s meditation practice was understood as an act of devotion to the spiritual teacher (Ray, 1994; see also Capper, 2002, p. 76). In the Mahayana tradition, the importance of the spiritual friend was equally affirmed, but the role changed to that of one who inspires the disciple to move along the bodhisattva’s path. In contemporary Tibetan Buddhist centers, teachers actively encourage their students to cultivate awakened minds and hearts that more naturally respond with compassion to the suffering of others. This bodhichitta, or “awakened heart,” is understood as the necessary state of being that allows for the life of a bodhisattva.

The Pali canon and Mahayana sutras are filled with detailed guidance for seeking a spiritual friend. These literary blueprints make for reading that is both captivating and at times quite funny, given the simultaneously specific and circuitous nature of the advice.

As stated in the Bodhisattvabhumi, a fourth-century Mahayana work, the spiritual friend should, among other things, possess a bodhisattva’s discipline in ethics and manners, fully comprehend the ultimate real, be full of compassion and love, have patience, have an indefatigable mind,  and use the right words (Capper, 2002, p. 78). The spiritual friend is depicted as a person of great compassion, with clear and discerning intelligence and an unshakable faith in the Buddhadharma. Lest we envision such a being as having a physical presence comparable to that of the Buddha, the literature goes on to remind eager disciples that spiritual friends can take many forms. Children, elderly women, merchants, and mendicants can all be endowed with this special capacity to inspire bodhichitta. In the Gandhavyuha Sutra, the process of finding a spiritual friend is delineated in a conversation in which the bodhisattva Sudhana seeks advice from the great bodhisattva of wisdom, Manjushri. After embarking on his own journey to find such a spiritual friend, he comes back to tell us that “spiritual benefactors are hard to get to see, hard to encounter, hard to visit, hard to attend, hard to approach, hard to stay with, hard to be perfected by, hard to associate with” (Cleary, 1987, pp. 68-69).

Sogyal Rinpoche, in the Tibetan Book of Living and Dying, spends considerable time both clarifying the attributes of a “true teacher” and underscoring the necessary preconditions for embarking on a relationship with such a teacher. He describes such authentic spiritual guides as “compassionate [and] tireless in their desire to share whatever wisdom they have acquired from their masters.” They “never abuse or manipulate their students under any circumstances, never under any circumstances abandon them, serve not their own ends but the greatness of the teachings, and always remain humble” (1993, p. 130).

    While he is less inclined to drill down into the difficulties of being in relationship with such a spiritual friend, Sogyal Rinpoche nonetheless quickly moves this evocative portrait into a reminder that it is not the personality of the teacher one must rely upon, but the truth of the Buddha’s teachings. He cites the Four Reliances Sutra, in which disciples are encouraged to

Rely on the message of the teacher, not on his personality; 



Rely on the meaning, not just on the words; 



Rely on the real meaning, not on the provisional one; 



Rely on [the] wisdom mind, not on [the] ordinary, judgmental mind.







Alongside these critical reliances, disciples are reminded that indestructible devotion is also needed. For it is through devotion (mö gü in  Tibetan) that we are able to access and reveal “our innermost heart” to the spiritual guide. In this way teachings are imparted not to our judging, ordinary minds but to our wisdom mind (rigpa in Tibetan). Once a spiritual teacher is found, “patience and endurance, wisdom, courage, and humility” are all necessary attributes for the maintenance of such a revelatory and heart-opening relationship (ibid., pp. 132 and 136).
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When traversing the literary lore of Tibetan teachers and their disciples, it quickly becomes apparent why devotion is repeatedly emphasized as a necessary ingredient in the teacher/student relationship. The story of Naropa, the great Indian scholar of Buddhism, and his efforts to find a teacher exemplify the patience and psychological fortitude necessary for this arduous, potentially crazy-making task.

Naropa hailed from an illustrious family. As a child, he displayed a keen intellectual curiosity, and he later became renowned for his erudition and Buddhist scholarship. While teaching at Nalanda, the prestigious Buddhist university, he revealed a remarkably trenchant mind as a formidable opponent in philosophical debate (Finn, 1998, p. 164). The story goes that during this time he had a rather distressing vision of an elderly woman who was disfigured in thirty-seven horrifying ways. She asked him if he understood the Dharma, to which he replied in the affirmative. With waves of derisive laughter, she challenged his ready confidence. Bemused by her reaction, Naropa asked her if there was anyone else who better understood the Dharma. “Oh yes,” she said. And in a moment of tepid courage, he took up the challenge to meet this true teacher of the Dharma, whom he was instructed to find. This set in motion a series of events that would eventually lead to the advent of Tibetan Buddhism (ibid.; see also Capper, 2002, p. 90).

Through a string of encounters with various thieves, lepers, and other apparent tricksters, Naropa continued on an exasperating search for the person who was said to understand the Dharma authentically. He found that in the person of Tilopa, who turned out to be the brother of the disfigured elderly woman who had visited Naropa in his vision (Finn, 1998, p. 164). In each unsavory encounter Naropa was inclined to reject the lowly figure before him, but he came to realize that these were in reality manifestations of the teacher he sought. His journey demanded a new  capacity to see beyond the illusory nature of identity—to recognize that carriers of wisdom transcend the trappings of social position, gender, and intellectual prowess.

When Tilopa finally appeared in physical form, he continued to test Naropa’s readiness for an authentic journey into the realm of awakening. Naropa was asked to hurl himself into a blazing fire, to assault royalty, and to endure a beating with Tilopa’s shoe that would ultimately precipitate his enlightenment (ibid., p. 166; see also Capper, 2002, p. 89). The years in which he was repeatedly challenged to cultivate an unshakable devotion to Tilopa’s wisdom, and the patience necessary for this wisdom to be imparted, opened Naropa’s heart and mind to the transmission of his teacher’s awakening.

This tale of enlightenment via exasperating relationship underscores the Tibetan Buddhist tradition of minds mixing and becoming one. It is a story of interdependence, where the disciple’s consciousness and independent ego position is powerfully challenged over time, and every foreseeable defense against her own inherent wisdom is shattered. Naropa’s original and illusory insight into the Buddha’s teachings based upon his scholarly endeavors serves as a critical reminder that without a true teacher—someone who has undergone the painful and necessary confrontation with her own delusive self-concepts—we easily miss the heart of the Buddha’s way. What we perceive to be wisdom may in reality be little more than our very defense against wisdom.

The teacher has the rather unpleasant task of pointing out and correcting this primary misunderstanding. A teacher’s method must be pure in intention but may include challenges that feel abrasive and powerfully unsettling. The Tibetan Buddhist teacher and writer Pema Chödrön characterizes this essential process in the following way:
The job of the teacher is to help the student experience that their mind and the mind of the teacher are the same. The teacher realizes that the student doesn’t understand that, doesn’t believe it, and doesn’t trust…Sometimes someone needs love and sometimes harshness. But whatever the teacher does is always about helping you to see layer after layer of defense mechanisms and self-deceptions that block your innate wisdom. You have tremendous devotion because without your  teacher you would never have discovered this confidence in your own wisdom. (Gross, 1999, p. 47)





This tradition of awakening through the mixing of minds is perhaps the very foundation of Tibetan Buddhism. After Naropa experienced enlightenment, he passed the sacred teachings on to Marpa, who is noted for having then trekked across the Himalayas to Tibet, where he passed them on to Milarepa. The legendary teacher/student probationary ordeals that Milarepa underwent with Marpa solidified this internalization of the teacher’s wisdom mind as the basis for a continued Tibetan Buddhist tradition (Chang, 1989).

The history of these foundational teacher/student relationships strikes a resonant chord for many contemporary Tibetan Buddhist practitioners. We recognize in these stories the colorful personalities of our own teachers, the depth of devotion that has been necessary to sustain relationships across significant cultural divides, and the process of softening a Western ego that from its very inception has been reinforced in its capacity to defend against such reliance upon another. From a psychoanalytic perspective, we might describe this experience with our teachers as a conscious state of merger, where any sense of discrete identity is dissolved into a common experience of “interbeing.”

As Westerners, with our contrasting notions of self and ego, we bring to the historical interpersonal difficulties posed by the teacher/student relationship an additional layer of culturally informed complication that our Buddhist teachers will challenge with both the sensitivity and harshness characteristic of them. It is understandable, given the depth of complexity and strife inherent in the teacher/student relationship even without these additional opportunities for miscommunication, that the Dalai Lama would offer caveats to Westerners interested in pursuing a Buddhist path. In various public teachings, he has been known to gently and subtly discourage Westerners from embarking on a cross-cultural interpersonal journey that might ensure yet more suffering for people who presumably hope to assuage rather than augment their personal difficulties and dis-ease. Rather, he proposes that we learn from the Dharma and make every effort to live the Buddha’s teaching of nonviolence and compassion for all beings as we practice within our own religious traditions. Implicit in these avuncular suggestions is his sage insight that there  may be a more direct, less problematic way for Westerners to pursue spiritual integration and wellness.

Despite his genuine respect for and interest in Buddhist practice, Carl Jung was also disinclined to recommend this path for Westerners. He recognized the pervasive Western tendency to avoid our own psyches, thereby co-opting any new and exotic spiritual practice as yet more distraction from the unconscious (Jung, 1971, p. 490). He encouraged Westerners not to grasp at a novel spiritual belief system and instead to face the stronger religious imprints that were likely within their own psyches by virtue of their cultural inheritance, with methods more readily available to them.

Having embarked on a long-term Buddhist practice myself, I appreciate the intention behind these efforts at dissuasion. We Westerners do indeed typically have an ego-driven grasping impulse that is so lightning-quick as to be almost imperceptible—especially to ourselves. There is an ever-present temptation to cultivate a Buddhist identity that may in reality serve to defend against our own enlightenment or freedom from suffering. We may bring the notorious “supermarket mentality” to our explorations of Buddhism with only the conscious awareness of having attempted a good and worthy challenge. This sense of spiritual savvy may easily give way to the spiritual elitism that is commonplace in many American Buddhist centers, particularly among younger practitioners who have yet to engage in the trying experience of entering into and sustaining relationship with a teacher. The ego can so easily swell with the first sense of having gleaned real insight that transcends conventional and mundane reality.

Was this true for me, too? Probably. As I’ve mentioned before, my initial relationship to Buddhist practice remained within a certain range of emotional experience. I had neither the readiness nor the internal resources to engage in a spiritual process that would identify my most entrenched ego defenses. Instead, the first several years were a time of building self-esteem through cultivating insight and quieting the mind. Coupled with my intellectual curiosity about the psychology of the Buddhadharma, this initial boon could easily have stopped with a bolstered sense of personal agency and philosophical insight.
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