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What people are saying about


What Was in Buddha’s Left Hand?


What Was in Buddha’s Left Hand? builds on Ira Rechtshaffer’s many years as a psychotherapist and is a fruitful doorway to bring the elements from Tibetan Buddhist psychology into modern understanding.


Jack Kornfield


It gives me great pleasure to endorse this book on the vast vision and minute particulars of the mandala principle. This important and comprehensive work illuminates the many aspects— psychological, elemental and sensory—of the five wisdom energies. We are indebted to Ira Rechtshaffer for contributing to our understanding of these profound teachings to bring about an embodied wholeness as well as a cosmic understanding.


Irini Rockwell, author of The Five Wisdom Energies: A Buddhist Way of Understanding Personalities, Emotions, and Relationships and Natural Brilliance: A Buddhist System for Uncovering Your Strengths and Letting Them Shine


I love and deeply respect What Was in Buddha’s Left Hand? This is an exquisitely wise and down-to-earth book that unifies heart and mind, body and spirit. [Dr. Rechtshaffer demonstrates] that all experiences in life, the 10,000 joys and sorrows, are the greatest of teachers. This book is not about spiritually or psychologically bypassing life; instead it offers us guidance for how to embrace it all to discover the awakened heart (Buddha) within.


Bob Stahl, PhD, co-author of A Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Workbook, Living With Your Heart Wide Open, Calming the Rush of Panic, A Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Workbook for Anxiety, and MBSR Every Day




In What Was in Buddha’s Left Hand? Dr. Rechtshaffer brings together four decades of Buddhist study and practice, alongside depth psychological and clinical experience, to share these timeless teachings in a way that is enjoyable, vivid, practical, and accessible to the Western psyche. Readers new to Buddhism and other spiritual traditions, as well as seasoned practitioners, will find nuggets of insight and relevant perspectives from this timeless tradition as conveyed through contemporary and everyday examples.


Mariana Caplan, PhD, MFT, author of Yoga & Psyche: Integrating the Paths of Yoga and Psychology for Healing, Transformation, and Joy and Eyes Wide Open: Cultivating Discernment on the Spiritual Path 


Dr. Ira Rechtshaffer offers us a deep, personal, and illuminating exploration of the Five Wisdoms as they arise at the heart of all human experience. His presentation is fresh and engaging, with methods to incorporate these dimensions of experience in helpful ways in our complex human lives. I recommend this book for all who are interested in more in-depth understanding of Buddhism and its application to life, but also for those engaged in inner exploration from other traditions.


James Sacamano, MD, author of Getting Back to Wholeness, The Treasure of Inner Health and The Power of a Meaningful Life, and teachings on Medicine Buddha at medicinebuddhatoday.com




Also by Ira Rechtshaffer:


Mindfulness and Madness: Money, Food, Sex, and the Sacred Changemakers ISBN 978-1-78535-086-3
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This book is dedicated to Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche, who transmitted the teachings of the five buddha families or wisdom energies to Westerners, opening our eyes to their power to transform confusion into wisdom, and to the teachers of the Tantric Buddhist tradition who continue to transplant the Buddhist teachings of liberation in the West.
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Preface



As a young man I secretly yearned for some way or method— some special key—that would permit me to develop myself throughout the remainder of my life, whether in times of scarcity or abundance, illness or health, or when nothing else seemed to work to help make sense of my life. I imagined myself stranded on an isolated island, and wondered whether there was a discipline or a way of being that could enable me to make creative use of my time, to cultivate the deepest aspects of myself, so that I could evolve my spiritual path until my last breath.


Many years ago, in the mid-1970s, Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche, a Tibetan Buddhist tantric master, taught a cycle of teachings known as the five elements or five wisdom energies, which spoke directly to the quest I’d been on for many years. This book is about this particular body of teachings from the Buddhist tantric tradition, which enables us to be more of who we are under any circumstances. It describes and explains the process of awakening to the wonder and beauty of the experience we’re already having in this very moment.


Although the five elements within us—space, water, earth, fire, and wind—are expressions of wisdom energy and hold great gifts, we tend to develop a neurotic or distorted relationship with them. The five-element teachings offer a map for how to transform neurotic states of mind into their naturally elegant and exalted expressions. This is the left-hand path of Buddha.


The five elements function like a Rosetta stone, helping us decipher innumerable layers, aspects, and dimensions of ourselves. They reveal our psychospiritual anatomy so that we can tap our power centers and passionately express ourselves through everything that exists in our life, through our intimate relationships, our friendships, our livelihood, and through our personal projects and ambitions. At the same time, they teach us how to suffer wisely during times of loneliness, loss, grief, confusion, and even illness. As we begin to tune into them, they unleash their power to animate and enliven our connection with our everyday life. Their living energy helps us to transform otherwise mundane events into occasions of appreciation. They inspire us to see, hear, and feel the world with refreshing openness so that we can step beyond our neurotic patterns.


My hope is that through this book and its contemplative exercises, you will experience how your five internal elements can be used in your everyday life to discover the forgotten wisdom and beauty inherent in ordinary experience. This path can inspire you to establish a more intimate relationship both with yourself and with your immediate environment. May these teachings help you, too, find the special key that enables you to develop yourself until your last breath.










Introduction



In esoteric schools of practice, Buddha’s right hand symbolizes the traditional and more widely accepted principles and practices of his teachings, or dharma, while the left-hand path refers to the more radical understanding and methods for discovering enlightenment where we’d least expect to find it. This left-hand body of methods, sometimes known as tantra, includes the teaching of the five elements—space, water, earth, fire, and wind—which give us practical methods for how to work skillfully with our neurotic patterns so that we can use their raw energy to fuel our spiritual journey and experience a more abundant life.




The Five Wisdom Energies


The five elements are wisdom energies—that is, they are five expressions of the naturally sane or awakened aspects of ourselves. They aren’t five different things but five interdependent aspects of one fundamental energy, the energy of life itself. At the same time, they are five fundamentally different ways of relating with experience, such as intuition (space element), unbiased perception (water element), sensation and feeling (earth element), desire or passion (fire element), and kinetic movement (wind element).


The five elements are also differing forms of intelligence that we all possess beyond IQ, such as spiritual intelligence (space), linguistic or analytic intelligence (water), somatic or sensory intelligence (earth), interpersonal or social intelligence (fire), and kinesthetic intelligence (wind).


With the exception of the space element, each of the elements has both masculine and feminine aspects, which help balance their complementary aspects. The more we’re able to integrate both the masculine and feminine energies, the less neurotic suffering and anguish we experience, the more holistic our vision of life, and the greater our capacity for creativity.


Further, the elements are embodied in five differing emotional patterns, five relational strategies, five fundamental cognitive distortions, and five basic motivations that shape our behavior. In this book, we’ll be exploring these aspects of the elements with the goal of enabling you to know yourself better and ultimately use the formerly rejected aspects of your personality as part of your path of spiritual awakening, thus allowing you to live a life of greater integrity and wholeness.


One of the historical problems in numerous spiritual traditions has been that the enlightenment experience doesn’t necessarily liberate the awakened individual from the shadow aspects of personality, nor from the collective conditioning of culture. In other words, the realization of the enlightenment isn’t always symmetrical and doesn’t always illuminate the entirety of the awakened human being.


There have been numerous cases both historical and contemporary where the depth dimension of mind outshone the latent neuroses and limiting cultural biases of awakened individuals, as long as they remained centered in their depth. Yet, their relationship to sex and intimacy, food and substance, money and power, remained at an earlier developmental level, as demonstrated by behaviors that were less than enlightened.


Waking up to our most profound spiritual potential needs to be fully embodied so that the awakened energy can infiltrate the shadowy corners of personality to transform all within us that’s developmentally junior to the enlightened mind. Further, the light of wisdom needs to illuminate the pernicious blind spots embedded within our culture, such as patriarchal bias, sexism, racism, abuses of power, and the devaluation of the nonhuman world within the ecological web. The radical methods of the left-hand path, including embodying the five wisdom energies, are supremely effective tools to smoke out the hidden pockets of both ourselves and our culture so that they can meet with the light of awareness.




Buddhist Psychology


Although all of us have space, water, earth, fire, and wind dimensions within our personality, according to Buddhist psychology we come into this life with a particular sensitivity to one of the elements and embody its characteristics in both its neurotic and exalted aspects. In this regard, we could say that some of us are space personalities, while others are water, earth, fire, or wind types. In other words, one of the elements is usually dominant by virtue of our genetic inheritance, early conditioning, and unique soulful design. Because most of us have disconnected from our essential or awakened nature early in life, each personality style is a metaphor, as we try to compensate for abandoning our own Buddha nature—the part of us that is already liberated—by trying to replicate its qualities.


I think it’s more accurate to regard the qualities of each of the five elements as applying to all of us in varying degrees, so that we can recognize and understand the patterns driving us to destinations not of our conscious choice. There are circumstances, relationships, and periods of our life when a particular element’s qualities are dominant in our experience. As you read the book and begin to become acquainted with the elements and their energies, you may find that one of them clearly stands out for you, and yet you will likely relate to some of the material for each of the five elements.


In Buddhist tradition it’s said that neurosis and wisdom, samsara (the Sanskrit term for collective neurosis) and nirvana (the state of liberation from neurosis, or sanity), originate from the same source. Consequently, if we understand the complexities of our personality, the quality of our interpersonal relationships, and the meaning behind our behaviors, then nirvana becomes redundant. Nirvana is nothing other than samsara fully revealed. This realization is one of the secrets of the left-hand approach— how to be a complete human being capable of holding the tension between the good and bad, the ugly and the beautiful, our creative and destructive aspects, as well as the conscious and nonconscious domains within ourselves.


There’s an alternative to the madness of samsara. The left-hand path asks us to disrobe in full view of the raw and rugged reality of life, and the teaching of the five elements provides us with the means to do this. As we dare to drop our defenses we become receptive to what’s before us so that we can more accurately reflect what is. The recipe for how to do this was handed down to us several millennia ago by Buddha, who recommended that we meet the world’s nakedness with our own. The following brief review of Buddhist history and the emergence of the left-hand path will help you place the teachings of the five elements into their broader context.




The Three Turnings of Buddha’s Teachings


Many of the great Buddhist teachers have said that samsara is notorious for being without end. By reviewing the evolution of Buddha’s teachings through its three developmental periods we can see how the subtleties of samsara or subtle neuroses are progressively overcome. Reviewing these three periods of Buddhism helps us transplant these precious teachings in our Western soil in the light of contemporary psychology. We’re in a position to draw out the further implications of these ancient teachings that have remained implicit.


In the Vajrayana Buddhist tradition—the tradition of esoteric Buddhism associated with tantra—the teachings have been grouped into three major categories, known as the “three turnings” of the dharma wheel. In each successive turning of the wheel Buddha, or the Awakened One, emphasized an overarching theme, drawing out the more profound implications of his prior body of teachings. The later teachings made explicit what was only implicit in their earlier expression, and so there was no real contradiction between one turning and the next.


In the first turning Buddha introduced the foundational teachings of the four noble truths, which described and explained the truth of suffering but emphasized the path leading out of suffering. This path of renunciation encouraged practitioners to learn what to let go of and what to embrace, which cultivated a strong ethical sensibility. These teachings appeared to create a basic split between the suffering of ordinary life, or samsara, and the state of release from suffering, or nirvana. Meditation, contemplation, and right action guided practitioners across the turbulent ocean of samsara to the far shore of nirvana, implying that samsara and nirvana were opposites, although Buddha never stated this.


In the second turning, Buddha introduced the radical notion of emptiness, emphasizing that there was no real separation between samsara and nirvana. Truth or reality had no opposites, but was a seamless whole. Everyday life, with all of its desires, struggles, and conflicts, was no different from the enlightened state of nirvana when viewed with meditative awareness. This second turning offered a deeper, more penetrating understanding of the relationship between suffering and its release, between the individual personality and the doctrine of selflessness.


Because of the profound insight into the inseparability of self and other, the second-turning teachings emphasized not only emptiness but the need to extend compassion unconditionally to help all beings wake up spiritually. This was the bodhisattva ideal. Nevertheless, the second-turning teachings seemed to confer a transcendental quality to nirvana that privileged this exalted state while tending to devalue the bread-and-butter world of everyday life. The mysterious, unfathomable quality of emptiness could be used as a philosophical padding to protect practitioners from the raw-and-ragged edges of samsara, the conventional world.


The second turning viewed the world as having no underlying substance or reality, making it seemingly disappear within the immeasurable depth and vastness of emptiness. This perspective led the way to the third turning of the wheel, a series of teachings that offered an even more profound expression of the inseparability of suffering and liberation, neurosis and enlightenment. This more profound understanding of emptiness now invited back the nitty-gritty world to be fully appreciated, with all of its brilliant colors, textures, tastes, and aromas, as well as its conflicts and turbulent emotions.


The third turning proclaimed that wherever we find ourselves, no matter what the circumstances, we don’t have to make strenuous eﬀorts to escape the apparent limitations of worldly experience. Nirvana is found in the living energy of life, on the street level of worldly desires, conflicts, and turbulent emotions. A luminous energy sparkles through everyday experience to reveal that there’s no corner of life that doesn’t radiate Buddha essence. This truth formed the basis of the left-hand path, which appeared in some ways to contradict Buddha’s fundamental teachings. Historically many of these methods went against the cultural, philosophical, and religious traditions of ancient India, and were subsequently outlawed as not being part of Buddha’s teachings.


This third-turning teaching is radical in its implications. The very things that cause suffering and limitation—the very things that we’ve been trying to escape—we now understand to be the source of our freedom. The third turning helped practitioners to cultivate an attitude of sacredness with respect to the ingredients of ordinary life. It implied that they could indulge in the phenomenal world of the senses, in sexual activity and sensual pleasure, in order to reveal enlightened nature—the suchness, or tathata in Sanskrit—in the stuff of everyday life.


This left-hand spiritual path of tantra is dangerous because we could either suddenly awaken spiritually in the midst of the most mundane activities, or succumb to addictive indulgence in sensory pleasure. At worst, we could develop spiritual narcissism, justifying and rationalizing any manner of dysfunctional behavior, where everything is okay. Therefore, an essential point, especially for our contemporary time, is the necessity of incorporating the teachings of the first and second turnings on our path, so that we integrate discipline, higher ethics, compassion, and wisdom as we appreciate the world of the senses.




The Buddhist Mandala and the Elements


The five wisdom energies, or elements, of the Buddhist mandala —a circular design that embodies our psychospiritual totality— provide a system of personal transformation that guides us in transmuting our distorted aspects into their naturally elegant expressions, a key quality of the left-hand path. These teachings give character and substance to the individual human person while simultaneously affording us a way to work with our neurotic patterns so that they may dawn as wisdom. They invite us to explore the world of the senses so central to the left-hand path.


Mandalas express the experience of intimate relationship among and between our many parts as well as our connection with our surroundings and our culture. In terms of a human being’s design, we are the center of our experiential world, which is the space element. Whatever is in front of, behind, to the left of, and to the right of ourselves is represented by the four elements of water, fire, earth, and wind and the four cardinal directions.


The five elements act as living energies that animate the tangible forms of the outer world as well as our inner world of thoughts and feelings. The good news is that this teaching isn’t just a theory, but something that you can experience right now in the privacy of your own home. You’ll find the material in this book more meaningful and applicable to your daily life if you begin a regular meditation practice—if you don’t already have one. Meditation practice can be quite ordinary and simple, and easy to integrate into your everyday life.


Meditation is a natural activity that’s been practiced for thousands of years by people in diverse spiritual traditions. Meditation is the process of bringing your full attention to what you rarely give a moment’s thought to—the experience you’re having right now. The basic instruction is to find a quiet place in your home where there’s little to distract you. Take a comfortably seated posture, with your eyes either open or closed, as you practice bringing your attention to what’s happening moment by moment. Set the intention that you will sit in silence and stillness for ten to fifteen minutes, or longer if you feel motivated. Notice when you’re thinking, or having a hunger pang in your stomach, or hearing the distant hum of traffic, or going over your agenda in your mind. When you notice that you’re thinking or picking up on environmental stimuli, immediately let go of the thought, feeling, or sensation. Once you let go, continue exercising alertness and relaxation. To help you remain centered in the present, you can use the natural movement of your breath as a reminder to stay focused on the here and now.


I invite you to dive into the direct experience of this material through the following meditation, which evokes the energies of each of the five elements you’ll be working with throughout the book. We are embodiments of Mother Nature, composed of her elements of space, water, earth, fire, and wind. These five basic energies manifest externally in the natural world and internally within our emotional, psychological, and spiritual dimensions. Becoming increasingly sensitive to the unique qualities of each of the elements, and attuning ourselves with its energy, we awaken our power centers to restore balance and wholeness to our life. The more these inner energies are brought into balance, the more we experience the natural world as sacred, ending the secret wish to escape from our life as it is. Let’s get started!





Meditation: The Five Elements in Action



Take a comfortably seated position, and allow yourself ten to fifteen minutes to sit in silence and stillness. Put your to-do list or daily agenda on hold for the duration of this time.


Space: Your life can unfold moment by moment only because there’s a clearing in time and space, an open and formless dimension that accommodates you. This obvious but subtle truth of the space element expresses itself as a sense of openness and presence, the freedom of not having to know anything or figure anything out. It’s the ground zero of meditation practice.


It manifests in the midst of your everyday activities, when you suddenly become aware of a gap—a pause in the usual momentum that drives you. There need not be any form or shape to this experience as a moment of silence and stillness punctuates your usual busyness. Taken by surprise you could find yourself enjoying the open potential of the unfolding moment.


Water: We all have a cool, dispassionate, and reflective capacity that can objectively perceive who or what is before us. Like the reflection on the surface of a still lake, your mind can clearly reflect momentary events, and the truth of your immediate situation. Moment by moment, your inner water element allows you to notice that a stream of thoughts, images, memories, and inner conversations are flashing in the mirror of your mind. Like the fleeting images in a mirror, our thoughts appear and disappear, rising and falling like successive waves.


From time to time, an abrupt flash of clarity might shatter the fog of your inner dialogue, and the familiar meanings and values you’ve attached to things suddenly drop. You might suddenly see the world as it is rather than as you’d like it to be. This clear vision is the truth of the water element, the cool reflective capacity of mind to see the uniqueness of each experience, creating order out of the jumble of life events. There’s a remarkable clarity in how our intellect can capture a comprehensive picture of complex situations.


The water element also appears in the natural world as we notice that there’s a brilliance in how water freezes to form crystalline structures, how mist forms droplets on the leaves and branches, mirroring the surrounding world, and how a stream flowing over a flat surface makes everything beneath it transparent, while caressing every nook and cranny of the channel through which it sweeps.


Earth: As you settle into your chair, you might have the unmistakable sensation of simply being here. It’s the most real thing happening at this moment. Your earthy embodiment allows you to feel solid and grounded. Whether you’re experiencing pleasure or pain, your body and its sensory organs reassure you that you’re here on this good Earth, experiencing the simplicity of being alive.


Continuing with the practice of silence and stillness, you might become aware of particular sensations and feelings. With nothing standing between you and your felt sense of the moment, your awareness picks up on environmental sounds, lingering fragrances, the aftertaste of your breakfast, or the reassuring substantiality of your animal body. Relating with the energetic aspect of the earth element reveals that the passing experiences of sight, sound, smell, taste, and bodily sensation have a richness and depth you can appreciate. The thrill of embodied life reminds us that we’re recipients of the Earth’s natural generosity.


The earth element appears in the natural world as luscious landscapes, tropical jungles, the autumnal harvest, and the enduring substantiality of mountains, hills, and human-made structures such as pyramids, castles, and buildings.


Fire: As you continue sitting quietly and breathing without effort, you might suddenly become aware that you’re drawn to memories of certain people, places, and situations. As you melt the defenses around your heart and belly, you can feel the heat of desire, or the warm radiation of compassion when you think of loved ones. We all have wants and needs, cravings and passions, which thrust us into relationship with the world of others.


Your inner fire generates the magnetic warmth of desire through which you draw the world closer to yourself to be more intimate with it. Communication is happening all the time—as an infant in a stroller coyly smiles at you and melts your heart, or you find yourself longing for cherished times with your now-deceased parents. Feeling into your own fire element, you’re enlivened by the warmth and brightness of life itself. The fire element invites communication and emotional connection with the world and restores the spark of attraction with our everyday life. We’re irresistibly drawn to life.
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