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Advance Praise for



THE BUDDHA’S WIFE






“A beautiful imagination of the feminine and relational side of the Buddha’s tale.”


—Jack Kornfield, author of The Wise Heart


“Though I’m not a Buddhist, I sense that this account deepens and adds beautiful shadings to the story of the Buddha’s life. I know that in its focus on relationship, it’s a powerful antidote to the hyper- individualism that marks our world.”


—Bill McKibben, author of The Comforting Whirlwind


“An imaginative tour de force, this book lets the Buddha’s central teaching of dependent co-arising shine through with fresh relevance for our lives today. Acknowledging the meagerness of scriptural references to Yasodhara, Surrey and Shem are equally open about their motivation in creating a story for her that will meet the needs of contemporary men and women. Along with the engrossing story, you’ll find guidance on mindful practices that help us awaken to and through our relationships.”


—Joanna Macy, author of Coming Back to Life


“The Buddha’s Wife is a gripping telling of an amazing 2,500-year-old story, followed by a collection of contemporary inspirational stories, and specific reflections and practices collected from the lives and work of ‘relational activists’ all over the world. A great read and a practical guide for anyone who wants to ‘wake up’ and walk a path of healing with others.”


—Martin Sheen


“Janet Surrey and Samuel Shem have written a remarkable book, both as a work of literature and a work of spiritual teaching. Through their moving personal story and their beautiful imagining of the life of Yasodhara, the Buddha’s wife, they describe a ‘relational path’ to awakening, one that contrasts with that of the heroic solitary seeker we see so often in religious texts and myths. The Buddha’s Wife comes at a time of distress and conflict in our culture and offers hope that we might learn to live together in a new way, founded in an understanding of our shared struggle for happiness and freedom.”


—Kevin Griffin, author of One Breath at a Time and Recovering Joy


“The Buddha’s Wife carries us beyond any one religious tradition to launch us gently into streams of a universal wisdom. Therein is its spiritual power. This is a beautifully written book for all who know, at least intuitively, that our liberation—as people and as a planet—is rooted in our shared commitments to more radically relational and mutual ways of being than any of the major world religions (including Buddhism) either teach or practice.”


—(The Rev) Carter Heyward, PhD, professor emerita of Theology, Episcopal Divinity School, Cambridge, MA


“A brave and life-changing book, The Buddha’s Wife speaks to perhaps the greatest challenge of our time, our false sense of separateness. For all people of all faiths, this book shifts perception and thus opens us to possibility. It touched me deeply.”


—Frances Moore Lappe, author of Diet for a Small Planet


“What must it have been like for the Buddha’s wife to be abandoned the night after her first child was born? Surrey and Shem have a brilliant story to tell, one of a heart shattered by loss, a community that doesn’t shy away from suffering, and a path to freedom that is radical yet ordinary, humble yet profound. The authors offer a healing vision, nurtured throughout their life together, that is just what our world needs.”


—Christopher Germer, PhD, author of The Mindful Path to Self-Compassion, co-editor of Mindfulness and Psychotherapy, clinical instructor at Harvard Medical School


“The Buddha’s Wife is a riveting tale that will move your heart and shift your focus to the precious beings around you. In our world, where the social fabric is torn by violence, greed, and neglect, this visionary story offers us an alternative path beyond individualism and self-preoccupation. Drawing on the deep wisdom of relational and spiritual practices that Surrey and Shem have studied, created, and engaged in over decades, this timeless and beautiful narrative shows us what deep attunement to ourselves and to one another looks like, as well as the means by which we can work to manifest it.”


—Mary Watkins, author of Toward Psychologies of Liberation


“The Buddha’s Wife is a visionary work of profound insight, imagination, compassion, and scholarship. In telling the lost story of Yasodhara, Surrey and Shem give us a lamp for our troubled times, illuminating new paths and practices for all relationships.”


—Susan M. Pollak, coauthor of Sitting Together


“Through a delightfully imaginative retelling of the Buddha’s story from the perspective of his wife and others left behind, this innovative book brings alive relational Buddhism—the possibility of awakening through connection with others. Filled with practical insights and practices, it invites us to reflect on the origins of what we often take for granted in Buddhist teaching. This book is essential reading for anyone wishing to live a richer, happier, more connected life.”


—Ronald D. Siegel, PsyD, author of The Mindfulness Solution


“Bless you Janet, Sam, and Yashodhara for pointing us in the feminist clarity that we serve best as an ‘I’ in the nest of ‘we.’ Being communal at home and in the world was the smartest decision of my life. Let’s help midwife a loving world.”


—Dr. Hunter “Patch” Adams, doctor, clown and activist for peace and justice
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FOR JEAN BAKER MILLER, VIMALA THAKAR, ROSALIE SURREY, AND KATIE CHUN SURREY-BERGMAN AND HER WORLD




Dear One,


What might be of benefit, what teaching and practices offered, had two—or more—sat together under the Bodhi tree?


—YASODHARA, THE BUDDHA’S WIFE
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LETTER TO THE READER






Dear Reader,


We invite you to join us—to sit with us—in the circle around Yasodhara, the Buddha’s wife, as she tells her story. We hope you are as inspired in listening as we have been in the telling. We hope that this book will be of benefit to you and, through you, to others in your life.


You may be familiar with the widely accepted narrative of the Buddha’s life: As “Siddhartha the Prince,” he left his royal home to “go forth” alone to seek enlightenment and liberation from suffering. It is told that he left his wife, Yasodhara, on the night of the birth of his only child, Rahula, a boy, and that he left without saying good-bye. The rest of the story—about his journey to awakening—and the body of his astounding teachings have been a beacon for many for over 2,500 years.


Until a decade ago, we never fully absorbed the impact that his leaving must have had on his young wife, Princess Yasodhara, as well as on his stepmother, Queen Pajapati; his son; his father, King Suddhodana; and others in the palace community. The story of Yasodhara and these others began to captivate our imagination. What about Yasodhara? What about their son, Rahula? How did she survive her abandonment, grief, and desperation?


Siddhartha came home only once, as the Buddha, when his son was seven. He met with Yasodhara and Rahula, and his stepmother and father, among others. One of the frequently recounted stories from the early texts of the Pali Canon is that a few years after this one visit home, Yasodhara and Pajapati and many other women of the palace asked, through his attendant Ananda, to join his sangha (community) as nuns. The Buddha refused them two times; but then, when the women shaved their heads and walked from their home in the palace for several hundred miles to where his sangha was encamped, he finally agreed to accept them, under special conditions. It is also widely accepted that Pajapati, the Buddha’s mother, became fully enlightened, and that Yasodhara (possibly under the name Bhaddakaccana) was known for her wisdom and also achieved arahantship.


How did Yasodhara emerge from the pain and humiliation of the abandoned, grieving wife to become part of this strong, vital community of women who persisted after the Buddha’s refusal to let them join his community? What spiritual conditions were present before they “went forth together” to “go homeless” into the holy life? How did this spiritual transformation occur for Yasodhara? How did her relationships help her to survive and nurture the healthy growth of her son, as well as to nourish her own spiritual growth and to cocreate a shared path of awakening?


We began to imagine the vivid scenes of Yasodhara waking up to Siddhartha being gone, of her grief and struggles to stay alive for her son, of her meeting with the Buddha again, and of the women deciding to shave their heads and risk everything to go forth together. We meticulously explored her story, looking for every mention of her in the early Buddhist texts.


•  •  •


The historical Buddha was thought to have lived around 450 BCE; and in the earliest texts of the Pali Canon, compiled a hundred years later, Yasodhara, the wife, is mentioned only in these ways: as “the mother of Rahulamata”; in her attempts to emulate the Buddha’s austerity practices after he left home; in her refusal to go to meet the Buddha when he returned, so that he had to approach her; in her encouraging their son Rahula to “seek his inheritance from his father;” and finally, as one of the group of palace women who went forth together to become nuns and arahants in the Buddha’s sangha.1


Though the early canonical texts provide almost no further information about Yasodhara, we have searched exhaustively for stories about the women in the Buddha’s life, and read all we could find about the status and roles of women in his time.2 We have given careful attention to the Therigatha, the early Buddhist texts that compiled the stories and poetry of the first Buddhist nuns, and the later Mahayana texts, which describe Yasodhara and Pajapati as goddesses with special powers. For our story, we have chosen to see these women simply as human beings.


From the little that has been written in the early texts, we have elaborated a story constructed both from a survey of these historic materials and through the lens of our own time and culture. It is important to emphasize that ours is an imagined re-creation of Yasodhara’s life, not a factual biography (sadly, too little exists after 2,500 years to make such a book possible). Through Yasodhara’s story, we want to offer the symbolic possibility of a complementary path that leads to a doorway of profound spiritual maturation and the awakening of wisdom and compassion, often through living deeply with others—beyond the solitary heroic journey.


For years we let her story ripen in us and deepen, as our imagination took over. Finally, several years ago, the narrative cohered, and the story began to “reveal itself.” Both of us began to feel a growing connection to our fictional Yasodhara—even began to feel ourselves “speaking out for her.”


We felt that telling her story as fictional narrative would be the best way to illuminate this relational path. Storytelling is a powerful vehicle for truth-telling and for building community; it is at the heart of the spiritual circles we describe in this book. The practice of deep listening to the honest, vibrating details of another’s life story can open hearts into connection through profound recognition, and melt isolation and separation.


In Yasodhara’s story, we found the seeds of a rich, “hidden” pathway of spiritual awakening with others—together, in community. Every spiritual path begins with the first step, and this first step of charting the way is crucial. The Buddha’s first step was to go forth alone, to face the inner world of suffering with awareness. Yasodhara’s first step was into relationship, to share the suffering with others.


Our Personal Journey on the Path


We, too, have lived this story, for over four decades, first in our splitting apart onto separate paths, and then in coming back together, sharing a spiritual path. For us, the steps in the path of our relationship—our separate and then shared desperation—have turned out to be a gift, forging the spiritual enquiry that has carried us now for a long time. Our personal experience has been the stimulus for the work that we do, individually and together. Our shared passion and vision, and all of our work together and separately, has always been concerned with the perils of isolation, the healing power of good (mutual) connection, and the liberating power of right relation (we’ll speak more about this shared Path of Right Relation later).


We met after our freshman year in college in Boston. In the three years that followed, we were joyfully loving and sharing our lives, and began planning our future together. Sam was planning for a career in medicine, at Harvard Medical School, and Jan was applying to local graduate schools in psychology. Sam decided unilaterally to apply for a Rhodes Scholarship to Oxford, England, which would delay medical school for two or three years. For months, he denied he would ever receive this scholarship, and refused to talk about what this would mean. Jan was left feeling alone, confused, and depressed.


“I felt I had no words—no effective way—to communicate what I was feeling, just tears. It wasn’t that I didn’t want him to go, but his inability to talk and walk through this together created the suffering.” He did get the Rhodes scholarship, and the relationship suffered even further. In the fall of that year, he left for England. Janet stayed in Boston, and started a degree in psychology.


It was an abrupt, severe fracture in a loving, forward-looking relationship. We went our separate ways, on separate paths.


Janet’s Path


The path I took seems clear in hindsight but was full of confusion and doubt and pain along the way. After college, I started graduate school at Harvard but was still reeling from the rupture of the relationship. I left school after one semester and became involved in the politics of the women’s liberation movement of the late sixties. I was thrilled by the excitement and sense of freedom growing between women; the sense of sisterhood and solidarity; the retelling and revisioning of our lives unfolding in consciousness-raising groups across the country. My own horizons expanded; and after a number of years working in the community mental-health movement in Boston, I reapplied to graduate school in clinical psychology at George Washington University in Washington, DC. There, I began my formal research into gender differences in depression, examining all contemporary theories of depression in women, and I found them all to be incomplete—biased in a negative way and not accounting for cultural roles or political realities of patriarchy and oppression. This left me with a pervasive sense that “something’s missing here.”


I returned to Boston for a predoctoral and postdoctoral internship at McLean Hospital, Harvard Medical School. By then, Sam was back in the United States, doing his internship in medicine at the Beth Israel Hospital. We were “trying on” being with each other again, but both of us were passionately involved in our own work and creative life. I was eager and restless to find answers to my search for a new psychology of women. In 1979, I began meeting regularly with my clinical psychology colleagues Dr. Judith Jordan and Dr. Irene Stiver, and Jean Baker Miller, MD, psychiatrist and founding director of the Stone Center for Developmental Services and Studies at Wellesley College. Thus began one of the most creative periods of my life, developing relational-cultural theory.


In working on the psychology of women with my close colleagues, I began to wonder if women were the “carriers” or practitioners of a more “Eastern” psychology in the West—a psychology of care, compassion, and relatedness. This led me to Buddhist meditation and the world of the 12-step spiritual community (there were still great wounds in my relationship with Sam and with my family of origin). In one 12-step meeting, as I began to open to the pain of these wounds and to the healing in deep connection, I experienced a moment of truth. An insight arose in the internal silence, and these words formed in my heart: “You are not alone.” I understood what I had always longed for and had not yet been able to feel completely. This was a crucial moment of spiritual awakening in my life.


Something shifted in my way of being in the world. Surrounded by people my whole life, with family and many good friends, I had still felt alone with my pain, leaving me to struggle for release from a pervasive sense of isolation. But now, in this moment of clarity, I felt truly connected for the first time, and I knew it. Something profound opened for me, and I felt the tremendous power of coming into true community—both because it was there and because I could now open and let it in. This glimpse of the living truth of deep community is the vision that inspires the relational practices of my life.


Sam’s Path


I, like many men, didn’t realize what I had lost until I had lost it. Never having been out of the United States before, I found myself in cold, rainy Oxford, feeling depressed and miserable. For the first time in my life, I had stepped off the conveyer belt of American educational achievement—and it was hellish. My grief, loneliness, and the feeling that I had made a big mistake by leaving Janet clouded every waking moment, and sleep was tormented.


I found solace through the other Rhodes scholars and from my Oxford PhD advisor, Denis Noble, Professor of Physiology. The community of scholars absorbed me and was absorbing—it was the late sixties and a tumultuous time, especially when America’s actions in Vietnam and the flood of assassinations—John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Robert Kennedy, Malcolm X—were viewed from the vantage point of other international students, from China to Australia, Cape Town to India to Moscow. Denis was a constant source of intellectual stimulation and company—his house and family were open to his students, with experiments in biophysics and neuroscience segueing into late-night dinners at his home.


I began to write. In a leaky thatched cottage named “Noah’s Ark,” ten miles from Oxford in the Cotswold Hills, I wrote journals, poems, short stories, and plays, mostly at night. One summer night at 3 AM, I found myself feeling desperate and terribly alone. Sitting on an ancient Costwold stone wall in the moonlight, watching horses graze and play across the fields, in my despair and isolation a phrase came to mind: “At least, I am.” Something about that was comforting—a clear and deep relief. But it wasn’t the words; it was what the words rode on: something beyond myself, something about existence itself.


In retrospect, it was a moment of the spirit. It was not the “I” of that phrase but rather the “am,” an encounter with true and deep “being”—being without being anything “this” or “that,” even myself. A moment when loneliness turned to solitude.


A few months later, on a road trip with a friend to Morocco and the Sahara, I decided that I didn’t want to be a neuroscientist; I wanted to be a writer. Returning to Oxford, I went straight to Denis Noble’s door—he had invested almost three years in me and had just gotten me a large government grant to buy a computer so I could finish my PhD—and blurted out: “Denis, I don’t want to be a scientist. I want to be a writer!”


I waited, my heart in my throat.


“Well then, man,” Denis replied, cheerily, “have a sherry!” It was a moment of communion—a sense that this teacher had no agenda other than understanding who and where his student actually is, and being with him there, affirming it.


I dropped out. For the rest of my time in England, I wrote; continued to build my community; and with others, protested the war. But at the end of the three-year scholarship in 1969, I faced a new choice: Vietnam or Harvard Med. I returned to the States to start medicine, which would be my “day job” to support my writing, and to see if there was still the possibility of a relationship with Janet.


In the 1970s, I was in medical school at Harvard—but writing every day nonetheless. Janet, though in graduate school in DC, kept in touch, and we saw each other periodically—and gingerly. We both finished graduate school, and we each were required to do an internship. We made the decision together to apply only to internships in Boston to see if, by being in the same city, we could make it work. She went to McLean Hospital; I, to Beth Israel. My experience there, combined with my Oxford/radical view of the world, led to the 1978 publication of my first “novel of resistance,” The House of God, which, to my surprise, became remarkably popular. In the same year, two new plays of mine also opened—and closed quickly—in New York. “Samuel Shem” was now launched.


And so, twelve years after the severing of our “first” relationship and of our pursuing lives in separate cities and in separate ways, we slowly began the long, arduous journey back together, always supporting each other’s separate creative lives.


Our Shared Path


Through chance or luck or karma or fate, we began to find our common path.


By the early 1980s, we were in the process of slowly coming back together—of finding and trusting each other again. Even though we were committed to each other, we both had grown in new ways. Living together, we found ourselves struggling with the differences that proved difficult to bring together. Janet had become more connected to the community of women at the Wellesley Stone Center, to the peace movement, and to the 12-step and the Buddhist communities; Sam had developed a more solitary writer’s life, supported by a community of writers. The tensions in the relationship grew. And on one freezing cold winter night in 1985, we found ourselves standing outside our door, in terrible conflict, at times screaming in rage at each other but mostly trapped in stony silence. We were at a total impasse.


Janet was about to leave for a two-week spiritual retreat in Holland with her Indian teacher, Vimala Thakar. Vimala was not only a spiritual teacher and poet in the tradition of J. Krishnamurti but also a social activist, having spent years with Venoba Bhave in the post-Ghandi “Land Gift Movement,” walking across India arranging the transfer of ownership of land to the peasants. Sam had gone to a talk by Vimala a year before in Boston but had not been taken with her teaching.


That night, standing outside in the bitter cold, it seemed like things were falling apart—like a dead end. Sam had the sense that Janet could be leaving for good, which stirred up all the pain of their first separation—except now she was leaving him for something of vital importance to her. For months, after publishing his second novel, he had felt depressed and isolated—and desperate.


We were both paralyzed at the doorway; any movement seemed dangerous.


And then, at that moment, something else happened—something opened—and Sam said, “I’d like to come to the retreat with you.”


This opened a new doorway between us, and led to our walking the spiritual path together. There was a sense of mutual surrender, of something new being born. Of walking through the doorway together.


•  •  •


We went to Holland and started on the path we have shared ever since. The fruits of this path include our coparenting of our daughter Katie, adopted from China, twenty-three years ago. We have also cowritten and been part of numerous productions of the play Bill W. and Dr. Bob, the story of the relationship between the two men who founded Alcoholics Anonymous and their wives, Lois and Anne, who founded Al-Anon Family Groups. We spent fifteen years leading gender dialogues all over the world, bringing together men and women, boys and girls in hundreds of workshops on bridging differences and conflicts to build authentic connection. Our book We Have to Talk: Healing Dialogues between Women and Men describes this work. The shared path has never been easy but always fruitful.


The Great Turning, Today


Informed by Janet’s years of immersion and creative work in the women’s movement, in her therapy practice, and in the evolution of relational-cultural theory at the Jean Baker Miller Institute at the Stone Center at Wellesley College, Janet—and then Sam—had a deep understanding of the limitations of the psychological health model that emphasized the achievement of a separate, individuated “self,” as well as a passionate appreciation of the power of mutual growth “through and toward connection.” Janet and her women colleagues had written and practiced a fundamental hidden path of psychological development in connection. At that time, it was “hidden” or “invisible” because it was relegated mostly to the private domain of women and other subjugated or marginalized groups within Western culture, especially indigenous people; people of color; and those with diverse sexualities, health, and physical disabilities. The power of these hidden pathways to change the larger world are still not yet realized nor fully resourced.


Could this relational-cultural perspective reveal a path of spiritual freedom and awareness in relation with others? Our excitement of imagining this as the path of Princess Yasodhara, the Buddha’s wife, was palpable.


Today, this relational path of development is understood as central to life and healing. Advances in psychological theory, neuroscience, and integrative social medicine emphasize the primacy of health and healing in connection. And yet, our culture at large promotes isolation and alienation from community. In a 2004 survey, 25 percent of Americans said they had “no trustable confiding relationships in their lives.”3 And the percent has been increasing since then.


The vision of the relational spiritual path is just beginning to emerge. We fell in love with this grand, untold story of Yasodhara; and then, using all of our experience with the re-emergence of relational thinking and practice in our Western culture today, we were delighted to find the rebirth of this lost path of wisdom now, anew. And so we tried to tell her lost story, and then show how it has been emerging as a new path of wisdom in our time.


The clues about Yasodhara’s life were like the artifacts of an archeological dig, revealing to us the possible course of her liberation. How could Yasodhara and the other women have been ready to “go homeless” together unless they had already passed through moments of spiritual evolution in those crucial years? From our close attention as therapists in women’s lives, through our own shared experiences, and in our encounters with current spiritual teachers, the pieces of the puzzle began to fit together. At some point, the familiar was right there, before our eyes.


The Buddha’s Wife offers readers inspiration and resonance with our own contemporary lives. Suddenly, in many different arenas—from the therapeutic community and the 12-Step recovery program to the peace and social justice movement to the “green”/environmental movement—the idea that living into our connectedness is what heals and empowers is increasingly understood. Such a vision honors and articulates the power and perils of Yasodhara’s path of freedom, aliveness, and spaciousness within relationship, and the way between the entrapment of isolation and the fear of being fettered by connections—between attachment and detachment. Especially in these auspicious times of great change and uncertainty, her path provides a way to move from suffering in isolation into building true community, healing, wisdom, and service. We believe that living together in such a way—in the fullest sense—is healing, even transformative. In The Buddha’s Wife, we lay a new foundation for the work of our lives: relational practice, both close at hand and in the larger world.


There is the possibility of a fully realized meditative path to awareness in relationships. It is emerging today. The story we tell in Book One and the ideas we explore in Book Two are about the extraordinary potential of the ordinary. It is about honoring and uplifting what is already there but hidden and not yet fully realized, so that it can open wide the doorways to the wisdom and compassion of community.


Unfortunately, ours is not a culture which easily supports this way of being—of awakening together in relationship. In fact, it requires cultural resistance and a tenacious willingness to keep the faith and persist, to meet the challenge of all the dominant cultural forces and “isms” that divide and separate us. We all experience pain and suffering in our relationships—in families, work, politics, and even in our spiritual communities. We all get it wrong a lot, we all face challenging disconnects—relational ruptures, betrayals, and disappointments. What really matters is how we “hang in” through the disconnects, how we stay energized and faithful to our shared vision, how we persist and keep moving forward.


As we invite you into this circle, please keep in mind that we and so many others are with you. If sometimes you feel discouraged, or even despairing, you are not alone! Join with us in keeping faith in the possibility of another way—of leaning into the ripe moments we all have, glimpses of good connection and deep community, and being part of the evolution of relational awakening. We need this faith in ourselves and in each other to keep on keeping on. If not together, how?


We invite you to walk with Yasodhara on the shared Path of Right Relation and to become, together with us, relational and spiritual activists in our hurting world.


We wish you well,


Janet and Sam


September 2014
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INTRODUCTION






While little actual detail is recorded of the Buddha’s life, it is written that at twenty-nine years of age, Prince Siddhartha Gautama, the son of the northern India king Suddhodana of the Sakyan clan in the foothills of the Himalayas (now Nepal), renounced household and family on the night of the birth of his son to seek spiritual liberation. Over and over it is told that he left his wife and child in the dead of night without saying good-bye.


This great renunciation is celebrated as the Path of He Who Goes Forth.


The story of the Buddha’s wife, Princess Yasodhara, who remained behind to care for their newborn son with Siddhartha’s large extended family, has rarely been told, however, and never from her own perspective.


Siddhartha’s path to enlightenment has been chronicled in great detail over the ages, while Yasodhara’s has been invisible. Our challenge has been to imagine her journey through loss, grief, and suffering to find her own way toward enlightenment as she lived immersed in community and participated in “ordinary” relationships. The Buddha’s Wife reconstructs Yasodhara’s story of transformation through her realization of deep community and through her active participation in relationships with her mother-in-law, Pajapati; her father-in-law, Suddhodana; her son, Rahula; her own mother; a network of servants and friends within and beyond the palace community; and most importantly, the nuns who formed the women’s sangha (community) within the Buddha’s larger following. In comparison with the Buddha’s path of leaving home and renunciation, Yasodhara’s story illuminates the spiritual Path of She Who Stays.


We believe this path offers a timely and much-needed guide for contemporary living.


While traditional Buddhism emphasizes solitary meditation and spiritual seeking with community support, Yasodhara’s experience speaks of the Path of Right Relation—of growing awareness not alone but together, fully engaged with others. The seeds of this relational path practiced two and a half millennia ago have been growing in the ordinary lives of people throughout human history, passed on from one generation to another. But it is a hidden path, often unnoticed.


In this path, the movement into relation—into community—opens the person to being part of something greater than oneself. The vehicle for awakening is in the relationship itself, and everyone who is part of it is changed.


A Lineage of Wisdom in Relation


Yasodhara was left by her husband just hours after she became a mother, in the regal palace with their child and the extended royal family. We envision that from the moment of this loss of the love of her life, there was a lineage of wisdom that became available to her through the mothers and women and healers in the community. In her desperation, this gift allowed her to endure her grief, stay alive to mother her son, and ultimately, as “She Who Comes Forth in Relation,” to enter into full awakening of compassion and wisdom, reflected in a life of accompanying others and being in service to them.


In our imagined story, both the Buddha and Yasodhara walk a spiritual path and become awakened. Each journey necessitates wrestling with solitude and communion, yet each entered through a different dharma doorway: he through solitude, and she through communion. Both are necessary for a fully realized path. And while the Buddha is a figure represented in solitary meditative repose, the fact is that, except for the very few days and nights spent under the Bodhi tree, he lived his first thirty years as a prince in a busy palace; and thereafter, lived in a huge community with other monastics. And after his enlightenment, he was always accompanied by hundreds—if not thousands—of followers. Yet, he was always the one teacher above all.


Historically, there has been a split in the Buddhist path between the householder and monastic traditions, and only monks have been the teachers. This split is being integrated today in the West with many “secular” teachers. The relational path has been practiced in ordinary, domestic, householder life but could well be practiced in relationship in monastic life as well.


Melvin McCleod, editor of The Shambala Sun, writes: “Some say that these truths were discovered by one man 2,500 years ago—the man we came to call the Buddha, the Awakened One. Others say these truths have been described and rediscovered since beginningless time and will continue to be discovered forever into the future.”1


We believe this rediscovery to also be true of Yasodhara’s path and suggest that The Buddha’s Wife represents an illuminating interpretation of the Buddhist literature.


Yasodhara’s Hidden Path Made Visible Today


The Buddha’s Wife begins by offering “Book One: Yasodhara’s Story,” re-creating the events of her life along with her attendant insights and transformations. Both in the community within the royal palace and then among the Buddha’s followers, Yasodhara plays a central role: she is a figure who builds relational bridges and expands boundaries. The power of her relationship with Pajapati, forged in the time of extreme suffering after Siddhartha left, set in motion this relational path.


From the evocative scenes of Yasodhara’s life, the book distills the wisdom of her path. It traces how her teachings are being made visible today and can be applied to all manner of contemporary suffering—from the stresses of relational losses and ruptures, the concerns of parenting and caregiving, and the pain of illness and grief over the betrayal and loss of loved ones, to domestic violence and substance abuse, social and cultural systemic violence, global inequalities, oppression, and environmental catastrophe. As we trace Yasodhara’s path, the teachings of well-known contemporary Buddhists, many of whom we have studied with, will be woven throughout the book. We will also offer reflections and practices in the Buddhist tradition, to strengthen relational awareness and to lay out a way to optimize healing and spiritual health. While this path of Right Relation can be practiced by everyone, in all kinds of groups, we particularly envision groups within different spiritual or religious traditions working to integrate or align with these teachings and practices within their own community. The greatest power of this path is as a complement to all traditional spiritual practices, whether Buddhist or others.


•  •  •


About a thousand years after the first fully-ordained nuns entered the Buddha’s sangha, this Theravadin tradition died out. Over the course of 2,500 years, Yasodhara’s story was lost.


However, what is not lost is the everyday experience of those who “stay.” It is often women who deal with their suffering—whether it be abandonment or abuse or loss of loved ones through disease and death—not alone, nor by going off on a solitary heroic journey as the Buddha did, leaving his loved ones behind, but by facing suffering together with others. Whether they know it or not, these sufferers and caregivers are walking Yasodhara’s path. It is this path that can become the new doorway to the liberation from suffering offered by the Buddha.


This story, like the Buddha’s, is a mythological one that can be understood as both a historical narrative as well as a spiritual one.


His story is one of He Who Goes Forth.


Her story is one of She Who Stays and then They Who Go Forth Together.


We have come to believe that both stories are paths to awakening; one begins alone and the other in the deepening of relationship. Together they form a complementary path.


Yasodhara’s story represents an important life journey that resonates for many of us. Her story is familiar in the lives of the people—often women—that we encounter not only in history and literature but as the remarkable teachers in our current lives; and also (we have all had this experience, sometimes at the most unexpected moments) as that “ordinary” and “unheralded” person that we least expected to come forth to us—a person of humility, born of suffering, who shines with the compassion, grace, and wisdom of awakening.


Relationships at the Heart


Relationships are the heart of our lives. However, as central as they are, often bringing great moments of joy and insight, they can also feel disappointing, burdensome, stale, and frustrating. They can bring profound suffering: abandonment, loss, violation, and betrayal. One way of responding is to retreat into isolation, self-protection, or retaliation, and then despair and bitterness. We may accept disconnections in our relationships without finding ways to revitalize and restore authentic and creative connection. We see and feel the close and personal yet miss the importance of the larger cultural web of relationships around us—how our physical, psychological, and spiritual health is threatened by disconnection and isolation, and thrives in Right Relationship.


Is it possible to stay—with family, friends, and communities—and walk the path wherever you are and with whomever is there with you, and to awaken together? How can we walk the ordinary path that many of us find ourselves already on—a “hidden” path that, without great notice, can lead through compassion to a new wisdom and a new happiness? Can we create freedom, aliveness, and spaciousness in our most intimate relationships? How can we find others with whom to walk a spiritual path and cultivate awareness?


Yasodhara’s path demonstrates the potential transformative power of staying—and deepening—in relationship. Rather than “going forth” alone, it is “coming forth” together, into right, fully engaged, mutual connection. Yasodhara’s story illuminates a path that has been hidden but is available and familiar to many: a path which grows into becoming part of something greater than oneself alone. This path has the potential to become a full compliment to the Buddha’s path.


Has This Always Been So?


One of our first teachers and colleagues, psychiatrist Jean Baker Miller, described in her groundbreaking book Toward a New Psychology of Women how women have been the unseen “carriers” of care, nurturance, and compassion in Western culture.2 This domain of care and compassion has been relegated to the private domestic sphere, hidden—even “invisible”—and both trivialized and idealized by the dominant culture. Yasodhara, calling out in the pain of being left as so many others have done, was calling forth the immense power of compassion that flows in ordinary relationships. The depth of her suffering, her cry of pain, was a step toward the doorway opening to a well-worn, proven path. We believe this path has great, untapped potential—the path of awakening in relationship.


Siddhartha chose to leave and go forth alone on what, at his time, was recognized as the traditional spiritual path. He left home and “went homeless” to live the holy life and to find a way through the suffering he had observed, seeking liberation. And through his own awakening, he would then chart a path of awakening for all beings.


With Siddhartha’s leaving, Yasodhara experienced immense suffering at her core for the first time and called out for help from her women, beginning the process of healing in relationship, until she herself began to show up and accompany others, including men, as a beneficial presence. We imagine that all of us who walk with her, in the process of communion with shared suffering, might find a way of liberation together too. This is not simply what is known by Buddhists as the “householder” path—distinguished from the “monastic” path of monks and nuns—but a path considered unlikely to lead to true awakening. Yasodhara’s relational path has been hidden, unarticulated, within “domestic life” as well as within spiritual communities. Not simply for householders, and not only in domestic realms, the relational path has the potential to evolve into a revolutionary, shared awakening in all realms of life, as it is made visible and is explored in our time.


The Split in the Path: Toward a Shared Path


With the Buddha’s departure and Yasodhara’s growth in spiritual community, “a split in the path was forged”—a split that has been furthered by the way the Buddha’s teachings have flourished in the world. Patriarchal traditions seem to have fostered this prioritizing of the internal, individual opening to the spirit. This doorway can eventually open to a full engagement with all of life and humanity, but the possibility of the human-to-human relational opening, and the doorway to the spirit within particular relationships and communities, remains the more obscured, undeveloped, and uncharted path. The Buddha’s Wife offers a possibility of healing the split, imagining into a shared inclusive path where all voices (male and female, monastic and householder, black and white, East and West) can be included and flourish. Many doorways, one path.


Some may argue that the Buddha’s path is beyond all divisions and represents a universal path. We do believe that the Buddha saw the whole beyond the divisions—the “co-arising” of all things. However, the establishment and maintenance of the teachings have been transmitted over centuries, primarily through Asian, male, monastic communities. As the Buddha’s teachings come to the West, the infusion of different voices—the sensitivity toward and the inclusion of women, people of color, different classes and sexualities, diverse ethnic and cultural groups—has begun. In this endeavor, careful and precise attention is called for. And so are boldness, courage, and creativity.


•  •  •


The Buddha’s last words are said to be: “Be a light unto yourself; seek your own salvation with diligence.”


Yasodhara’s last words might have been: “Sometimes you need the light of others to see the way. Sometimes you need to be a light for others. And always, the light will shine more brightly when two or more are gathered in spirit.”


And what about the shared path? We might say: “Every doorway opens to the path. All are necessary. There is no right door or right way. Sometimes in the dark night, we need to find our own way, or to lead the way alone; sometimes we need to rely on others. Always, we can share our light and find a new brightness in community, which will reveal to us what we are only beginning to see alone.”
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ABOUT THE BOOK






THE BUDDHA’S WIFE is divided into two parts: Book One is Yasodhara’s story as we imagine it—a parable of a life of spiritual awakening and accompaniment. Book Two is a contemporary reader’s companion, helping the reader make direct connection with the principles and practices underlying Yasodhara’s story by offering ways to apply and live the wisdom of her path in our modern-day lives.


We suggest that you read Book One completely before you look at Book Two.


You might find a spiritual friend or friends, or a partner, or spiritual circles, or a reading group to work through the reader’s companion together. Each chapter of Book Two will offer reflection questions that will help illuminate our relational life. Where are the healthy relationships and communities? Which are not healthy? What is missing? What can be built on and what needs to be left behind? How can particular relationships become a doorway opening to the larger human and greater human community? What relationships and communities are spiritually enlivening? How can we participate in building these?
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