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Introduction


Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing,

There is a field. I’ll meet you there.




RUMI, TRANSLATED BY COLEMAN BARKS
AND JOHN MOYNE1

This book offers an approach to spiritual growth to those who have become stale on their path and seek renewal, as well as those newly inspired and looking to enter onto one earnestly. It shares my experience of the entheogen Ayahuasca as a skillful means for creating a spiritual opening, and the promise of both Shamata Vipassana meditation and the fundamentals of Tibetan Buddhist thought as an uplifting pathway in a proven spiritual tradition. It is at once an invitation to a psychoactive intervention, a meditation manual, and a philosophical guide for inspiring entry to and sustained growth on a road to awakening.

Ayahuasca as a Skillful Means for Opening and Renewal

As a skillful means, the use of entheogens—such as cannabis and datura—as a spiritual aid is well documented in the Buddhism of Tibet. Often called amrita, or nectar, they were used in certain ceremonial situations. The ancient Buddhist Guhyasamaja and Chakrasamvara tantras from India described the use of entheogens as a skillful means for destroying evildoers in tantric rituals and medicines. Longchenpa (1308–1364), who systemized many of the teachings of the Buddhist Nyingma lineage in Tibet, pointed to their use in his commentary on the original texts of the tradition. Jigme Lingpa (1730–1798), who condensed Longenpa’s teachings into a practice manual and is considered one of the most important scholars and visionaries of the lineage, refers to their use in his autobiography. And, finally, the Third Dodrupchen (1865–1926), also a leading visionary as well as a teacher of many great masters of his time, called them the nectar of liberation in ancient practice.

So although the evidence for the use of psychoactive plants in Buddhism in ancient India and Tibet is clear, unlike in South American and other indigenous spiritual traditions worldwide, today it has all but disappeared. For a time, however, it seemed to have served as an effective occasional skillful means but never a central aspect of the path.

For me, Ayahuasca proved to be a remarkable catalyst. It made clear my self-deception, provided insight into the source of my psycho-emotional obstacles, and pointed to a clear vision for a way forward. I found it impossible to hide behind any façade or false pretense, as the effects of Ayahuasca laid bare the emptiness of my normal frames of self-reference and opened my heart and mind viscerally and authentically to a much vaster view. Of all the psychoactive plants tried in my search for meaningful, mind-expanding experiences in youth and midlife, including LSD-, psilocybin-, and peyote-assisted sweat lodges and Native American Church ceremonies, I found Ayahuasca to be the most potent, and the grandmother of them all. As interest in the psychotherapeutic and spiritual effects of Ayahuasca has grown rapidly among North Americans and Europeans, I want to offer a perspective on its use from a long-term Buddhist practitioner.

Not for the faint of heart, Ayahuasca brings an onslaught of truly visionary experiences that totally crack open your world and place you well beyond any normal frame of reference. It challenges everything you know, and its powers are renowned for their physical, psycho-emotional, and spiritual healing effects. Unlike other psychedelics, this “medicine,” as is it commonly known, puts you on an uneasy edge that brings forth a natural healing from within. As such, it is non-habit-forming. Some people have bad trips, but these are few among the ceremonies conducted by traditionally trained facilitators called Curanderos.

Critics argue that, when used as a spiritual aid, there is a difference between the temporary states of mind that Ayahuasca induces and the ingrained traits of your psychological makeup—states and traits—and that it is much easier to change the former than the latter. To that I say yes, but occasional practice of meditation does the same. Others argue that Ayahuasca provides insight but is not necessarily developmental. That is also mostly true. However, that is the very reason for taking Ayahuasca—to wake up, and to be inspired to take on the regimen of a proven spiritual path—and this it does very well.

Shamata Vipassana and Tibetan Buddhist Philosophy as a Pathway

For a sustainable developmental path, I offer not the entirety but simply the main principles of Buddhist philosophy according to the Tibetan tradition and a progressive sequence of Shamata Vipassana meditation techniques for bringing them to life.

Tibetan Buddhism generally divides the Buddha’s teachings into three main vehicles called the Hinayana, Mahayana, and Vajrayana. Each of these varies according to the karma, needs, capacities, and proclivities of different people. The Hinayana focuses on foundational teachings of the Buddha, such as the four noble truths and the practices of mindfulness and awareness for individual liberation. The Mahayana emphasizes the same but adds compassion for the liberation of oneself and also for all other beings. The Vajrayana encompasses the first two but adds many other skillful means for fully activating and revealing our inherent inner nature that is both stainless and free.

Known as the diamond vehicle or the quick path, the Vajrayana holds out hope for enlightenment in a single lifetime, and the Shamata Vipassana meditation practices I offer here are from the Vajrayana perspective.

The first challenge of the Vajrayana, particularly for Westerners, is that it possesses such an amazing array of philosophical teachings that it can be difficult to absorb. There are four main schools in Tibetan Buddhism—the Nyingma, Kagyu, Geluk, and Sakya—and in the Tibetan Nyingma canon alone, for example, there is the Kangyur, a collection of teachings given by the Buddha himself, as well as the Tengyur, a set of commentaries on those original teachings. All told there are roughly 5,300 texts with over seventy-three million words across four main lineages, each having sub-lineages emphasizing different texts with similar but different meanings. These teachings also come with ornate rituals, mantras, and recitations that are initially completely foreign to Westerners.

All of this is indeed precious but can be overwhelming for a newcomer. I struggled with this over the years myself in study and experience, trying to understand and internalize the philosophy, methods, and techniques and how they fit and work together. In both earlier times and, to a lesser extent, today, in a society dominated by monastic life, Tibetan monks and nuns spent their youth studying the teachings. That is an investment of time not available in our culture, and the tradition has not been very good at adapting and providing pith and principle simply and clearly.

Many have made serious attempts, most prominently the Dalai Lama, Dzongchar Khyentse Rinpoche, and Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche, along with Khenchen Palden Rinpoche and Khenpo Tsewang Rinpoche and others but there is still much room for improvement. Lacking perspective, many Westerners get caught in mindlessly chasing one teaching after another, collecting different empowerments and tenents while not really understanding or internalizing the basics.

The second challenge of Tibetan Buddhism is that many newcomers have little or no foundation in the calm abiding and insight that Shamata Vipassana provides. Without sufficient study and mind training, newcomers can quickly be confused or undone in trying to practice the different sadhanas, visualizations, and rituals encased in a culture so different from their own. Shamata Vipassana is the foundational meditation practice for each of these. It is, after all, what was originally taught by the Buddha himself, and it is typically offered in some form as an entry point to the Vajrayana. However, the offerings coming from within the tradition itself tend to be sporadic at best and rarely done in a way that is sufficient for developing the stability of mind necessary for fruitfully onboarding a new Western practitioner.

As a result of both these challenges, many fail to engage authentically, or they drop out entirely.

So, my motivation in sharing Shamata Vipassana meditation practices and the philosophical principles of Tibetan Buddhism is to address all of the above. I want to share them as an entryway that is inclusive of all three vehicles. I want to share them in a way that lays the groundwork for approaching the more advanced visualization, inner yogic, and choiceless awareness practices of Dzogchen and Mahamudra. I want to share them in a way that addresses the self-deception that can derail practice and obscure genuine insight into the true nature of one’s mind and being. Finally, I want to share them in a way that ensures the promise for internalizing and practicing in a fully authentic way and places you on a constructive and fruitful path.

Other special and in some ways unique features of the book include its focus on:

• How the development of psycho-emotional wellness is critical to balanced spiritual growth

• How the ego can play both restrictive and supportive roles on the path

• How Shamata Vipassana naturally progresses from a more to a less fabricated form and prepares you for the more advanced practices

• How the development of awareness and compassion is central to every aspect of the Tibetan Buddhist path

• How compassion is not an automatic outcome of expanding awareness and needs separate cultivation on its own

• How the development of faith helps crack the habitual patterns of the mind (the Cosmic Egg) and opens you to deeper and vaster experiences of your being

The book is organized into three parts and assumes little prior knowledge of Buddhism or any previous meditation experience:

Part I: The Cosmic Fool describes the compelling common sense of the Buddhist philosophical perspective as well as the all-too-common seductive pitfalls of self-deception in its practice.

Part II: Cracking the Cosmic Egg describes my psycho-emotional growth and spiritual renewal resulting from the use of Ayahuasca over the course of three years and twenty-four ceremonies.

Part III: A Path of Awakening applies the lessons learned in a concise yet comprehensive introduction to Tibetan Buddhist philosophy and guided instruction on four progressive techniques of Shamata Vipassana meditation that support it experientially.

As an avid student of Buddhism, I practiced each of the meditation techniques over the course of seventeen years, including at least one seven-to-ten-day Shamata Vipassana retreat annually. On this journey, the method progressed from a structured to a nearly formless style from the Sweeping technique I learned from Sri S. N. Goenka at my very first retreat at his center in Igatpuri, India to the Open Shamata Vipassana method I learned while attending various retreats at the Insight Meditation Society in Barre, Massachusetts and finally to the Open Space Vipassana method I learned in Shambhala Training and by attending a month-long Dathun at Karme Choling in Barnet, Vermont.

Since 2017, I have taught these techniques twice a year in programs offered through Namgyal Monastery in Ithaca, New York, the only Western monastery of His Holiness the Dalai Lama. This program includes one hour per week of online meditation instruction and philosophical teachings joined with a personal commitment to practice twenty minutes twice a day for the entire eight weeks of the program. Part III of this book mirrors the content and progression of this program.
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It is not the appearance that binds you, it’s the attachment to the appearance that binds you.

TILOPA




What does this quote really mean, and how might it apply to you and me? If you and I are anything alike, then I know there is a constant hunger in you that longs for something. Just stop and look for a moment, and you will find it. You may be successful, yet still you strive. You may be wealthy, yet still you seek gain. You may be loved, yet still you wander. You feel it, don’t you? Where does the discontent begin? What do you so long for?

You may sense this hunger, but most of the time you ignore it. Yet every day you bury yourself in it. You get the kids out the door, you put your time in at work, you fight with your colleagues, and then you rush home to do the laundry before watching your favorite show. But then you worry about the things that break, the neighbors who gossip, and your loved ones who nag, so you escape to go shopping or to the movies to avoid the squeeze. All the while, you build fantasies for a life of greater success, more fulfilling work, early retirement, nicer cars, and better friends.

You may never grow weary of this gnawing feeling, however, because you always have hope. Even if you get fed up with it all, you can always pack up the Airstream, move on, and start over again. Yet you are drawn on by thoughts of when everything will be just right, when you will have the garden and the grandchildren at your home in the country or can escape to a peaceful spot in the forest. You just know that someday it will all turn out and you will reap the quiet wisdom of your golden years.

So you are always preparing for things to get better. But when you do get your ideal home you soon find things wrong with it, or when your perfect semiretirement situation finally works out, you become bored by the lack of excitement. To fill the void, you drink or turn to shopping, cleaning, golfing, fishing, gambling, or whatever addictive behavior it takes to fill the nagging sense of emptiness. You are so caught up in preparing and running after things that you forget to live fully. Then you look back on that time nostalgically, even though you were so wrapped up in doing that you missed it.

For most of us, this endless planning, doing, fixing, upgrading is what we call life. We have many more glamorous words for this drive to do whatever we are compelled to do—yearning, questing, searching, craving, striving, seeking, or thirsting. It is as gross as our drive to find God in our life, as mundane as needing to clean the house, and as subtle as a simple restless energy.

I call it our hungry spirit. It is a pervasive energy that is constantly longing for success, freedom, love, or whatever it is we require to find our place in the world. All our worldly concerns are subordinate to it and a means to its end. It helps us find and make meaning and drives us to achieve and do something with our lives. It is the seed of creation and the heart of our very evolutionary urge—it is our life force, our life energy. Every act, every word, every thought reflects it in some way.

What exactly is this hungry spirit really looking for? Aristotle said it is happiness: “It is the meaning and purpose of life, the whole aim and end of human existence.” And so we occupy ourselves with it more than with any other single endeavor in our lives. That’s why we buy new iPods, iPads, and iPhones for convenience, as well as Viagra, breast implants, and liposuction for confidence. It is also why we constantly seek new jobs, boyfriends, girlfriends, and experiences—like sweat lodges in Sedona and bungee jumping off the Royal Gorge Bridge.

The trouble is that we are never, ever satisfied. This incessant searching and doing often feels empty, because it is empty.

Why?

The things we pursue appear real, but they are not real. Like a mirage that vanishes as we approach, the satisfaction of reaching a goal quickly dissolves as we reach it. So we continuously replace the old ones with new ones. We go from wanting a new dresser to wanting a new house, from a new job to making more money, and from coffee in the morning to wind up to wine in the evening to wind down. We become swept up in the mindless pursuit of a rainbow’s end. But as Lily Tomlin once said, “The problem with winning the rat race is that you are still a rat.”2

The reason is that all our pursuits are just a simple display, an illusion.

To understand this, we need to look deeper. First, consider that all form, including our homes, our gardens, our flesh and bones, and even our thoughts, feelings, and emotions, is made up of something else. It is a combination of at least two or more things coming together. They are compounded or fabricated. For instance, hydrogen and oxygen make water, water and leaves make tea, and tea and bourbon make a hot toddy. Likewise, an insult and pride make anger, loss and attachment make grief, and competition and low self-esteem make jealousy.

The final product, whatever it is—a physical thing, a thought, or an emotion—does not arise except through its relationship to certain conditions or its component parts. It exists only through interdependence. Like our reflection in a mirror, it appears only because we are in front of it. If it were independent, it would appear regardless of whether we were there or not.

Second, this interdependence is subject to constant change. In fact, it is probably safe to say that change is the only constant in life. Think of it—if anything shifts in relation to another thing and everything is interdependent, then even the slightest change in one thing changes all. As our physicists argue, this is why, in theory, a butterfly flapping its wings in New York can have an effect on the weather in Tokyo. Likewise, the advent of adolescence can turn a cute, cuddly baby into a miserable teenager, sudden praise from the boss can turn loathing into joy, and the self-immolation of a fruit peddler in Tunisia can turn a legacy of tyranny into a movement of hope with ripple effects around the world.

Nothing in life exists in an independent, permanent state. Nothing. Everything from vast empires to tiny apple seeds is made of interdependent and constantly changing parts that wax, wane, and eventually fade away.

In essence, then, life is made up of a constant flux of transitory experiences. They are empty in the sense that they are not permanent or inherently existing in and of themselves and are experienced mostly as a concept, a label, or an interpretation of the mind.

Third, the problem is that we cling to these experiences as if they really are permanent and do exist. This clinging is our hungry spirit speaking—that incessant urge that drives us on—and it is the seed to all of our emotions. When something happens, or when certain causes or conditions arise, they evoke an emotional response. Emotion is an inherent bias that tells us what we like and dislike. Love, greed, anger, joy, sadness, pride, and jealousy are all different forms of like and dislike, or attachment and rejection. Even indifference, as in not caring, is a reaction, an emotion.

This emotional clinging further distorts and separates us from our experience. Like watching a torch swirled in a circle and seeing it look like a ring of fire, we are fooled, and we solidify the ring as if it were truly real. And so, for instance, we rush to anger when we feel criticized and hold a grudge whether the criticism was intended or not, or we spin a flirtation into a sexual fantasy and even visions of matrimony then hold on to the regret of a lost opportunity when we fail to even reach out.

Look at your body, for example. It is made up of flesh, bones, blood, arms, and legs, but you generalize these constantly shifting interdependent parts by considering it a single “thing” and pasting a label on it. Out of pride and vanity, you fall in love with the idea of the whole and cling to it as permanently existing. Then you spin it out of proportion by becoming obsessed with a flat stomach, a round butt, and a trim physique, so you invest in the gym, diets, exercise regimes, and organic tea to make it fit your idea of beauty. But your body grows old, you lose your beauty, and eventually you die.

Fourth, these clinging emotions come from a basic self-centeredness that arises because we also think of our self as real. We repeat an emotional response each time the same conditions arise (or we think they do), leaving an impression on our minds and hearts like imprints on a page. These imprints then accumulate and form into patterns; these patterns become our habits, ideas, projections, beliefs, hopes, fears, and personality traits that solidify and make up what we believe to be our “selves” and our belief that we —“you”, “I”—truly exist. But this is not the real you, this is just the acquired you.

Like the fire ring, you get carried away in thinking this composite of things is the real you. But if you examine all notions of who you are—really investigate them—you will again find just an illusion. When you investigate your body, your feelings, your perceptions, your actions, or your thoughts, you cannot find a truly existing self, or “I,” in any of them. This “I” is not your body, your heart, or your brain, nor is it your girlfriend, your home, or your job. You cannot put your finger on it. It is elusive. It’s all of those things but at the same time none of those things. These patterns are nothing more than acquired habits, labels, and ways of relating to things that have been shaped and socialized by your parents, friends, media, culture, and so on that you make solid or real.

Like reality itself, then, your sense of self is nothing more than a shifting collection of acquired perceptions, feelings, and beliefs that you hold onto over time. There is no inherently existing “I.” The true self is like a vast and expansive palette of open space that has been painted over by the stickiness of “I.” In reality, “I” is just another label.

We can also understand this emptiness of “I” by comparing our views to those of others. In some cultures, the public display of bare breasts for instance, is considered an immoral act, while in others it is a thing of beauty. But as we all know, beauty is in the eye of the beholder. What might have made a woman beautiful in ancient China was small feet, whereas in some places in Africa it was a long neck, in North America a curvy figure, and in Central America a round one. Likewise, happiness for some might be delicious food on the table, while for others it is an Audi Quattro, and whereas some consider a gentle touch erotic, others prefer it rough. Who is right?

Our different views of the same thing are shaped in part by our different senses of “I,” which in turn are shaped by our cultures, families, and upbringing. They are tightly held habitual patterns that exist at both the individual and collective level and are self-reinforcing. Yet if any of it were real—the way we perceive the world or our belief in “I”—these experiences would be the same for each of us. Nonetheless, we believe them to be real and manage to harden and aggregate them into tribes, cultures, nation states, and other forms of prejudice.

Finally, and here is the most essential point, all this clinging causes suffering. But most of the time we don’t even know we are suffering. We are caught up in the illusion we create from our vanity, ambition, and insecurity, that then develops into an excessive pride in our looks, acquisitions, and achievements, and that we run after like a child trying to catch a rainbow in a soap bubble, only to be constantly disappointed. Whatever we do, it is never enough.

As a result, we become the victim of a small mind, a stream of chatter that reinforces an image we already have of ourselves and our world—of wishing, craving, choosing, defending, and deciding right or wrong—and whenever that chatter stops, it is a relief, like the silence that comes after the constant drone of a jackhammer in the background stops. We become tightly spun in a cocoon made of our projections, imaginations, hopes, and fears that makes possibilities much smaller than they truly are. We live behind bars of fear and convention, and we become stuck. We are in a box—and we don’t even know that we are in a box.

Thus, out of strong individual and collective habit, you, like me, confine yourself to the safe and narrow. You cling to your cocoon and then suffer when you can’t adapt to changing conditions. Every time your perceived reality does not match up with your acquired hopes or desires—all of which you think are real—you suffer. When someone treats you poorly, or you didn’t get the promotion, or the cashier is too slow, or your boyfriend does not call you back, you suffer. At times you may even suffer irrationally. You might get angry with your girlfriend because you think she should be angry and is not. Or you might worry that she is too possessive, and then worry again when she isn’t. So back and forth you go, whipsawed on emptiness.

On the other hand, you may argue that not all emotion is suffering. What if events go in your favor? What about love and joy? But if you love someone or something, you may fear that they may leave you, that they do not love you as much as you love them, or that you love them too much. So whether it is love, joy, peace, happiness, or another positive emotion, there still remains a seed of discontent. As long as your positive feeling is dependent on someone or something else, there is a basic insecurity about it or a fear that it will not last or that you may lose it. Even if all your dreams come true, that nagging feeling that there should be something more soon returns. It is a suffering of suffering so to speak—a hungry spirit.

In showing us that “It is not the appearance that binds you, it’s the attachment to the appearance that binds you,”3 Tilopa gives us not only the view of how we get stuck but also the clue to how to get out and live our lives more fully, because nothing exists as it appears.

The above and the title of this chapter was inspired by Dzongchar Rinpoche’s book What Makes You NOT a Buddhist. It is framed around what is known as the Four Seals in Buddhism, which form the foundational principles of the spiritual path.


All phenomena are compounded,

Everything compounded is impermanent,

Attachment to impermanence causes suffering,

Nirvana is peace.




If all this makes sense to you, then you just may be a Buddhist.
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Let your view be as vast as the sky, and your conduct as fine as barley flour.

PADMASAMBHAVA




There are pitfalls in taking this enlightened approach to life.

After many years of practice, I was still not living it authentically. Why, might you ask? To answer that question, let’s step back and unpack the meaning of the above quote.

Self-Deception

Your ego, this hungry spirit of yours, is no different than mine. It is powerful, tricky, subtly evasive, and rarely rests. No matter how pure your intent, its restive tendency still lurches toward turning everything into self-reference. When it does, you easily fall into the trap of self-deception. This is where you think you are getting it, all while still reinforcing your ego and not really growing. It’s tough to escape the life-shaping conformities of the ego, even when we believe we are.

Spiritual Materialism

Self-deception starts very simply through what is called spiritual materialism. For instance, you may recently be into yoga and sustainable lifestyles, so you ready yourself with the right mat, the right food, and the right clothes for the inner journey. You find locally made eco-friendly yoga pants as well as yoga props and accessories. You also buy organic teas and beauty and household products and books, along with the other accoutrements of the new lifestyle regime. So you commodify your practice and consume your way to enlightenment. But pure food does not deliver a pure mind, and having organic yoga pants does not necessarily make you a better person.

You may also collect courses, empowerments, retreats, and practices like they were medals and childhood sports trophies, feeding your ever-hungry ego by jumping from one teacher or book to the next like a drunken honeybee flitting from flower to flower. You talk about your latest teacher and pontificate spiritual jargon as if you are selling something. You may even remove yourself periodically from the world to do a deep dive into meditation, but what you are really doing is treating yourself to a short-lived, blissed-out getaway.

You could become so obsessed with your own self-improvement—your story, your victimization, your faults, your fears—that instead of becoming free, you end up caught in an endless self-ruminating loop. I know this one quite well. It is just not true that self-analysis automatically leads to greater health and happiness. At most, it neutralizes them. You are more likely to just self-absorb, proudly wearing your issues like a badge—“this is just the way I am”—or drift into an apathetic self-paralysis—“there is nothing I can do.”

More subtly, you could materialize meditation itself. This hungry spirit that strives for peace, calm, and blissful experiences is still none other than your ego looking for itself, constantly searching for something to hold onto. So rather than losing yourself in meditation, the ego self-identifies with the practice of meditation. Instead of “becoming” the meditation, you are “doing” meditation, as an object experienced separately. You are in your mind, not your heart, and so you fail to generate any warmth in your practice. You puff yourself up with pride, find fault with others, cling to spiritual honors, and count up your years of practice without any lessening in your afflictive emotions.

Finally, you may even experience something special, a calm, loving, blissful state, but then you objectify and cling to it as having achieved your goal. You have then just turned it into another concept—in the same way that concepts of illusion, oneness, change, and egolessness become goals. Your ego constantly looks to reinforce itself with something to cling to—especially bliss. It naturally resists letting go of itself and truly experiencing without any agenda.

So it entertains itself by proving you can do certain things, believing you are struggling on the path when the path is not a struggle. Your ego’s need for entertainment can take extremely subtle forms. Any time you justify answers, cling to experiences, need to prove or unravel something, try to create or recreate something, or have any fear, hope, loss, or gain around any spiritual experience, you reinforce the ego.

It wants to define the bounds of each of these experiences, like a spider caught in its own web. You need to give up trying to go anywhere or be anything and just be, without any seeking or answer. Only in dropping everything and just being do you experience reality directly, vividly. Otherwise, you ensnare yourself in an interwoven web of identities and subtle strings of self-reference while not even knowing it, like some sort of cosmic fool.

In short, our ego’s desire to hold onto its sense of self, a self-consciousness, will use lifestyles, drugs, therapies, and spiritual techniques to reinforce that sense of self, that ego. This is what Trungpa Rinpoche called “spiritual materialism.” He said we are often “deceiving ourselves into thinking we are developing spiritually when instead all we are doing is strengthening our egocentricity through spiritual techniques.”1 Enlightenment is not about doing, achieving, and rewarding effort. If it were so, then we would always be subject to ego reasserting itself. We do not produce enlightenment, we reveal it.

EXERCISE

Ask your heart, why are you doing a practice in the first place? Are you just creating a spiritual ego?
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Spiritual Bypassing

A trickier form of self-deception is spiritual bypassing. This is where you use spirituality to avoid, suppress, or escape an uncomfortable life issue, or where you paste the veneer of a positive spiritual attitude on top of what is still an acquisitive and defensive self-belief. This can never last because under almost any level of stress you automatically default to insecurity and fall back into the ego’s defensive mode.

When you do that, you disconnect from yourself as you rationalize your poor behavior based on spiritual beliefs to avoid facing your own fears and insecurities. The difference is so subtle that you usually don’t even know you are doing it, and the impact is so powerful that not only can it hurt but it can also nullify spiritual growth.

How does this happen?

My interest in self-deception was first inspired by the work of John Welwood2 on Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. I had drifted into a certain malaise of “having been there and done that” and was experiencing a growing staleness and loss of inspiration in my practice. I felt stuck, generally alienated, and even hypocritical in certain areas of my life. His commentary gave me some clues as to why.

This hierarchy describes a continuum of a motivational drive that has lesser and greater aspects. It begins at the lesser, lower levels with a sense of deficiency and evolves into the greater, higher levels as a sense of fulfillment. In moving up the hierarchy, we grow from a feeling of self-doubt to one of self-worth, with each stage transcending and including those below.
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The bottom three aspects of this drive come from a place of insecurity and lead to the self-protection and self-projection aspects of your being. They tend to be defensive and manifest in negative emotions like anger, selfishness, and jealousy that are based on strong attachments to getting or not getting what you want in the world. It is a necessary function rooted in your survival instinct. These qualities can restrict your spiritual journey.

The upper ones, in contrast, come more from a place of well-being. They are made up of positive emotions, such as love, joy, devotion, gratitude, and enthusiasm, that are much more open, inclusive, and outwardly oriented. They broaden your view, connect you to others, extend you into the world, and lead to personal growth and completion. It is a growth toward selflessness, designed to help you adapt, and is rooted in your evolutionary instinct to become more fully functioning in realizing those greater qualities. Ultimately that drive dissolves altogether upon reaching transcendence, so these qualities help your spiritual journey.

Transpersonal psychologist Ken Wilber calls this drive an evolutionary thread of spirit in action, where greater consciousness unfolds at every stage of development in the hierarchy, manifesting more and more at every step in an inherent urge to go beyond what was before.3

As we grow up in it, we move from a self-centric to a more open, other-centric view of the world. In so doing, we shift from a place of self-doubt to one of self-worth, all while loosening the grip of the ego. In the end, we don’t demolish the ego, we transcend it and rest in a fundamental sense of well-being. This is the ultimate aspect of our spiritual journey.

This drive, this evolutionary thread, is our hungry spirit in action, where greater consciousness and acceptance unfold at every stage in an inherent urge to go beyond what was before in pursuit of the spirit, and it ultimately opens to transcendence.

This urge is also the very face and impulse of love. The greater aspect is an awake, selfless love rooted in a sense of abundance and fulfillment, while the lesser is a less mindful, self-centered love of attraction, attachment, and possession based in not feeling enough. The lesser love strives for the greater through seeking security and comfort, whereas the greater transcends and includes the lesser from an unconditional place of well-being. As lesser evolves into greater, it provides the psycho-emotional ground for an authentic spiritual practice.

The two indivisible and developmental forces driving this growth are awareness and compassion. There is no unconditional compassion without the awareness of an evolved spirit and no unfettered awareness not based in selfless compassion. Together they are the means and the ultimate ends of spiritual practice.

Growth in this progression, however, is not without its pitfalls. Much of today’s self-help and happiness programs, for instance, focus on the self-esteem and other upper levels of this hierarchy. This would be healthy, except where there is not strong ego development at the lower levels. You cannot simply paste positivism on top of underlying insecurities. You cannot pull off patience if you have not owned your anger. The lesser has the stronger grip, so you need release from the lower levels first. Otherwise, you bypass.

For example, do you love out of unconscious attachment or out of a conscious sense of abundance and appreciation? As John Welwood says, the truth is you need to know attachment before you can learn nonattachment. Avoiding attachment and true nonattachment are two different things. If I am attached to something, I need to first identify and own the attachment before I can release it. If not, I bypass and am eventually pulled back. I know both sides of this coin, and with the latter—true nonattachment—there is little residue of self-doubt, resentment, or even hurt. Instead, there is an openness, a richness, and an appreciation.

The pitfalls of bypassing abound, and they are not often enough addressed in the Buddhist tradition. Some examples include:


Practicing detachment without compassion

Mistaking indifference for equanimity

Avoiding connection to sidestep old wounds

Swallowing anger to be a good person

Overemphasizing the positive to avoid the negative

Using reason to escape feelings

Brandishing spirituality to mask insecurities




In each case, the safety habits of your mind overrule the vulnerable feelings of your heart and you react in neurotic ways.

Instead, you want to align your behaviors authentically with your being and express them in a way which is wholesome, balanced, and authentic. For example, as motivational speaker Jim Rohn said, the paradox of leadership, or psycho-emotional growth in general, is that you want to be:


Strong but not rude

Kind but not weak

Bold but not a bully

Humble but not timid

Reflective but not inactive

Fun without folly

Proud but not arrogant4.




In other words, you need to find yourself before you can lose yourself, as the saying goes. If not, the lesser spirit yanks you back in times of doubt and stress. A healthy functioning ego is important for engaging in authentic spiritual practice; otherwise your psycho-emotional growth falls behind your spiritual insight and the shadows follow. You bypass.

Anyone engaged on the path for some time has witnessed this in themselves, in others, and even in some of our gurus.

It is also called premature transcendence, where you try to rise above the raw and messy side of humanness before you have fully faced and made peace with it. Authentic spirituality is not about escaping reality; it is about entering fully into it. Transcendence transcends and includes—not transcends and escapes—what comes before. Otherwise you transcend and deny rather than transcend and own, and what you try to escape comes back and haunts you. It creates a split between where you really are and where you think you should be.

In healthy development, you address both the greater and the lesser, the positive and the negative, the light and the dark; otherwise, all your efforts and progress are short-lived. This makes vulnerability and authenticity central to your practice. As Trungpa Rinpoche said, “before we become the Buddha, we have to become human. Before we wake up, we have to realize we are asleep. And when we face ourselves directly and fully, we soon find we have something to offer.”5

Only then can true spirituality begin.

Frivolous View, Rigid Conduct

Returning to the opening quote, Padmasambhava forewarned us of all this. Let your view be as vast as the sky means to be awake and not automatically assume that our perceptions are as solid as they appear to be. Those perceptions bind us because of our attachment to them. Awareness loosens this attachment, opens other possibilities, and makes situations more workable.

Let your conduct be as fine as barley flour recognizes that we have a living heart and do not live alone. We want to always be compassionate with others. There are also right and wrong actions according to the norms of our world, and our behavior should mirror them in serving the greater good. We might see things as not solid or real, but that does not mean others do.

If you lose your philosophical view in conduct, for instance, you are always accepting and rejecting. You think only in terms of good and evil, right and wrong, and you constantly abide by mindless rules without ever being truly and authentically open as needed in the present. On the other hand, if you lose conduct in the view, then whatever you do does not matter and you become uncaring, frivolous, and undiscriminating. You unmoor from worldly values and relate in a detached way that is not supported in your own development.

So instead of an either/or logic—“Feelings are just perceptions, so it does not matter what I do”—just let that go and accept both: “My feelings are not solid or concrete. They are empty in the Buddhist sense, but that does not mean they do not matter.” You balance and integrate both that sense of emptiness with appropriate conduct in your lives to be authentically on the path.

Personal Stagnation

The opening quote has always struck a poignant chord in me but most especially a few years ago. After decades of meditation practice, I felt like I had studied but forgot, I had written but not internalized, and I had practiced but without much change. It was my lament, as I still felt victimized by my impulses, by loves won and lost, and by insights gained and frittered away. Having arrived at the later years of life, I felt stale and stuck. The juice, the warmth, and the joy had gone out of my practice.

Part of this feeling was due to having fallen victim to many aspects of the above. I also felt torn between work that I loved and not wanting to be just my work, needing to pull away from a long relationship that was not working for either of us and then losing two of my gurus at the time who both passed into Parinirvana within a short period of time. I needed a renewal.
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