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Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing,
there is a field. I'll meet you there.

When the soul lies down in that grass,

the world is too full to talk about.

Ideas, language, even the phrase each other
doesn’t make any sense.

—Rumi
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FOREWORD

e

You hold in your hands a beautiful invitation: to remember that
it is possible to live your life with the wise and tender heart of a
Buddha. In Radical Acceptance, Tara Brach graciously offers both heal-
ing words and transformative understanding, the fruits of her many
years as a beloved meditation teacher and psychotherapist. Because
she has immersed herself in the day-to-day work of reclaiming hu-
man dignity with heartfelt compassion and forgiveness, Tara’s teach-
ings are immediate and tangible; they melt the barriers that keep us
from being fully alive.

In a stressful and competitive modern society that has fostered
unworthiness, self-judgment and loss of the sacred for so many, the
principles of Radical Acceprance articulated here are essential for
reclaiming a joyful and liberated life. Through her rich stories and
accounts of students and clients, through Tara’s own personal jour-
ney and through the clear, systematic practices she offers, Radical
Acceptance shows us wise ways to nurture ourselves, transform our
sorrows and reclaim our wholeness.

Most importantly, Radical Acceptance reawakens us to our Buddha
nature, the fundamental happiness and freedom that are the birth-
right of every human being. Read these pages slowly. Take their words
and practices to heart. Let them guide you and bless your path.

Jack Kornfield
Spirit Rock Center
February 2003
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PROLOGUE

“SOMETHING IS WRONG
WITH MLE”

When I was in college, I went off to the mountains for a weekend
of hiking with an older, wiser friend of twenty-two. After we set up
our tent, we sat by a stream, watching the water swirl around rocks
and talking about our lives. At one point she described how she was
learning to be “her own best friend.” A huge wave of sadness came
over me, and I broke down sobbing. I was the furthest thing from
my own best friend. I was continually harassed by an inner judge
who was merciless, relentless, nit-picking, driving, often invisible
but always on the job. I knew I would never treat a friend the way I
treated myself, without mercy or kindness.

My guiding assumption was “Something is fundamentally wrong
with me,” and I struggled to control and fix what felt like a basically
flawed self. I drove myself in academics, was a fervent political ac-
tivist and devoted myself to a very full social life. I avoided pain
(and created more) with an addiction to food and a preoccupation
with achievement. My pursuit of pleasure was sometimes whole-
some—in nature, with friends—but it also included an impulsive
kind of thrill-seeking through recreational drugs, sex, and other ad-
ventures. In the eyes of the world, I was highly functional. Inter-
nally, I was anxious, driven and often depressed. I didn't feel ar
peace with any part of my life.

Feeling not okay went hand in hand with deep loneliness. In my
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carly teens I sometimes imagined that I was living inside a transpar-
ent orb that separated me from the people and life around me.
When I felt good about myself and at ease with others, the bubble
thinned until it was like an invisible wisp of gas. When I felt bad
about myself, the walls got so thick it seemed others must be able
to see them. Imprisoned within, I felt hollow and achingly alone.
The fantasy faded somewhat as I got older, but I lived with the fear
of letting someone down or being rejected myself.

With my college friend it was different—I trusted her enough to
be completely open. Over the next two days of hiking on high
mountain ridges, sometimes talking with her, sometimes sitting in
silence, I began to realize that beneath all my mood swings, depres-
sion, loneliness and addictive behavior lurked that feeling of deep
personal deficiency. I was getting my first clear glimpse into a core
of suffering that I would revisit again and again in my life. While I
felt exposed and raw, I intuitively knew that by facing this pain [
was entering a path of healing.

As we drove down from the mountains that Sunday night, my
heart was lighter bur still aching. I longed to be kinder to myself. I
longed to befriend my inner experience and to feel more intimacy
and ease with the people in my life.

When some years later these longings drew me to the Buddhist
path, I found there the teachings and practices that enabled me to
directly face my feelings of unworthiness and insecurity. They gave
me a way of seeing clearly what I was experiencing and showed me
how to relate to my life with compassion. The teachings of the Bud-
dha also helped undo my painful and mistaken notion that I was
alone in my suffering, that it was a personal problem and somehow
my fault.

Over the past twenty years, as a psychologist and Buddhist

teacher, I've worked with thousands of clients and students who
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have revealed how painfully burdened they feel by a sense of not be-
ing good enough. Whether our conversation takes place in the mid-
dle of a ten-day meditation retreat or during a weekly therapy
session, the suffering—the fear of being flawed and unworthy—is
basically the same.

For so many of us, feelings of deficiency are right around the
corner. It doesn't take much—just hearing of someone else’s ac-
complishments, being criticized, getting into an argument, making
a mistake at work—to make us feel that we are not okay.

As a friend of mine put it, “Feeling that something is wrong with
me is the invisible and toxic gas I am always breathing.” When we ex-
perience our lives through this lens of personal insufficiency, we are
imprisoned in what I call the trance of unworthiness. Trapped in this
trance, we are unable to perceive the truth of who we really are.

A meditation student at a retreat I was teaching told me about an
experience that brought home to her the tragedy of living in trance.
Marilyn had spent many hours sitting at the bedside of her dying
mother—reading to her, meditating next to her late at night, hold-
ing her hand and telling her over and over that she loved her. Most
of the time Marilyn's mother remained unconscious, her breath la-
bored and erratic. One morning before dawn, she suddenly opened
her eyes and looked clearly and intently at her daughter. “You
know,” she whispered softly, “all my life I thought something was
wrong with me.” Shaking her head slightly, as if to say, “What a
waste,” she closed her eyes and drifted back into a coma. Several
hours later she passed away.

We don't have to wait until we are on our deathbed ro realize
what a waste of our precious lives it is to carry the belief that some-
thing is wrong with us. Yet because our habits of feeling insufhcient
are so strong, awakening from the trance involves not only inner re-

solve, but also an active training of the heart and mind. Through
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Buddhist awareness practices, we free ourselves from the suffering
of trance by learning to recognize what is true in the present mo-
ment, and by embracing whatever we see with an open heart. This
cultivation of mindfulness and compassion is what I call Radical
Acceptance.

Radical Acceptance reverses our habit of living at war with ex-
periences that are unfamiliar, frightening or intense. It is the neces-
sary antidote to years of neglecting ourselves, years of judging and
treating ourselves harshly, years of rejecting this moment’s experi-
ence. Radical Acceptance is the willingness to experience ourselves
and our life as it is. A moment of Radical Acceptance 1s a moment
of genuine freedom.

The twentieth-century Indian meditation master Sri Nisarga-
datta encourages us to wholeheartedly enter this path of freedom:
“...all T plead with you is this: make love of your self perfect.” For Mar-
ilyn, the final words of her dying mother awakened her to this pos-
sibility. As she putit, “It was her parting gift. I realized I didn’t have
to lose my life in that same way that she did. Out of love—for my
mother, for life—I resolved to hold myself with more acceptance
and kindness.” We can each choose the same.

When we practice Radical Acceprance, we begin with the fears
and wounds of our own life and discover that our heart of compas-
sion widens endlessly. In holding ourselves with compassion, we be-
come free to love this living world. This is the blessing of Radical
Acceptance: As we free ourselves from the suffering of “something
is wrong with me,” we trust and express the fullness of who we are.

My prayer is that the teachings offered in this book may serve us
as we awaken together. May we each discover the pure awareness
and love that are our deepest nature. May our loving awareness em-
brace all beings everywhere.



ONE

THE TRANCE OF
UNWORTHINESS

You will be walking some night . . .
It will be clear to you strdderl{y'

that you were about to escape,

and that you are guih_y: you misread
the :ompltx instructions, you are not
a member, you lost your card

or never had one . . .

Wendell Berry

For years I've had a recurring dream in which I am caught in a fu-
tile struggle to get somewhere. Sometimes I'm running up a hill;
sometimes | am climbing over boulders or swimming against a cur-
rent. Often a loved one is in trouble or something bad is abourt to
happen. My mind 1s speeding frantically, but my body feels heavy
and exhausted; I move as if through molasses. I know I should be
able to handle the problem, but no matter how hard T try, I can't get
where I need to go. Completely alone and shadowed by the fear of
failure, I am trapped in my dilemma. Nothing else in the world ex-
ists bur that.

This dream captures the essence of the trance of unworthiness.
In our dreams we often seem to be the protagonist in a pre-scripted

drama, fated to react to our circumstances in a given way. We seem
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unaware that choices and options might exist. When we are in the
trance and caught up in our stories and fears about how we might
fail, we are in much the same state. We are living in a waking dream
that completely defines and delimits our experience of life. The rest
of the world is merely a backdrop as we struggle to get somewhere,
to be a better person, to accomplish, to avoid making mistakes. As
in a dream, we take our stories to be the truth—a compelling real-
ity—and they consume most of our attention. While we eat lunch
or drive home from work, while we talk to our partners or read to
our children at night, we continue to replay our worries and plans.
Inherent in the trance is the belief that no matter how hard we try,
we are always, in some way, falling short.

Fecling unworthy goes hand in hand with fecling separate from
others, separate from life. If we are defective, how can we possibly
belong? It’s a vicious cycle: The more deficient we feel, the more
separate and vulnerable we feel. Underneath our fear of being flawed
is a more primal fear that something is wrong with life, that some-
thing bad is going to happen. Our reaction to this fear is to feel
blame, even hatred, toward whatever we consider the source of the
problem: ourselves, others, hife itself. But even when we have di-
rected our aversion outward, deep down we still feel vulnerable.

Our feelings of unworthiness and alienation from others give rise
to various forms of suffering. For some, the most glaring expression
is addiction. It may be to alcohol, food or drugs. Others feel ad-
dicted to a relationship, dependent on a particular person or people
in order to feel they are complete and that life is worth living. Some
try to feel important through long hours of grueling work—an ad-
diction that our culture often applauds. Some create outer enemies
and are always at war with the world.

The belief that we are deficient and unworthy makes it difficult
to trust that we are truly loved. Many of us live with an undercur-

rent of depression or hopelessness about ever feeling close to other
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people. We fear that if they realize we are boring or stupid, selfish
or insecure, they'll reject us. If we're not attractive enough, we may
never be loved in an intimate, romantic way. We yearn for an un-
questioned experience of belonging, to feel at home with ourselves
and others, at ease and fully accepted. But the trance of unworthi-
ness keeps the sweetness of belonging out of reach.

The trance of unworthiness intensifies when our lives feel painful
and out of control. We may assume that our physical sickness or
emotional depression is our own fault—the result of our bad genes
or our lack of discipline and willpower. We may feel that the loss of
ajobora painful divorce is a reflection of our personal flaws. If we
had only done better, if we were somehow different, things would
have gone right. While we might place the blame on someone else,
we still tacitly blame ourselves for getting into the situation in the
first place.

Even if we ourselves are not suffering or in pain, if someone
close to us—a partner or a child—is, we can take this as further
proof of our inadequacy. One of my psychotherapy clients has a
thirteen-year-old son who was diagnosed with attention deficit dis-
order. She has tried everything she can to help—doctors, dier,
acupuncture, drugs, love. Yet still he suffers from academic setbacks
and feels socially isolated. He is convinced that he 1s a “loser” and,
out of pain and frustration, frequently lashes ourt in rage. Regard-
less of her loving efforts, she lives in anguish, feeling that she is fail-
ing her son and should be doing more.

The trance of unworthiness doesn't always show up as overt feel-
ings of shame and deficiency. When I told a good friend that I was
writing about unworthiness and how pervasive it is, she took issue.
“My main challenge isnt shame, it’s pride,” she insisted. This
woman, a successful writer and teacher, told me how casily she gets
caught up in feeling superior to others. She finds many people men-

tally slow and boring. Because so many people admire her, she
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often rides surges of feeling special and important. “I'm embar-
rassed to admit it,” she said, “and maybe this is where shame fits in.
But I like having people look up to me . .. that's when I feel good
about myself.” My friend is playing out the flip side of the trance.
She went on to acknowledge that during dry periods, times when
she isn't feeling productive or useful or admired, she does slip into
feeling unworthy. Rather than simply recognizing her talents and
enjoying her strengths, she needs the reassurance of feeling special
O SUperior.

Convinced that we are not good enough, we can never relax. We
Stil)’ on gllﬁrl:l. I]]Onitori]]g Ollrselv[’s for ShOttCOl]lillgS. V\"‘h(’n we
inevitably find them, we feel even more insecure and undeserving,
We have to try even harder. The irony of all of this is . . . where do
we think we are going anyway? One meditation student told me
that he felt as if he were steamrolling through his days, driven by the
feeling that he needed to do more. In a wistful tone he added, “I'm
skimming over life and racing to the finish line—death.”

When I talk about the suffering of unworthiness in my medita-
tion classes, | frequently notice students nodding their heads, some
of them in tears. They may be realizing for the first time that the
shame they feel is not their own personal burden, that it is felt by
many. Afterward some of them stay to talk. They confide that feel-
ing undeserving has made it impossible for them to ask for help or
to let themselves feel held by another’s love. Some recognize that
their sense of unworthiness and insecurity has kept them from real-
izing their dreams. Often students tell me that their habit of feeling
chronically deficient has made them continually doubt that they are
meditating correctly and mistrust that they are growing spiritually.

A number of them have told me that, in their early days on the
spiritual path, they assumed their feelings of inadequacy would be
transcended through a dedicated practice of meditation. Yet even

though meditation has helped them in important ways, they find
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that deep pockets of shame and insecurity have a stubborn way of
persisting—sometimes despite decades of practice. Perhaps they
have pursued a style of meditation that wasn't well suited for their
emotional temperament, or perhaps they needed the additional
support of psychotherapy to uncover and heal deep wounds. What-
ever the reasons, the failure to relieve this suffering through spiri-
tual practice can bring up a basic doubt about whether we can ever

be truly happy and free.

BRINGING AN UNWORTHY SELF INTO SPIRITUAL LIFE

In their comments, I hear echoes of my own story. After graduating
from college, I moved into an ashram, a spiritual community, and
enthusiastically devoted myself to the lifestyle for almost twelve
years. I felt I had found a path through which I could purify myself
and transcend the imperfections of my ego—the self and its strate-
gies. We were required to awaken every day art 3:30 A.M., take a cold
shower, and then from four until six-thirty do a sadhana (spiritual
discipline) of yoga, meditation, chanting and prayer. By breakfast
time I often felt as if I were floating in a glowing, loving, blissful
state. | was at one with the loving awareness I call the Beloved and
experienced this to be my own deepest essence. I didn't feel bad or
good about myself, I just felt good.

By the end of breakfast, or a bit later in the morning, my habit-
ual thoughts and behaviors would start creeping in again. Just as
they had in college, those ever-recurring feelings of insecurity and
selfishness would let me know I was falling short. Unless I found
the time for more yoga and meditation, I would often find myself
feeling once again like my familiar small-minded, not-okay self.
Then I'd go to bed, wake up and start over again.

While I touched genuine peace and openheartedness. my inner
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critic continued to assess my level of purity. I mistrusted myself for
the ways I would pretend to be positive when underneach 1 felt
lonely or afraid. While I loved the yoga and meditation practices, |
was embarrassed by my need to impress others with the strength of
my practice. I wanted others to see me as a deep meditator and de-
voted yogi, a person who served her world with care and generosity.
Meanwhile, I judged other people for being slack in their discipline,
and judged myself for being so judgmental. Even in the midst of
community, I often felt lonely and alone.

I had the idea that if T really applied myself, it would take eight
to ten )'Cars to r[’l(’ils(’ x]ll IT])" St‘lf-:leO['Pl“iOﬂ al’ld b(‘ WI.SG and fr(’e.
Periodically I would consult teachers I admired from various other
spiritual traditions: “So, how am I doing? What else can I do?” In-
variably, they would respond, “Just relax.” I wasn't exactly sure what
they meant, but I certainly didn't think it could be “just relax.” How
could they mean that? T wasn't “there” yet.

Chogyam Trungpa, a contemporary Tibetan Buddhist teacher,
writes, “The problem is that ego can convert anything to its own
use, even spirituality.” What I brought to my spiritual path in-
cluded all my needs to be admired, all my insecurities about not be-
ing good enough, all my tendencies to judge my inner and outer
world. The playing field was larger than my earlier pursuits, but the
game was still the same: striving to be a different and bertter person.

In retrospect, it is no surprise that my self-doubts were trans-
ferred intact into my spiritual life. Those who feel plagued by not
being good enough are often drawn to idealistic worldviews that of-
fer the possibility of purifying and transcending a flawed nature.
This quest for perfection is based in the assumption that we must
change ourselves to belong. We may listen longingly to the message
that wholeness and goodness have always been our essence, yer still

feel like outsiders, uninvited guests at the feast of life.



The Trance of Unworthiness 1

A CULTURE THAT BREEDS SEPARATION AND SHAME

Several years ago a small group of Buddhist teachers and psycholo-
gists from the United States and Europe invited the Dalai Lama to
join them in a dialogue about emotions and health. During one of
their sessions, an American vipassana teacher asked him to rtalk
about the suffering of self-hatred. A look of confusion came over
the Dalai Lama’s face. “What 1s self-hatred?” he asked. As the ther-
apists and teachers in the room tried to explain, he looked increas-
ingly bewildered. Was this mental state a nervous disorder? he asked
them. When those gathered confirmed that self-hatred was not
unusual but rather a common experience for their students and
clients, the Dalai Lama was astonished. How could they feel that
way about themselves, he wondered, when “everybody has Buddha
nature.”

While all humans feel ashamed of weakness and afraid of rejec-
tion, our Western culture is a breeding ground for the kind of
shame and self-hatred the Dalai Lama couldnt comprehend. Be-
cause so many of us grew up without a cohesive and nourishing
sense of family, neighborhood, community or “tribe,” it is not sur-
prising that we feel like outsiders, on our own and disconnected.
We learn early in life that any affiliation—with family and friends,
at school or in the workplace—requires proving that we are worthy.
We are under pressure to compete with cach other, to get ahead, to
stand out as intelligent, attractive, capable, powerful, wealthy. Some-
one is always keeping score.

After a lifetime of working with the poor and the sick, Mother
Teresa’s surprising insight was: “The biggest disease today is not
leprosy or tuberculosis but rather the feeling of not belonging” In
our own society, this disease has reached epidemic proportions. We

long to belong and feel as if we don't deserve to.
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Buddhism offers a basic challenge to this cultural worldview. The
Buddha taughr that this human birth is a precious gift because it
gives us the opportunity to realize the love and awareness that are
our true nature. As the Dalai Lama pointed out so poignantly, we all
bave Buddba nature. Spiritual awakening is the process of recognizing
our essential goodness, our natural wisdom and compassion.

In stark contrast to this trust in our inherent worth, our culture’s
guiding myth is the story of Adam and Eve’s exile from the Garden
of Eden. We may forgert its power because it seems so worn and fa-
miliar, but this story shapes and reflects the deep psyche of the West.
The message of “original sin” is unequivocal: Because of our basi-
cally flawed nature, we do not deserve to be happy, loved by others,
at ease with life. We are outcasts, and if we are to reenter the garden,
we must redeem our sinful selves. We must overcome our flaws by
controlling our bodies, controlling our emotions, controlling our
natural surroundings, controlling other people. And we must strive
tirelessly—working, acquiring, consuming, achieving, e-mailing, over-
committing and rushing—in a never-ending quest to prove our-
selves once and for all.

GROWING UP UNWORTHY

In their book Stories of the Spirit, Jack Kornfield and Christina Feld-
man tell this story: A family went out to a restaurant for dinner.
When the waitress arrived, the parents gave their orders. Immedi-
ately, their five-year-old daughter piped up with her own: “T'll have
a hot dog, french fries and a Coke.” “Oh no you won't,” interjected
the dad, and turning to the waitress he said, “She’ll have meat loaf,
mashed poraroes, milk.” Looking at the child with a smile, the wait-

ress said, “So, hon, what do you want on that hot dog?” When she
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left, the famuly sat stunned and silent. A few moments later the lit-
tle girl, eyes shining, said, “She thinks I'm real.”

My own mother was visiting when [ told this story at my weekly
meditation group in Washingron, D.C. As we drove home from the
class together, she turned to me and in a teary voice said, “Thar lit-
tle girl in the restaurant was me.” She had never felt real in the eyes
of her parents, she went on. Being an only child, she felc as if she
was on the planet to be the person her parents wanted her to be.
Her value rested solely on how well she represented them, and
whether or not she made them proud. She was their object to man-
age and control, to show off or reprimand. Her opinions and feel-
ings didn't matter because, as she said, they didn't see her as “her
own person.” Her identity was based on pleasing others and the fear
of not being liked if she didn't. In her experience, she was not a real
person who deserved respect and who, without any fabrication or
effort, was lovable.

Most of the clients that come to see me are very aware of the
qualities of an ideal parent. They know that when parents are gen-
uinely present and loving, they offer their child a mirror for his or
her goodness. Through this clear mirroring a child develops a sense
of security and trust early in life, as well as the capacity for spon-
taneity and intimacy with others. When my clients examine their
wounds, they recognize how, as children, they did not receive the
love and understanding they yearned for. Furthermore, they are
able to see in their relationships with their own children the ways
they too fall short of the ideal—how they can be inattentive, judg-
mental, angry and self-centered.

Our imperfect parents had imperfect parents of their own. Fears,
insecurities and desires get passed along for generations. Parents
want to see their offspring make it in ways that are important to

them. Or they want their children to be special, which in our com-
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petitive culture means more intelligent, accomplished and attractive
than other people. They see their children through filters of fear
(they might not get into a good college and be successful) and hl-
ters of desire (will they reflect well on us?).

As messengers of our culture, parents usually convey to their
children that anger and fear are bad, that their natural ways of ex-
pressing their wants and frustrations are unacceptable. In abusive
situations the message is “You are bad, you are in the way, you are
worthless.” But even in less extreme situations, most of us learn that
our desires, fears and views don't carry much weight, and that we
need to be different and better if we are to belong.

At a meditation retreat, one of my students, Jeff, told me about
amemory that had suddenly arisen during his last sitting. When he
was about seven years old he got hurt while playing with his big
brother. Crying, Jeff ran to his mother, who was working in the
kitchen. Following her around, he pleaded with her to set his
brother straight. Suddenly she stopped and turned, hands on her
hips, a look of irritation and disdain written all over her face. Jeff
didn't remember what she actually said, but her whole expression
told him, “Don’t be so needy.”

As an adult, Jeff came to understand that because his mother had
grown up in a large and chaotic family, she had been taught that
kids need to fend for themselves. When Jetf whined or acted
clingy, she felt irritated by his “weakness.” Our culture, with its em-
phasis on self-reliance and independence—qualities deemed espe-
cially important for men—had reinforced the message. Despite his
understanding, Jeff still felt that having needs made him unappeal-
ing, undesirable, even bad. As is the case for so many of us, any feel-
ing of need brought up shame. Even the word needy made him
cringe.

By teaching us that something is fundamentally wrong with us,

our parents and culture carry forth the message of Eden. As we in-
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ternalize this view of our nature, we become ensnared in the trance
of unworthiness. We can spend years and decades of our life trying
to be who they wanted us to be, trying to be good enough to reen-
ter the garden.

STRATEGIES TO MANAGE THE PAIN OF INADEQUACY

We do whatever we can to avoid the raw pain of feeling unworthy.
Each time our deficiencies are exposed—to ourselves or others—
we react, anxiously trying to cover our nakedness, like Adam and
Eve after the fall. Over the years we each develop a particular blend
of strategies designed to hide our flaws and compensate for what
we believe is wrong with us.

We embark on one self-improvement project after another. We strive to
meet the media standards for the perfect body and looks by color-
ing out the gray, lifting our face, being on a perpetual diet. We push
ourselves to get a better position at work. We exercise, take enrich-
ing courses of study, meditate, make lists, volunteer, take workshops.
Certainly any of these activities can be undertaken in a wholesome
way, but so often they are driven by anxious undercurrents of “not
good enough.” Rather than relaxing and enjoying who we are and
what we're doing, we are comparing ourselves with an ideal and try-
ing to make up for the difference.

We bold back and play it safe rather than risking failure. When my
s0n, Nﬂ[‘ﬂ}'ﬂn, was ﬂI'Ollnd ten h(‘ went thl’ollgh a Stﬂg(‘ Ofbt‘lng V(‘I')"
reluctant to try new things. He wanted to be instantly good at
everything, and if he sensed that an activity would rake practice he
fele intimidared. I would try talking about how all the most won-
dertul parts of living involve some risk and thar mistakes are in-
evitable. My suggestions that he expand his horizons with tennis

lessons or by participating in a music recital were always met with
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resistance. After one of my futle attempts to get him engaged in
something new, Narayan's response was to quote Homer (Homer
Simpson, that is): “Trying is the first step to failure.”

Playing it safe requires that we avoid risky situations—which
covers precty much all of life. We might not take on leadership or
responsibility at work, we might not risk being really intimate with
others, we might hold back from expressing our creativity, from
saying what we really mean, from being playful or affectionate.

We withdraw from our experience of the present moment. \Ve pull away
from the raw feelings of fear and shame by incessantly telling our-
sclves stories about what 1s happening in our life. We keep certain
key themes going: what we have to do, what has not worked our,
what trouble might lie ahead, how others are viewing us, how oth-
ers are (or are not) meeting our needs, how others are interfering or
letting us down. There’s an old joke about a Jewish mother who
sends a telegram to her son: “Start worrying, details to follow.” Be-
cause we live in a free-floating state of anxiety, we don't even need a
problem to set off a stream of disaster scenarios. Living in the fu-
ture creates the illusion that we are managing our life and steels us
against personal failure.

We keep busy. Staying occupied is a socially sanctioned way of re-
maining distant from our pain. How often do we hear that some-
one who has just lost a dear one is “doing a good job at keeping
busy”? If we stop we run the risk of plunging into the unbearable
feeling that we are alone and utterly worthless. So we scramble to
fill ourselves—our time, our body, our mind. We might buy some-
thing new or lose ourselves in mindless small talk. As soon as we
have a gap, we go on-line to check our e-mail, we turn on music, we
get a snack, watch television—anything to help us bury the feelings
of vulnerability and deficiency lurking in our psyche.

We become our own worst critics. The running commentary in our

mind reminds us over and over that we always screw up, that others
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are managing their lives so much more efficiently and successfully.
Often we rake over where our parents left off, pointedly reminding
ourselves of our flaws. As cartoonist Jules Feiffer puts it: “T grew up
to have my father’s looks, my father’s speech patterns, my father’s
posture, my father’s walk, my father's opinions and my mother’s
contempt for my father.” Staying on top of what is wrong with us
gives us the sense that we are controlling our impulses, disguising
our weaknesses and possibly improving our character.

We focus on other people’s faults. There is a saying that the world is
divided into people who think they are right. The more inadequate
we feel, the more uncomfortable it is to admit our faults. Blaming
others temporarily relieves us from the weight of failure.

The painful truch is that all of these strategies simply reinforce
the very insecurities that sustain the trance of unworthiness. The
more we anxiously tell ourselves stories about how we mighe fail or
what is wrong with us or with others, the more we deepen the
grooves—the neural pathways—thar generate feelings of deficiency.
Every time we hide a defeat we reinforce the fear that we are insuffi-
cient. When we strive to impress or outdo others, we strengthen the
underlying belief that we are not good enough as we are. This doesn't
mean that we can’t compete in a healthy way, put wholehearted ef-
fort into work or acknowledge and take pleasure in our own com-
petence. But when our efforts are driven by the fear that we are

flawed, we deepen the trance of unworthiness.

TURNING OTHERS INTO THE ENEMY

In most of this chapter we've focused on how, out of fear, we turn
on ourselves and make ourselves the enemy, the source of the prob-
lem. We also project these feelings outward and make others the

enemy. The greater the fear, the more intense our hostility. Our
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writer David Darling points out that even the carliest single-celled
creatures “had established barriers, definite, sustainable boundaries,
between themselves and the outside world . .. Thus, the founda-
tions for dualism—the belief in the separation of self and the rest
of the world—were laid.” This existential sense of separation is the
theme song of our amazingly diverse and mysterious world. One-
celled entities push away what is threatening and go roward what
will enhance them. We humans have these same basic reflexes, but
our grasping and aversion play out through a dauntingly complex
array of physical, mental and emotional activities, many of them
outside our ordinary awareness.

Wanting and fearing are natural energies, part of evolution’s de-
sign to protect us and help us to thrive. But when they become the
core of our identity, we lose sight of the fullness of our being. We
become identified with, at best, only a sliver of our natural being—
a sliver that perceives itself as incomplete, at risk and separate from
the rest of the world. If our sense of who we are is defined by feel-
ings of neediness and insecurity, we forget that we are also curious,
humorous and caring. We forget about the breath that is nourish-
ing us, the love that unites us, the enormous beauty and fragility
that is our shared experience in being alive. Most basically, we for-
get the pure awareness, the radiant wakefulness that is our Buddha

nature.

"WITHOUT ANXIETY ABOUT IMPERFECTION"

Many people have told me that when they finally are able to see how
long their life has been imprisoned by self-hatred and shame, they
feel not only grief but also a sense of life-giving hope. Like waking
up from a bad dream, when we can see our prison, we also see our

potential.
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The renowned seventh-century Zen master Seng-tsan taught
that true freedom is being “without anxiety about imperfection.”
This means accepting our human existence and all of life as it is.
Imperfection is not our personal problem—it is a natural part of
existing. We all get caught in wants and fears, we all act uncon-
sciously, we all get diseased and deteriorate. When we relax about
impetfection, we no longer lose our life moments in the pursuit of
being different and in the fear of what is wrong,

D. H. Lawrence described our Western culture as being like a
great uprooted tree with its roots in the air. “We are perishing for
lack Of ﬂllﬁlllnent Ofour grcﬂt(’r I‘lfeds." hf wrote, “We are cut Off
from the great sources of our inward nourishment and renewal.”
We come alive as we rediscover the truth of our goodness and our
natural connectedness to all of life. Our “greater needs” are met in
relating lovingly with each other, relating with full presence to each
moment, relating to the beauty and pain that is within and around
us. As Lawrence said, “We must plant ourselves again in the uni-
verse.”

Although the trance of feeling separate and unworthy is an in-
herent part of our conditioning as humans, so too is our capacity
to awaken. We free ourselves from the prison of trance as we stop
the war against ourselves and, instead, learn to relate to our lives
with a wise and compassionate heart. This book is about the

process of embracing our lives. When we learn to cultivate Radical

Acceptance, we begin to rediscover the garden—a forgotten but

cherished sense of wholeness, wakefulness and love.
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Guided Reflection:
Recognizing the Trance (_)f Unworthiness

Recognizing the beliefs and fears that sustain the trance of
unworthiness is the beginning of freedom. You mighr find it
useful to pause for a few minutes to consider the parts of

yourself that you habitually reject and push away.

R

Do I accept my body as it is?

Do I blame myself when I get sick?

Do I feel I am not attractive enough?

Am | dissatisfied with how my hair looks?

Am I embarrassed about how my face and body are aging?

Do I judge myself for being too heavy? Underweight? Not physi-
cally fit?

Do I accept my mind as it is?

Do I judge myself for not being intelligent enough? Humorous?
Interesting?

Am I critical of myself for having obsessive thoughts? For having
a repetitive, boring mind?

Am I ashamed of myself for having bad thoughts—mean, judg-
mental or lusty thoughts?

Do I consider myself a bad meditator because my mind is so busy?

Do I accept my emotions and moods as they are?

Is it okay for me to cry? To feel insecure and vulnerable?

Do I condemn myself for getting depressed?

Am I ashamed of feeling jealous?

Am I critical of myself for being impatient? Irritable? Intolerant?

Do I feel that my anger or anxiety is a sign that I am not pro-
gressing on the spiritual path?
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Do I feel I'm a bad person because of ways I behave?

Do I hate myself when I act in a self-centered or hurtful way?

Am I ashamed of my outbursts of anger?

Do [ feel disqusted with myself when I eat compulsively? When I
smoke cigarettes or drink too much alcohol?

Do I feel that because I am selfish and often do not put others
ﬁrst, I am not spirituall')' evolved?

Do I feel as if I am always falling short in how I relate to my
family and friends?

Do I feel something is wrong with me because I am not capable
of intimacy?

Am I down on myself for not accomplishing enough—for not
standing out or being special in my work?

2

Often we perceive the trance most clearly by recognizing
how we want others to see us—and what we don’t want them to
see. Bring to mind someone you've spent time with recently—
someone you like and respect but don't know well.

What do you most want this person to see about you (e.g., that
you are loving, generous, attractive)?
What do Jyou not want this person to perceive about Jyou (e. g

that you are selfish, insecure, jealous)?

RRE

As you go through your day, pause occasionally to ask
yourself, “This moment, do T accept myself just as I am?”
Without judging yourself, simply become aware of how you
are relating to your body, emotions, thoughts and behaviors,
As the trance of unworthiness becomes conscious, it begins to

lose its power over our lives.
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AWAKENING FROM
THE TRANCE: THE PATH OF
RADICAL ACCEPTANCE

Last night, as I was sleeping,

I dreamt—marvelous error—

that I bad a bechive

bere inside my beart.

And the golden bees

were making white combs

and sweet boney

from my old fal’[ures

Antonio Machado,

translated by Robert Bly

The curious paradox is that when I accept myself
just as I am, then I can change.
Carl Rogers

Mohini was a regal white tiger who lived for many years at the
Washington, D.C. National Zoo. For most of those years her home

was in the old lion house—a typical twelve-by-twelve-foot cage
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or fear that now something bad is bound to happen. No sooner do
we take a bite of our favorite flavor of ice cream than we start cal-
culating how much more we can eat without feeling too guilty or
piling on the pounds. We stand in a beaurtiful landscape and worry
because we have run out of film or start thinking that we really
should move to the country. When we are meditating, we experi-
ence a delicious stretch of tranquility and peace, and then immedi-
ately begin wondering how to keep it going. Our enjoyment is
rainted by anxiety about keeping what we have and our compulsion

to reach out and get more.

UNFOLDING THE WINGS OF ACCEPTANCE

When we are caught in the trance of unworthiness, we do not
clearly recognize what is happening inside us, nor do we feel kind.
Our view of who we are is contorted and narrowed and our heart
feels hardened against life. As we lean into the experience of the
moment—releasing our stories and gently holding our pain or de-
sire—Radical Acceptance begins to unfold. The two parts of gen-
uine acceptance—sceing clearly and holding our experience with
compassion—are as interdependent as the two wings of a great
bird. Together, they enable us to fly and be free.

The wing of clear seeing 1s often described in Buddhist practice
as mindfulness. This is the quality of awareness that recognizes ex-
actly what is happening in our moment-to-moment experience.
When we are mindful of fear, for instance, we are aware that our
thoughts are racing, that our body feels tight and shaky, that we feel
compelled to flee—and we recognize all this without trying to
manage our experience in any way, without pulling away. Our ar-

tentive presence is unconditional and open—we are willing to be
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with whatever arises, even if we wish the pain would end or that we
could be doing something else. That wish and thar thought become
[Jill‘t Of Whilt we are ilccel.\t{l]g. BL’C&IUSC we are not t&llnlﬁeﬁng Wlth
our experience, mindfulness allows us to see life “as it is.” This
recognition of the truth of our experience 1s intrinsic to Radical
Acceptance: We can’t bonestly accept an experience unless we see clearly what we
are accepting.

The second wing of Radical Acceptance, compassion, is our ca-
pacity to relate in a tender and sympathetic way to what we per-
ceive. Instead of resisting our feelings of fear or grief, we embrace
our pain with the kindness of a mother holding her child. Rather
than judging or indulging our desire for attention or chocolate or
sex, we regard our grasping with gentleness and care. Compassion
honors our experience; it allows us to be intimate with the life of
this moment as it is. Compassion makes our acceptance whole-
hearted and complete.

The two wings of clear seeing and compassion are inseparable;
both are essential in liberating us from the trance. They work to-
gether, mutually reinforcing each other. If we are rejected by some-
one we love, the trance of unworthiness may ensnare us in obsessive
thinking, blaming the one who hurt us and at the same time believ-
ing that we were jilted because we are defective. We may feel caught
in a relentless swing between explosive anger and wrenching grief
and shame. The two wings of Radical Acceptance free us from this
swirling vortex of reaction. They help us find the balance and clar-
ity that can guide us in choosing what we say or do.

If we were to bring only the wing of mindfulness to our process
of Radical Acceptance, we might be clearly aware of the aching in
our heart, the flush of rage in our face; we might clearly see the sto-
ries we are telling ourselves—that we are a victim, that we will al-

ways be alone and without love. But we might also compound our
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suffering by feeling angry with ourselves for getting into the situa-
tion in the first place. This is where the wing of compassion joins
with mindfulness to create a genuinely healing presence. Instead of
pushing away or judging our anger or despondency, compassion
enables us to be softly and kindly present with our open wounds.

In the same way, mindfulness balances compassion. If our heartfelt
caring begins to bleed over into self-pity, giving rise to another story
line—we tried so hard but didn't get what we so dearly wanted—
mindfulness enables us to see the trap we're falling into.

Both wings together help us remain in the experience of the mo-
ment, just as it is. When we do this, something begins to happen—
we feel freer, options open before us, we see with more clarity how
we want to proceed. Radical Acceptance helps us to heal and move
on, free from unconscious habits of self-hatred and blame.

While the ground of Radical Acceptance is our moment-to-
moment experience, we can bring the same clear and kind attention
to the patterns of thoughts and feelings, behaviors and events that
shape our life experience. We become more aware of the intentions
that motivate our behavior. We also become aware of the conse-
quences of our actions, as they affect both ourselves and others. In
Buddhist psychology, including this larger view in an accepting
awareness is called “clear comprehension.”

Suppose that we become aware that we are regularly losing our
temper and treating our children in a disrespectful, disparaging
way. We can begin examining our intentions, opening with accep-
tance to l'h(‘ rhoughts Elnd fcclings that ﬂ['iSC as we L{O SO. p(‘l'h:lps we
realize that we want to push our children away because we feel too
stressed to handle their needs: “I'm sinking and trying to save my
own life.” Along with this thought we might feel a tightness in our
belly that spreads like a wave and grips ar our throat. We mighr also

look and see the actual effect of our behavior on our children. Have



30 RADICAL ACCEPTANCE

they withdrawn from us? As we notice that our children are be-
coming secretive and fearful around us, we might feel in our chest a
rising sense of sorrow. We also notice the effect our angry behavior
has on our own body and mind, how isolated or bad we feel after
we impulsively lash out.

The larger view offered by clear comprehension invariably leads
us back to our deepest intention. We don’t want to suffer or cause suffer-
ing. We mught recognize that, more than anything, we want our chil-
dren to know how much we love them. This longing too is met with
clear seeing and kindness. In this way, by regarding the entire con-
text of our circumstances with Radical Acceptance, we become in-
creasingly able to align our actions with our heart.

Since nonacceptance is the very nature of the trance, we might
wonder how, when we feel most stuck, we take the first step toward
Radical Acceprance. It can give us confidence to remember that the
Buddha nature that is our essence remains intact, no matter how
lost we may be. The very nature of our awareness is to know what is happen-
ing. The very nature of our heart is to care. Like a boundless sea, we have
the capacity to embrace the waves of life as they move through us.
Even when the sea is stirred up by the winds of self-doubt, we can
find our way home. We can discover, in the midst of the waves, our
spacious and wakeful awareness.

We lay the foundations of Radical Acceptance by recognizing
when we are caught in the habit of judging, resisting and grasping,
and how we constantly try to control our levels of pain and plea-
sure. We lay the foundations of Radical Acceptance by seeing how
we create suffering when we turn harshly against ourselves, and by
remembering our intention to love life. As we let go of our stories
of what is wrong with us, we begin to touch what is actually hap-
pening with a clear and kind attention. We release our plans or fan-

tasies and arrive openhanded in the experience of this moment.



Awakening from the Trance 31

Whether we feel pleasure or pain, the wings of acceptance allow us

to honor and cherish this ever-changing life, as it is.

FACING THE ANGUISH OF TRANCE

When I first started practicing yoga and meditation I didn't realize
that acceptance was at the heart of spiritual life. T was only partly
aware of how my feelings of never being good enough were keeping
me from the peace and freedom I longed for. In the end, it took an
Cx})erifncf that bmkf me ;lp;]rt (:'l‘ﬂotl.onﬂu)' to Z]‘Vﬂkl:n froln the
habits and conditioning of years. Although the outer circumstances
of my personal story were unusual, many people have told me they
recognize the inner drama as their own.

By the time I was in my late twenties, I had lived for eight years
in the spiritual community I joined after college. In addition to
teaching regular classes in yoga and meditation, I was going to
school to get a doctorate in clinical psychology and seeing clients in
a full-time counseling practice. This meant I was often stressfully
stretched between my life in the “outside world” and life in the
ashram. I was sometimes chastised by my teacher for not giving
more energy to the community, and I often felt guilty that I was
spread so thin. But I valued both worlds and couldn't imagine giv-
ing up either.

At the suggestion of our teacher, I had married a man from our
spiritual community several years before. From our first days to-
gether we longed to have a child. Although my life was pulled in so
many directions, when I finally got pregnant, we were thrilled that
our dream was coming true. We agreed that it would be a good
time for me to rake a month off from my therapy practice for some

rest and spiritual nourishment. I decided to spend the time at a
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Maybe he knew I harbored doubts about him, that I didn't fully
trust him. But why so venomous, so hateful? Was I really as bad as
he said?

My heart breaking with fear and grief, I felt severed from my
world and estranged from my own being. Was I on the right spiri-
tual path? How could I continue to belong to a community so un-
questioningly devoted to such a teacher? What would happen to my
marriage if I could no longer follow this path? Could I bear to lose
my spiritual family, a whole way of life, by leaving?

As the world closed in around me, an old and familiar despair
took hold. Not only had his words ﬂung me into a pit of my own
ugliness, now the voices inside me were confirming that I was fun-
damentally Hawed. For as long as I could remember I had been try-
ing to prove my worth. I remembered myself as a teenager, debating
with my lawyer father at the dinner table, feeling so proud—and re-
lieved—when he was impressed by a persuasive argument. My heart
sank as I recalled how I had played out this same routine with my
teachers or others in authority. When images of my mother
arose—her lying in bed reading a mystery novel, gin and tonic by
her side—I felt flooded by memories of her struggle with depres-
sion and anxiety. Maybe my compulsion to appear strong and to-
gether was a way of avoiding those same currents in myself. Was |
even a caring person? Maybe helping clients or friends was merely a

way of getting appreciation or recognition. All my striving—to get

my doctorate, to be a good yogi, to be good—all fit into this story of
an insecure and defective person. Nothing about me felt pure or
trustworthy.

In anguish and desperation, I reached out as I had many times
before to the presence I call the Beloved. This unconditionally lov-
ing and wakeful awareness had always been a refuge for me. As I
whispered “Beloved” and felt my yearning to belong to this loving

awarencess, Somcthing began ro l‘l;]PPCH. It was subtle at ﬁl’St, jU.St a
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feeling that I wasn't so lost and alone. Instead of being entirely im-
mersed in a cauldron of suffering, I was beginning to sense an
openness and tenderness within and around me. My world was be-
coming more spacious.

Through the long hours of the night I moved between the pain
of my wounds and this growing openness. Each time one of those
condemning voices tried to take over, when I could remember that
caring presence, | found I could hear the judgments without believ-
ing them. When stories arose of times when I had acted selfishly or
pretended to be something I wasn't, I could release the thoughts
and simply feel the aching bruise in my heart. As I opened to pain
without resisting it, everything in my experience softened and be-
came more fluid.

In my mind a new voice arose: [ want to accept myself completely, even
if I am as flawed as my teacher claimed. Even if my striving and in-
security meant [ was “caught up in my ego,” I wanted to hold myself
warmly, honor myself, not condemn myself. Even if I was selfish and
critical, I wanted to accept those aspects of myself unconditionally.
I wanted to stop the ceaseless monitoring and criticizing,

I found myself praying: “May I love and accept myself just as I
am.” I began rto feel as if I were gently cradling myself. Every wave
of life moving through me belonged and was acceptable. Even the
voice of fear, the one that rold me “something is wrong with me,”

was acceptable and could not taint this deep and genuine caring.

THE SUFFERING THAT OPENS US TO
RADICAL ACCEPTANCE

My mother was one of several alumnae selecred on the basis of life
achievement to address a class of graduating seniors at Barnard

College. One day, just before her seventy-tifth birthday, she received
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a call from the student assigned to interview her. The young
reporter began by complimenting my mother for her work in head-
ing the large nonprofit organization that was doing so much to
serve people suffering from alcoholism. “When she asked how I
got into this fascinating field,” my mother later wryly commented
to me, “I said to this earnest undergrad, ‘Barbara, dear, I drank my
way in.”

During my childhood my mother had used alcohol to numb
her emotional pain. Increasingly anxious and miserable, she found
meaning and purpose only in her love for her family. Yet by the
time [ was sixteen, she could no longer avoid the fact that those of
us closest to her were in distress over her drinking. None of her
well-worn modes of denial, of being secretive or trying to please
others worked anymore. Her life was fully out of control. My
mother was hitting bortom.

The twelve-step program of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) talks
abourt “hitting borrom™ as the turning point where genuine recov-
ery from addiction becomes possible. With the support of AA, my
mother was able to acknowledge and respond to her disease. By fac-
ing her suffering directly, by accepting and opening to her insecu-
rity and shame, she reconnected with meaning in her life. Through
her years of recovery she began to move beyond her identity as that
little girl who was unreal and undeserving of attention. She learned
that belonging didn't depend on her etforts to please others. Now
her work and way of relating to others arise from a deep and gen-
uine well of caring. But to awaken from her trance, my mother had
to stop running and accept her pain.

The poet Rumi saw clearly the relationship between our wounds
and our awakening. He counseled, “Don’t turn away. Keep your
gaze on the bandaged place. That's where the light enters you.”

When we look directly at the bandaged place without denying or



