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INTRODUCTION

ast vear I joined with Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh to co-lead
a conference on mindfulness and psychotherapy at UCLA. As |
stood at the podium looking over a crowd of almost two thousand
people, I wondered what had drawn so many to this three-day gath-
cring. Was it the need to take a deep breath and find a wiser way to
cope with the conflict, stress, fears, and exhaustion so common in
modern lite? Was it the longing for a psychology that included the
spiritual dimension and the highest human potential in its vision of
hcaling? Was it a }mpu to find ximplc ways to quict the mind and
open the heart?

I found that I had to spcak personally and practically, as 1 do in
this book. These conference participants wanted the same inspi-
ration and support as the students who come to Spirit Rock
Meditation Center near San Francisco. Those who enter our light-
filled meditation hall are not running away from life, but sccking a
wise lmth thrnugh it.Thv_\' cach l)ring their l)vrsulml pml)lcms and
their genuine search for happiness. Often they carry a burden of
concern for the world, with its continuing warfare and ever-

(I(‘l‘l)t‘lling c-n\'irnnnu‘ntal l)l'()hlk‘ll]h’.ThC\' \\'()I](Ik‘l' \\'}]dt \\'i“ l)L‘ IL'ft



2 THE WISE HEART

for their children’s generation. They have heard about meditation
and hope to hnd the joy and inner freedom that Buddhist teachings
promise, along with a wiser way to care for the world.

Forty years ago, I arrived at a forest monastery in Thailand in
scarch of my own happiness. A confused, loncly young man with a
pdinlhl famil}' |lisrm"\', I had gm(]lmtcd from Dartmouth ('n”vgv in
Asian studies and asked the Peace Corps to send me to a Buddhist
country. Looking back, I can see that I was trying to escape not only
my family pain but also the materialism and suffering—so evident
in the Vietnam War—of our culture at large. Working on rural
health and medical teams in the provinces along the Mckong River,
I heard about a meditation master, Ajahn Chah, who welcomed
Western students, I'was full of ideas and hopes that Buddhist teach-
ings would help me, maybe even lead me to become enlightened.
After months of visits to Ajahn Chah’s monastery, I took monk’s
vows. Over the next three years | was introduced to the practices
of mindfulness, generosity, loving-kindness, and integrity, which
arc at the heart of Buddhist training. That was the beginning of a
lifetime journey with Buddhist teachings.

Like Spirit Rock today, the forest monastery received a stream
of visitors. Every day, A-\].lhn Chah would sit on a wooden bench at
the edgeofac lcari ing and greet them all: local rice farmers and de-
vout pilgrims, seckers and soldiers, young people, government
ministers from the capital, and Western students. All brought their
spiritual questions and conflicts, their sorrows, fears, and aspira-
tions. At one moment Ajahn Chah would be gently holding the head
of a man whose young son had just died, at another laughing with
a disillusioned shopkeeper at the arrogance of humanity. In the
morning he might be teaching ethics toa semi-corrupt government
official, in the afternoon offering a meditation on the nature of
undying consciousness to a devout old nun.

Even among these total strangers, there was a remarkable at-
mnsphcrc of safct_\' and trust. All were held l)_\‘ the compassion of
the master and the teachings that guided us together in the human
journcy of birth and decath, jov and sorrow. We sat mgctlwr as one
human family.
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Ajahn Chah and other Buddhist masters like him are practition-
ers of a living psychology: onc of the oldest and most well-
developed systems of healing and understanding on the face of the
carth. This psychology makes no distinction between wor Idly and
spiritual problems. To Ajahn Chah, anxicty, trauma, financial prub-
lems, ph)‘sic'dl difficulties, .stru&jlcs with meditation, ethical dilem-
mas, and community conflict were all forms of suffering to be
treated with the medicine of Buddhist teaching. He was able to re-
spond to the wide range of human troubles and possibilities from
his own deep muhtarmn. and also from the vast array of skilltul
means passed down by his teachers. Sophisticated meditative dis-
ciplines, healing practices, cognitive and emotional trainings, con-
flict resolution techniques—he used them all to awaken his visitors
to their own qualities of integrity, equanimity, gratitude, and for-
giveness,

The wisdom Ajahn Chah embodied as a healer also exists as an
ancient written tradition, first set down as a record of the Buddha’s
teachings and then expanded by more than a hundred generations
nfstu(l_\', commentary, and pr.u'ti('c.Tllis written tradition is a great
storchouse of wisdom, a profound exploration of the human mind,
but it is not casily accessible to Westerners,

At this moment, a winter rainstorm is drenching my simple
writer’s cabin in the woods above Spirit Rock. Onmy desk are clas-
sic texts from many of the major historic schools of Buddhism: the
C umpruhcnslu Manual of Abhidhamma, the cight-thousand-verse

“large version” of the Heart Sutra, with its tcmhmg.\ on form and
emptiness, and a Tibetan text on consciousness by Longchenpa.
Over time, I have learned to treasure these texts and know that
they are filled with jewels of wisdom. Yet the Abhidhamma (or
Abhidharma in Sanskrit), considered the masterwork of the carly
Theravada tradition and the ultimate compendium of Buddhist psy-
chology, is also one of the most impenctrable books ever written,
What are we to make of passages such as, “The insepa rable mate-
rial phenomena constitute the pure octad; leading to the dodecad
of bodily intimation and the lightness triad; all as material groups
originating from consciousness™? And the Heart Sutra, revered as
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a sacred text of Mahavana Buddhism in India, China, and Japan, can
sound like a mixture of fantastical mythology and nearly indeci-
pherable Zen puzzles. In the same way, for most readers, analyzing
the biochemistry of a lifesaving drug might be as easy as decipher-
ing some of Longchenpa’s teachings on self-existent empty primal
cognition.

What we arc all secking is the experience that underlies these
texts, which is rich and deep and joytully free. When Laura arrives
at Spirit Rock with her cancer diagnosis, or Sharon, the judge,
comes to learn about forgiveness, cach wants the pith, the heart
understanding that illuminates these words. But how to find it?

Like my teacher Ajahn Chah, I've tried to convey the essence
of these texts as a living, immediate, and practical psychology. |
have become part of a generation of Buddhist elders that includes
Pema Chodron, Sharon Salzberg, Joseph Goldstein, Thich Nhat
Hanh, and others who have hclpml to introduce Buddhist tcn('hingS
widely in the West. To do this while remaining true to our own
roots, we have primarily focused on the core teachings, the essence
of Buddhist wisdom that spans all traditions. Though this is a role
difterent from that of more orthodox and scholarly Buddhists, it is
central to bringing Buddhist teachings to a new culture. It has been
a way of forging a non-scctarian and accessible approach to these
remarkable teachings. This is what another of my teachers, Ajahn
Buddhadasa, encouraged: not dividing the teachings into the
schools of Theravada, Mahayana, or Vajrayana, but offering Buddha-
vana, the core living principles of awakening,

As a parallel to these essential Buddhist teachings, I also bring
in important insights from our Western psychological tradition.
My interest in Western psychology began after I returned from Asia
and encountered problems that had not come up in the monastery.
I had difhculties with my girlfriend, with my family, with money
and livelihood, with making my way as a young man in the world.
[ discovered that I could not use silent meditation alone to trans-
form my prnblcms.Tlmrc was no shortcut, no spiritual bypass that
could spare me from the work of integration and day-to-day em-
bodiment of the princil)l(-s [ had learned in meditation.

To complement my Buddhist practice, I entered graduate
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school in psychology and sought out practice and training in a va-
ricty of thcmpcutic al)proacllcu: Reichian, .111.1|_\'tic, Gestalt, psy-
chodrama, Jungian. I became part of a growing dialogue between
Eastern and Western psychology as I worked with innovative col-
lcagucs in the car|_\' vears quarupa Buddhist University and Esalen
Institute and at meditation centers and prnfcssinnal conferences
around the world. Gradually, this dialogue has become more fer-
tile, more nuanced, more open-minded. Today there is widespread
interest from clinicians of every school in a more positive, spiri-

tual, and visionary approach to mental health. Many who work
within the constraints of our insurance and medical system strug-
gle with the limitations of our medical clinical apprnmh. There is
a palpable relief when I teach the perspective of nobility, of train-
ing in compassion, of non-religious ways to transform suffering and
nurture our sacred connection to life,

The recent explosion of knowledge in neuropsychology has
opened this dialogue still further. We can now peer into the brain
to study the same central questions explored by the Buddha so
many centurics ago. Neuroscientists are reporting remarkable data
when studying meditation adepts, studies that corroborate the re-
fined analysis of human potential described by Buddhist psychol-
ogy. Because they are based on millennia of experimentation and
observation, Buddhist principles and teachings are a good fit for the
psychological science of the West. They are already contributing to
our understanding of perception, stress, hcallng, emotion, psy-
chotherapy, human potential, and consciousness itself.

I've learned through my own experience that the actual prac-
tice of psychology-—both Eastern and Western——makes me more
open, free, and strangely vulnerable to life, Instead of using the
technical terms of the West, such as countertransference and cathexis,
or the Eastern terms adverting consciousness and mutable intimating
phenomenon, 1 find it helptul to speak of longing, hurt, anger, loving,
hope, rejection, letting go, feelin g close, sc!flua‘cpram‘c, indepcndcncc, and
inner freedom. In place of the word enlightenment, which is laden with
so many ideas and misunderstandings, I have used the terms inner

freedom and liberation to clearly express the full range of awakenings
available to us through Buddhist practice. I want the stories and
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awakenings of students and practitioners to help us trust our own
profound capacity for kindness and wisdom. I want us to discover
the power of the heart to hold all things—sorrow, loncliness,
shame, desire, regret, frustration, happiness, and peace—and to
find a deep trust that wherever we are and whatever we face, we
can be free in their midst.

As a Western Buddhist teacher, I don’t sit outside on a bench
like Ajahn Chah, but I do meet with students and scekers often. 1
usually work with those who are attending classes or on residential
retreats, where students come to meditate for PL‘I‘i()(I.‘i of three (1‘1’\‘5
up to three months. These retreats offer daily teachings and medi-
tation instruction, a schedule of group practice periods, and long
hours of silence. Every other day, students meet individually with
a teacher. These individual sessions, or interviews, are short
fiftcen or twenty minutes,

When a student comes for an interview, we sit together quictly
for a few moments. Then I ask them about their experience at the
retreat and how they are working with it. From this, a deep con-
versation can unfold. Sometimes [simply try to witness their prac-
tice with compassion; at other times | offer advice. Often we enter
into a present-time investigation of the student’s own body and
mind, as the Buddha regularly did with those who came to see him.
In the course of these pages vou will see more tully how I and other
teachers do this work. And you will get a feeling for how we can
actually apply this vast and compassionate psychology in our lives
tmld\'

If vou are a clinician or mental health professional, Buddhist
|)\\(hu|()L\ will present you with provocative new understandings
and possibilitics, It may inform or transform the w ay you work. If
you are new to Buddhist teachings and meditation has seemed for-
cign to you, vou will learn that meditation is quite natural. Simply
directing your attention in a carcful, considered way is the begin-
|1ing.Ynu are (luing a form of meditative c()ntcmplatinn as you read
and consider this book. It you are someone more experienced in
Buddhist |)l’J('TiL'(‘, I hnpc to rlmllL‘ngc you with t'lltil‘t‘l}' new wavs
of envisioning and practicing the path of awakening,

In approaching this dialogue, I'd like to underscore a point the
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Dalai Lama has made repeatedly: “Buddhist teachings are not a re-
ligiun, thc}' arc a science of mind.” This does not (lcn_\' the fact that
for many people around the world Buddhism has also come to func-
tion as a religion. Like most religions, it offers its followers a rich
tradition of devotional pratticcs, communal ritua|.~', and sacred sto-
ries. But this is not the origin of Buddhism or its core. The Buddha
was a human being, not a god, and what he offered his followers
were cxpn:rivntial tcachings and practices, a rcmlutiunar)' way to
understand and release suffering, From his own inner experiments,
he discovered a systematic and remarkable set of trainings to bring
about happiness ‘and fulfill the highest levels of human develop-
ment, Today, it is this path of practice and liberation that draws most
Western students to Buddhism.

The teachings in this book are a compelling challenge to much
of Western psychology and to the materialism, cynicism, and de-
spair found in Western culture as well. From the first pages they
outline a radical and positive approach to psychology and to human
life. Starting with nobility and compassion, Part I explains the
Buddhist vision of mental health and consciousness. Part 11 details
healing and awakening through the practices of mindfulness. Part
Il is devoted to the transformation of unhealthy emotions. Part IV
outlines a broad range of Buddhist psychological tools, from the
power of concentration and visualization to sophisticatc-(l cognitive
trainings and transformative social practices. PartV explores the
highest possibilitics of development, extreme mental well-being,
and liberation,

At the end of most chapters, I have suggested specific Buddhist
practices for you to try. Think of these as experiments to explore
with an open mind, If vou don’t have time to undertake all of them,
trust your intuition and beg :gin with the practices that you feel will
best serve vour heart. If you gi\‘c _\'()ul‘sclf to them for a |)crim| of
time, you will find that they transform your perspective and your

wayv of l)cing in the world.

It is an urgent task for the psychology of our time to under-
stand and foster the llighcst p()ssibilitius of human (lc\'clul)munt.
The suttering and happincs: in our world, both individual and col-
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lective, depend on our consciousness. We have to find a wiser way
to live. The good news is that it is eminently possible to do so. In
this book I offer the visionary and um\crsal perspectives of
Buddhism for the healing of our hearts, the freeing of our minds,
and the beneht of all beings.



WHO
ARE YOU
REALLY?
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1

NOBILITY
OUR ORIGINAL GOODNESS

Q)
<>

O Nobly Born, O you of glorious origins, remember your radiant true nature, the
essence qf mind. Trust it. Return to it. It is home.

—AlAiLr(dn Bnnk nl. 'E’lr Dc—arl

Then it was as if I suddenly saw the secret beauty of their hearts, the depths of
their hearts where neither sin nor desire nor self-knowledge can reach, the core
g/'!heir realit)', the person that each one is in the eves ofthe Divine. !f'onl_r thc;V
could all see themselves as they really are. If only we could see each other
that way all the time. There would be no more war, no more hatred,
no more crue!t'.r, ne more yreed. - suppose the big problem would be
that we would fall down and worship each other.

—T]IQ mas ;N\crlun

n a large temple north of Thailand’s ancient capital, Sukotai,
there once stood an enormous and ancient clay Buddha. Though
not the most handsome or refined work of Thai Buddhist art, it had
been cared for over a period of five hundred years and become
revered for its sheer longevity. Violent storms, changes of govern-
ment, and invading armies had come and gone, but the Buddha en-
dured.

At one point, however, the monks who tended the temple no-
ticed that the statue had begun to crack and would soon be in need



12 THE WISE HEART

of repair and repainting. After a stretch of particularly hot, dry
weather, one of the cracks became so wide that a curious monk
took his fHashlight and peered inside. What shone back at him was
a tlash of brilliant gold! Inside this plain old statue, the temple res-
idents discovered one of the largest and most luminous gold im-
ages of Buddha ever created in Southeast Asia. Now uncovered, the
golden Buddha draws throngs of devoted pilgrims from all over
Thailand.

The monks believe that this shining work of art had been cov-
cred in plaster and clay to protect it during times of conflict and
unrest. In much the same way, cach of us has encountered threat-
ening situations that lead us to cover our innate nobility. Just as the
people of Sukotai had forgotten about the golden Buddha, we too
have forgotten our essential nature. Much of the time we operate
from the protective layer. The primary aim of Buddhist psychology
is to help us see beneath this armoring and bring out our original
goodness, called our Buddha nature.

This is a first principle of Buddhist psychology:

1 Scc 1111' mner 11(_)1)11&}' clll(_l l_)cc\tlty u[l (\ll lmmcm l)c'ixl:j‘:s.

Robert Johnson, the noted Jungian analyst, acknowledges how dit-
hcult it is for many of us to believe in our goodness. We more cas-
ily take our worst fears and thoughts to be who we are, the
unacknowledged traits called our “shadow” by Jung, “Curiously,”
writes ]n}msnn, “pcnplc resist the noble aspects of their shadow
more strenuously than they hide the dark sides. .. It is more dis-
rupting to find that you have a prnfmm(l nnbilit_\‘ of character than
to find out you are a bum.”

Our belict in a limited and impoverished identity is such a
strong habit that without it we are afraid we wouldn’t know how
to be. If we fully acknowledged our dignity, it could lead to radical
life changes. It could ask sonuthlng huge of us. And yet some part
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of us knows that the frightened and damaged self is not who we are.
Each of us needs to find our way to be whole and free.

In my lell\ it was not casy to scc my own ('()U(Ilu\s My car-
liest memories are of a paranol(l and unprcdumbl\ violent thhc
a bruised and frightened mother, and four boys who cach won-
dered, “How did we get here?”We would all hold our breath when
our father pulled the car into the driveway. On good days he could
be attentive and humorous and we would feel relieved, but more
often we had to hide or cower to avoid his hair-trigger anger and
tirades. On family trips the pressure might lead him to smash my
mother’s head into the windshield or to punish his children for the
erratic behavior of other drivers, I remember my father’s grand-
mother pleading with my mother not to divorce him. “At lcast he
can sometimes hold a job. He's not so crazy as those ones in the
mental hospitals.”

Yet I knew this unhappiness was not all there was to existence.
I can remember running out of the house on painful days, at age six
or seven, while my parents fought. Something in me felt I didn’t
belong in that house, as if I had been born into the wrong family,
At times limagined, as children do, that one day there would come
a knock at the door and an elegant gentleman would ask for me by
name. He would then announce that Jack and his brothers had been
secretly placed in this home, but that now his real parents, the king
and queen, wanted him to return to his rightful family. These child-
hood fantasies gave rise to one of the strongest currents of my life,
a longing to be part of something worthy and true. I was secking
my real family of noble birth.

In these often cynical times, we might think of original good-
ness as merely an uplifting phrase, but through its lens we discover
a radically different way of secing and being: one whose aim is to
transform our world. This does not mean that we ignore the enor-
mousness of people’s sorrows or that we make ourselves foolishly
vulnerable to unstable and l)crlmps violent individuals. Indeed, to
find the dignity in others, their suffering has to be acknowledged.
Among the most central of all Buddhist psychological principles
are the Four Noble Truths, which begin by acknowledging the
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inevitable suffering in human life. This truth, too, is hard to talk
about in modern culture, where people are taught to avoid discom-
fort at any cost, where “the pursuit of happiness™ has become “the
right to happmc:~ And vet when we are suffering it is so refresh-
ing and helpful to have the truth of sufferi ing acknowledged.

Buddhist tcdrhings hc|p us to face our individual suﬂl-ring,
from shame and depression to anxiety and grief. They address the
collective suffering of the world and help us to work with the
source of this sorrow: the forces of greed, hatred, and delusion in
the human psyche. While tending to our suffering is critical, this
does not eclipse our fundamental nobility.

The word nobility does not refer to medieval knights and
courts, It derives from the Greek gno (as in gnosis), meaning “wis-
dom™ or “inner illumination” In English, nobility is defined as
human excellence, as that which is illustrious, admirable, lofty, and
distinguished, in values, conduct, and bearing. How might we in-
tuitively connect with this quality in those around us? Just as no one
can tell us how to feel love, cach of us can find our own way to sense
the underlying goodness in others. One way is to shift the frame of
time, imagining the person before us as a small child, still young
and innocent. Once after a particularly dithcult day with my
teenage daughter, I found myself sitting beside her as slu slept. just
hours before, we had been struggling over her plans for the
evening; now she lay sleeping with the innocence and beauty of her
clul(lhuml Such innocence is there in all people, it we are willing
to sce it.

Or, instead of moving back in time, we can move forward. We
can visualize the person at the end of his life, lving on his deathbed,
vulnerable, open, with nothing to hide. Or we can simply see him
as a fellow wavyfarer, struggling with his burdens, wanting happi-
ness and dignity. Beneath the fears and needs, the aggression and
pain, whoever we encounter is a being who, like us, has the tremen-
dous potential for understanding and compassion, whose goodness
is there to be touched.

We can perhaps most casily admire the human spirit when it
shines in the world’s great moral leaders. We see an unshakable
compassion in the Nobel Peace Prize winner Aung San Suu Kyi,
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who remains steadtast and loving in spite of long years of house
arrest in Burma. We remember how South African l)l‘CSi(lCl]t
Nelson Mandela walked out of prison with a gracious spirit of
courage and dignity that was unbent by twenty-seven years of tor-
turc and hardship. But the same spirit also beams from healthy
children everywhere. Their joy and natural beauty can reawaken
us to our Buddha nature. They remind us that we are born with
this shining spirit.

So why, in Western psychology, have we been so focused on
the dark side of human nature? Even before Freud, Western psy-
chology was based on a medical model, and it still focuses prima-
rily on pathology. The psychiatric profession’s Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, which orients the work of
most therapists, clinics, and health care providers, is a comprehen-
sive listing of hundreds of psychological problems and diseases.
Categorizing l)rc)|)|cms ]w|ps us stutl}' them and then, it is Impml,
cure them in the most scientific and economically etficient way.
But often we give so much attention to our protective layers of
fear, depression, confusion, and aggression that we forget who we
really are.

As a teacher, I sce this all the time. When a middle-aged man
named Marty came to see me after a year of painful separation and
divorce, he was caught in the repetitive cycles of unworthiness and
shame that he had carried since childhood. He believed there was
something terribly wrong with him. He had forgotten his original
goodness. When a young woman, Jan, came to Buddhist practice
after a long struggle with anxicty and depression, she had a hard
time letting go of her self-image as a broken and damaged person.,
For vears she had scen herself only through her diagnosis and the
various medications that had failed to control it.

As psychology becomes more pharmacologically oriented, this
medical model is reinforced, Today, most of the millions of adults
sccking mental health supportare quickl'\' put on medication. Even
more troubling, hundreds of thousands of children are being pre-
scribed powerful psychiatric drugs for conditions ranging from
ADHD to the m‘\\'l}' pnpular (liagnnsis of childhood bipnlar disor-

der. While these medications may be appropriate, even lifesaving,
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in some cases, laypeople and professionals increasingly look for a
pill as the answer to human confusion and suffering, It need not

I)(' SO,

INNER FREEDOM. LIBERATION OF THE HEART

If we do not focus on human limits and pathology, what is the al-
ternative? It is the belief that human freedom is possible under any
circumstances. Buddhist teachings put it this way: “Just as the great
ocecans have but one taste, the taste of \a|t SO (l() all of the teach-
ings of Buddha have but one taste, the taste of liberation.”

Psychologist Viktor Frankl was the sole member of his family
to survive the Nazi death camps. Nevertheless, in spite of this suf-
fering, he found a path to healing. Frankl wrote, “We who lived in
concentration camps can remember the men who walked through
the huts comforting others, giving away their last picce of bread.
They may have been few in numbcr but the v offer sufhcient proof
that evervthing can be taken from a man but one thing: the last
of the human freedoms——to choose one’s attitude in any given set
of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.”

When we are lost in our worst crises and conflicts, in the deep-
est states of fear and confusion, our pain can seem endless. We can
feel as if there is no exit, no hope. Yet some hidden wisdom longs
for treedom. “It it were not possible to free the heart from entan-
glement in unhealthy states,” says the Buddha, “I would not teach
you to do so. But just because it is possible to free the heart from
ult.mgln ment in unhealthy states do I offer these teachings.”

Awakening this inner freedom of spirit is the purpose of the
hundreds of Buddhist practices and trainings. Each of these prac-
tices helps us to recognize and let go of unhealthy patterns that cre-
ate suffering and develop healthy patterns in their place. What is
important about the Buddhist ps_\'clu'alugical a])pr(mch is the em-
plmsis on training and practice, as well as understanding. Instead of
going into therapy to discuss your problems and be listened to once
a week, there is a regimen nf(lail_\' and ongoing trainings and dis-
ciplines to help you learn and practice healthy ways of being. These
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practices return us to our innate wisdom and compassion, and they

(li[’L‘('t us t()\\'dl‘(l fI'CC(lUIIl.

SACRED PERCEPTION

The saints are what they are, not because their sanctity makes them
admirable to others, but because the gift of sainthood makes it
possible for them to admire everybody else.

—Tlmmds ,"‘\crh m

Each time we mect another human being and honor their dignity,
we help those around us. Their hearts resonate with ours in exactly
the same way the strings of an unplucked violin vibrate with the
sounds of a violin played nearby, Western psychology has docu-
mented this phenomenon of “mood contagion™ or limbic reso-
nance. If a person filled with panic or hatred walks into a room, we
feel it immediately, and unless we are very mindful, that person’s
negative state will begin to overtake our own. When a jovfully ex-
pressive person walks into a room, we can feel that state as well,
And when we sce the goodness of those before us, the dignity in
them resonates with our admiration and respect.

This resonance can begin very simply. In India, when people
greet one another they put their palms together and bow, saving
namaste, “I honor the divine within you.” It is a way of acknowledg-
ing your Buddha nature, who you really arc. Some believe that the
Western handshake evolved to demonstrate friendliness and safety,
to show that we are not holding any weapon. But the greeting na-
maste goes a step further, from “I will not harm you” to “I see that
which is holy in you.” It creates the basis for sacred relationship.

When I began my training as a Buddhist monk, I found a taste
of this sacred relationship. Around Ajahn Chah was an aura of
straightforwardness, graciousness, and trust, It was the opposite of
my carly family life, and though it initially felt strange and unfamil-
iar, something in me loved it. Instead of a ficld of judgment, criti-
cism, and unprctlictal)l ¢ violence, here was a community dedicated

to treating cach person with respect and dignity. It was beautitul.
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In the monastery, the walking paths were swept daily, the robes
and bowls of the monks were tended with care. Our vows required
us to cherish life in every form. We carefully avoided stepping on
ants; we valued birds and insects, snakes and mammals, We learned
to value oursclves and others equally. When conflict arose, we
called on practices of patience, and in sru:king fnrgi\'cm-s.s we were
guided by councils of elders who demonstrated how to approach
our failings with mindful respect.

Whether practiced in a forest monastery or in the West,
Buddhist psychology begins by deliberately (llltl\atlnﬂ respect,
starting with oursclves. When we learn to rest in our own good-
ness, we can see the goodness more clearly in others, As our sense
of I'L‘SPL‘L'T and care is (lc\‘c|()|w(|, it serves us well under most or-
dinary circumstances. It becomes invaluable in extremity.

One Buddhist practitioner tells of being part of a group taken
hostage in a bank in St. Louis. She describes the initial confusion
and fear that spread through the hostages. She remembers trying
to quict her own racing heart. And then she tells how she made a
decision not to panic. She used her meditation and her breath to
quict her mind. Over the hours, even as she helped others in her
group, she addressed her captors respectfully and expressed a gen-
uine concern for them. She saw their desperation and their under-
lying needs. When she and the other hostages were later released
unlmrmul she gratefully believed that the care and respect they
showed to their captors had made their release possible.

When we bring respect and honor to those around us, we open
a channel to their own goodness. 1 have seen this truth in working
with prisoners and gang members. When they experience some-
one who respects and values them, it gives them the ability to ad-
mire themselves, to accept and acknowledge the good inside.
When we see what is holy in another, whether we meet them in
our family or our community, at a business mecting or in a therapy
session, we transform their hearts,

The Dalai Lama embodies this sacred perception as he moves
through the world, and it is one of the reasons so many people seck
to be around him. Several vears ago His Holiness visited San
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Francisco and we invited him to offer teachings at Spirit Rock
Meditation Center. The Dalai Lama is the head of the Tibetan gov-
ernment in exile, and the State ]—)cpdrtnwnt had assigm-(l dozens
of Secret Service agents to protect him and his entourage.
Accustomed to guarding foreign leaders, princes, and kings, the
Secret Service agents were .\urpl'isingl_\' moved l))' the Dalai Lama’s
respectful attitude and friendly heart. At the end, they asked for his
blessing. Then they all wanted to have a photo taken with him.
Several said, “We have had the privilege of protecting political lcad-
ers, princes, and prime ministers, vet there is something different
about the Dalai Lama. He treats us as if we are special 7

Later, during a series of public teachings, he stayed at a San
Francisco hotel famous for hosting dignitarics. Just before he de-
parted, the Dalai Lama told the hotel management that he would
like to thank the staft in person, as many as wished to meet him, So
on the last morning a long line of maids and dishwashers, cooks and
maintenance men, secretaries and managers made their way to the
circular driveway at the hotel entrance. And before the Dalai
Lama’s motorcade left, he walked down the line of employees, lov-
ingly touching each hand, vibrating the strings of each heart.

Some vears ago, | heard the story of a high school history
teacher who knew this same secret. On one particularly fidgety and
distracted afternoon she told her class to stop all their academic
work. She let her students rest while she wrote on the blackboard
a list of the names of everyone in the class. Then she asked them to
copy the list, She instructed them to use the rest of the period to
write beside cach name one thing they liked or admired about that
student. At the end of class she collected the papers.

Weeks later, on another difhcult day just before winter break,
the teacher again stopped the class. She handed each student a sheet
with his or her name on top. On it she had pasted all twenty-six
good things the other students had written about that person. They
smiled and gasi)cd in ])l('.lsuru that so many beautiful qualitius were
noticed about them.

Three years later this teacher reccived a call from the mother
of one of her former students, Robert had been a cut-up, but also
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one of her favorites. His mother sadly passed on the terrible news
that Robert had been killed in the Gultf War, The teacher attended
the funcral, where many of Robert’s former friends and high
school classmates spoke. ]Ust as the service was ending, Robert’s
mother approached her. She took out a worn picce of paper, obvi-
ously folded and refolded many times, and said, “This was one of
the few things in Robert’s pocket when the military retrieved his
l)ml)’.“ It was the paper on which the teacher had so tarcfu”}' pastul
the twenty-six things his classmates had admired.

Sceing this, Robert's teacher’s cyes filled with tears. As she
dried her wet checks, another former student standing nearby
opened her purse, pulled out her own carefully folded page, and
confessed that she al\\‘a'\'s kL‘PT it with her. A third ex-student said
that his page was framed and hanging in his kitchen; another told
how the page had become part of her wedding vows, The percep-
tion of goodness invited by this teacher had transformed the hearts
of her students in ways she might only have dreamed about.

We can cach remember a moment when someone saw this
goodness in us and blessed us. On retreat, a middle-aged woman
remembers the one person, a nun, who was kind to her when, as
a frightened and lonely teenager, she gave birth out of wedlock.
She's carried her name all these years, A voung man | worked with
in juvenile hall remembers the old gardener next door who loved
and valued him. The gardener’s rc.sp-. ct stuck with him through all
his troubles. This possibility is voiced by the Nobel laureate Nelson
Mandela: “It never hurts to think too highly of a person; often they
become ennobled and act better because of it.”

To see with sacred perception does not mean we ignore the
need for development and change in an individual. Sacred percep-
tion is one half of a paradox. Zen master Shunryu Suzuki remarked
to a disciple, “You are perfect just the way you are. And . . . there
is still room for improvement!” Buddhist psychology offers medi-
tations, cognitive strategics, ethical trainings, a pm\'crful set of
practices that foster inner transformation. But it starts with a most
radical vision, one that transforms e¢veryone it touches: a recogni-
tion of the innate nnl)ility and the freedom of heart that are avail-

able wherever we are
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PRACTICE: SEEING THE SECRET GOODNESS

Wait for a day when you awaken in a fine mood, when vour heart
is open to the world. If such days arc rare, choose the best you have.
Before you start for work, set the clear intention that (lurmL the
morning you will look for the inner nobility of three people. Carry
that intention in your heart as you speak or work with them. Notice
how this perception affects your interaction with them, how it af-
fects your own heart, how it affects your work. Then choose five
more (la\ s of your best moods, and do this practice on cach of these
days.

After looking at three people a day in this way five times, sct
the clear intention to practice seeing the secret goodness tor a
whole day with as many people as you can. Of course, you will find
certain people difficult. Save them for later, and practice first with
those whose nobility and beauty is scen most casily, When you have
done this as best you can for a day, choose one day a week to con-
tinue this practice for a month or two.

Finally, as you become more naturally able to sce the secret
goodness, expand your practice. Add more days. Try practicing on
days that are more stressful. Gradually include strangers and difh-
cult people, until your heart learns to silently acknowledge and
bless all whom you meet, Aim to sce as many lnmg sasyoucanw ith
asilent, loving respect. Go through the day as if you were the Dalai

Lama undercover.
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HOLDING THE WORLD IN KINDNESS
A PSYCHOLOGY OF COMPASSION

rﬂ
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O Nobly Born, now there is born in you exceeding compassion for all those
living creatures who have forgonen their true nature.

—Mahamudra text of ‘l‘il‘)F!dIl-Vrg l,nnSvl\rnra

Overcome any bitterness because you were not up to the magnitude qf the pain
entrusted to you. . . . Like the mother of the world who carries the pain of the
world in her hearl,/rou are sharjny in the totah‘r’r (y"this pain and are called
upon to meet it in compassion and joy instead of self-pity.
—.Suﬂ master Pll‘ l|a\a! I\l\an

lanWallace, a leadingWestern teacher of Tibetan Buddhism,
puts it like this: “Imagine walking along a sidewalk with your arms
full of groceries, and someone roughly bumps into you so that you
fall and your groceries are strewn over the ground. As you rise up
from the puddle of broken eggs and tomato juice, you are ready to
shout out, “You idiot! What’s wrong with you? Are vou blind?’ But
just before you can catch your breath to spcak, you sce that the per-
son who bumped into you is actually blind. He, too, is sprawled in
the spilled groceries, and your anger vanishes in an instant, to be



“ol(llnq ll\e \\"Dl‘l(l in I(lnclness 23
s

replaced by sympathetic concern: ‘Are you hurt? Can I help vou
up’ Our situation is like that, When we clcarl\' realize that the
source of disharmony and misery in the \\ml(l is ignorance, we can
open the door of w isdom and compassion.”

Each person who comes for spiritual teachings or psychother-
apy carries his or her measure of confusion and sorrow. Buddhism
teaches that we suffer not because we have sinned but because we
are blind. Compassion is the natural response to this blindness; it
arises whenever we see our human situation clearly, Buddhist texts
describe compassion as the quivering of the heart in the face of
pain, as the capacity to sce our struggles with “kindly eves.” We
need compassion, not anger, to help us be tender with our dithcul-
tics and not close off to them in fear. This is how healing takes place,

This is a sccond principle of Buddhist psychology:

2 (‘nm])nssinn 1-5 our (]f‘f‘ﬁ‘)(‘ﬁf nature. lt -ll‘iﬁf‘.ﬁ il‘('lln our
i

mterco llllL‘('tiUIl \\'l'll d“ Ii IIL%!*
C

When I first came to Buddhist practice as a monk, [ wasn’t con-
scious of how much pain I carried. Thad managed to shut down the
childhood memories of violence, the self-doubt and feelings of un-
worthiness, the struggle to be loved. In meditation and the
monastery life they all came up: the stored history, the judgments
and buried pains. At first, the demanding schedule and practices in-
creased my sense of struggle and unw orthiness. I tried to force my-
self to be disciplined, to be better. Eventually T discovered that
unworthiness is not helped by striving. I lear ned that for real heal-
ing I needed compassion.

On one occasion I was sick with what was probably malaria,
lying in my hut, feverish and wretched. T had received medicine
from a monastery elder, but it was slow in taking cffect. Ajahn Chah
came to visit me. “Sick and feverish, huh?” he asked. “Yes,” I replied
\\'mkl_\'_ “It's painful all over, isn't it?” I nodded. “Makes vou feel
sorry for yourself, doesn’t it?” I smiled a bit. “Makes you want to



24  THE WISE HEART

go home to see your mother.” He smiled, and then nodded. “Yes,
it's .s‘uffcring, .llright. Almost all the forest monks have had it, At
Icast now we have good medicine.” He paused. “Here. This is where
we have to practice. Not just sitting in the meditation hall. It’s hard.
All the l)n(l}' torment and mind states. You learn a lot.” He waited
for a while, then he looked at me with the warmth of a kind gr.m(]-
father. “You can bear it, you know. You can do it.” And I felt that he
was fully there with me, that he knew my pain from his own hard
struggles. It took another day for the medicine to kick in, but his
simple kindness made the situation bearable. His compassion gave
me courage and helped me find my own freedom in the midst of
hardship.

Beneath the sophistication of Buddhist psychology lies the sim-
plicity of compassion. We can touch into this compassion whenever
the mind is quict, whenever we allow the heart to open.
Unfortunately, like the clay covering the golden Buddha, thick lay-
ers of ignorance and trauma can obscure our compassion. On the
global scale, ignorance manifests as injustice, racism, exploitation,
and violence. On a pcr\'una| scale, we see our own states of cnvy,
anxiety, addiction, and aggression. When we take this blindness to
be the end of the story, we limit the possibility of human develop-
ment. Consider Freud, whose revolutionary work brought so
much understanding of the psyche. But in Civilization and Its
Discontents, he comes to a deeply pessimistic conclusion about the
human heart. He states, “Civilization has to use its utmost efforts
in order to set limits to man’s aggressive instincts . . . the ideal’s
commandment to love one’s neighbour as yourself . . . is really jus-
tified by the fact that nothing clse runs so stanI\ counter to orig-
inal human nature as this.” \cs we must recognize this aggressive
aspect of our human nature. But in this essay, Freud stops there,
completely missing the opposite and more powerful fact that our
individual lives and our whole socicty are built upon innumerable

acts of kindness.
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It took me almost ﬁﬁy years to heal the damage ﬁom all her
ugly remarks.

Then she relates a childhood ritual that helped her survive.

From the age of five or six until I was well into my teens, whenever
I had trouble sleeping, | would slip out from under my covers and
steal into the kitchen for a bit of bread or cheese, which I would
carry back to bed with me. There, Id pretend my hands belonged to
someone else, a comﬁ)rting. reassuring being without a name—an
angel, perhaps. The right hand would feed me little bites of cheese
orbread as the left hand stroked my cheeks and hair. My eyes closed,
I would whisper szfr[y to myse% “There, there. Go to sleep.You're
sqfe now. Everything will be all right. I love you.”

Describing the life-denying landscape of her childhood, Barnett
shows how caring floods through us like an inner angel of mercy,
like green shoots forcing their way through cracks in the sidewalk.
We can see the natural hand of compassion in all the ways we try
to keep ourselves from harm, in a thousand daily gestures of self-
protection.

THE PROBLEM OF SELF-HATRED

In 1989, at one of the first international Buddhist teacher meet-
ings, we Western teachers brought up the enormous problem of
unworthiness and self-criticism, shame and self-hatred, and how
frequently they arose inWestern students” practice. The Dalai Lama
and other Asian teachers were shocked. They could not quite com-
prehend the word self-hatred. It took the Dalai Lama ten minutes of
conferring with Geshe Thupten Jinpa, his translator, even to under-
stand it. Then he turned and asked how many of us experienced this
problem in ourselves and our students. He saw us all nod aftirma-
tively. He seemed genuinely surprised. “But that’s a mistake,” he
said. “Every being is precious!”

Nevertheless, selt-judgment and shame were there in many of
those who came to Buddhist practice. I certainly knew it in myself.
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In order to survive the periods of extreme conflict within my
family, I covered over my pain. I became a peacemaker and a good
I)()\ \\ hen my parents were lmttlln(r I tried to calm them (Im\ n
without much success. When I went to school, I tried to stay safe
by pleasing the teachers. Secretly [ envied the “bad boys™ the ones
who skipped class, smoked behind the school, and got into fights.
It looked like they were having more fun. Today, of course, I know
that many of them were struggling too, acting cool to deal with
their own fears,

While trying to be good, undernecath I had a fecling of being
unloved, of forever secking acceptance. In meditation and body-
oriented therapy, I got to know these feelings more fully, they came
so often. I learned to put my hands on my belly and heart to hold
the pain and emptiness. At times it felt like an insatiable hunger,
and at times it left me feeling very voung, I was a tiny infant whose
parents were already fighting horribly, my mother tells me, while
I cried and cried. My twin brother and I, and my next brother, born
a vear later, were all allies in survival for most of our childhood,
while my parents were triply overwhelmed. For me, the bottle |
gotona schedule, it seems, was not enough. So inside I felt the hole
in my belly and heart and the sense of being unlovable. I would curl
up in a ball, and in the image that came, | felt like a starving
Ethiopian child Thad seen on television. Inamed this boy Ethie. Yes,
he wanted food, but most of all he wanted love. This was the food
he was starved for, and through vears of practice, I gradually
Icarned to provide it. My sympathy for Ethic has strongly inspired
me to support organizations that feed hungry children.

Each of us has our own measure of pain. Sometimes the pain
we suffer is great and obvious; sometimes it is subtle. Our pain can
reflect the coldness of our families, the trauma of our parents, the
stultitying influence of much modern education and media, the dif-
ficulties of being a man or a woman. As a result, we often feel that
we have been cast out. To survive we have to cover our heart, build
up a layer of clay, and detend ourselves

We lose the belief that we are worthy of love. The mystic
Simone Weil tells us, “The (I.\ngor is not that the soul should doubt
whether there is any bread, but that, by a lie, it should persuade it-
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self that it is not hungry.” Compassion reminds us that we do be-
long, as surely as we have been lost. As you read this book, at times
Buddhist l)s'\‘('hnh)g'\‘ may appear (lr_\‘, full of lists and practices,
Always remember to put your trust in compassion. The experi-
ences of practitioners whose stories are told here conti nuall'\' de-
scribe the rcclaiming of compassion and self-love. From this comes
a shift of i(lcntit_\', a release from the covering of (‘la}', a return to
our original goodness.

A divorced veteran of the iirst Gulf War, Andrew came to med-
itation to find relief. He had lost his heart in the desert. His p.ltrn|
came upon a bunker with Iraqi soldicrs. They shot and then threw
in grenades, Afterward, they found it filled with the bodies of very
young men, holding a white flag, unable to signal their surrender.
Andrew carried the soul-numbing demand of having to kill at
twenty years of age. He also carried the sorrow of his military
friends who were still caught in the aftereffects of the war. Coming
to retreat, Andrew didn’t know what he wanted, but I telt in him
an unexpressed longing for forgiveness, healing, and a reconnec-
tion with the world. In the simplest terms, he needed the healing
waters of compassion.

In the beginning, much of Andrew’s training was simply to
breathe gently and make room for the waves of his grief. He had
teared this opening because he believed that he would be over-
whelmed by the tragic memories and the guilt. On retreat, with
the support of the meditators around |um he slowly learned to
hold his battered body with kindness, Gradually he extended his
heart to the suffering of both the Iraqi people and the American
people. When the painful images and guilt arose, he began to ex-
perience his innate compassion, the soul force he had felt was lost,
This was the start of his return to life.

When we lose connection with this tenderness, we may not re-
alize that it can be reawakened so simply and directly. Compassion
is only a few breaths away. Rose, a Buddhist practitioner, came to
asmall group meeting with me on retreat. When it was her turn to
talk she just wanted to sit quictly, settle into herself, be silent. She
was n.\turally sll_\: “It is so much more dithcult when [ relate to peo-
ple,” Rose said. “I know part of this is just my nature, but part of it
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is the pain of my family history. I can’t stand to have anyone’s eves
on me.” As we talked, she closed her eyes so she would feel safe.
Speaking in the group was terrifying. When I inquired into how
long she had been this way, it was as early as she could remember.
“My parents were always watching me, annoved, scowling, angry,
filled with judgment. T have no memories of it ever being another
way.”

As Rose continued to be attentive to her cxpcricm'c, she wept.
Lasked if she could find any safe place in her body. There was none,
she said. Could she remember from her childhood a single instant
of well-being? It took her a while. Finally Rose opened her eyes,
rubbed the palm of her right hand, and said, “Crayons.” She smiled.
She could remember being five years old and joytully holding a box
of crayons. | suggested that then she could draw with them. “No,
no!” she answered. “Anything I draw, they’ll criticize me. I'm only
safe when Thold them.”

The Buddha taught that we can develop loving-kindness by vi-
sualizing how a caring mother holds her beloved child. I had Rose
close her eyes and imagine holding this little girl with the box of
crayons. Then T asked, “If no one was looking, what would happen
next?” With her eves still closed, her face lit up, she threw out her
arms, and she said, “I'd hold them and dance. Like a fairy princess.
That’s what I always wanted to be.”

When the group was over, [ went to the market and bought her
a box of crayons. That day Rose went out into the woods and
danced, Then she colored a picture, the first she had drawn since
childhood. She showed it to me. When she went back to meditate
her heart was filled with joy, her mind was open, well-being filled
her sixty-four-year-old body,

Compassion for our own fear and shame opens us to others.
After Rose had learned to color pictures and to practice compas-
sion for herself, she began to include all the suftering girls like her-
self, near and far, who have been betrayed, lost, isolated. She could
feel them as her sisters, and she knew that she was not alone. Now
it was not just Rosc’s pain. She held the sorrows of the women of
the world in her heart.
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COMPASSION [S COURAGE

As children, many of us were taught courage in the form of the war-
rior or the cxplorcr bravely facing danger. In the Buddhist under-
standing, however, great courage is not demonstrated by
aggression or ambition. .'-\ggrcssi(m and ambition are more often
expressions of fear and delusion. The courageous heart is the one
that is unafraid to open to the world. With compassion we come to
trust our capacity to open to life without armoring, As the poet
Rilke reminds us, “Ultimately it is on our vulnerability that we de-
pend.” This is not a poctic ideal but a living reality, demonstrated
by our most beloved sages. Mahatma Gandhi had the courage to be
jailed and beaten, to persevere through difficultics without giving
in to bitterness and despair. His vulnerability became his strength.

We need this same courage to pass through a difhcult divorce
without lashing out and increasing the pain and anguish. We need
it when our children are in trouble, when things go wrong at work.
In all these situations we are vulnerable and everyone involved
needs compassion.

Buddhist teachings often speak of compassion for all beings.
But for most of us, compassion is developed one person and one
difficult situation at a time. Novelist Ann Patchett, writing during
the first Gulf War, put it this way: “When it gets down to one life,
the mind achieves a vivid unde rstanding. If I take the deaths in
one at a time, | notice that marine Iaucc corporal Michael E.
Linderman, Jr., of Douglas, Oregon, was only 19, and I know what
it was like to be 19, And I notice that there wasn’t a standard mili-

tary portrait taken of marine private, first class, Dion ]. Stephenson
of Buuntlful Utah, and so they used his prom picture and you can
see the hook on the strap of lll\ bow tie. . .. After you look at these
pictures, the war becomes dithcult to h)lluu, because to be decent,
vou have to stop and love them and mourn their passing, and there
are getting to be so many of them it’s impnssil)l(- not to fall behind.”

Martin Luther King Jr. exhorted us, “Never succumb to the
temptation of becoming bitter. As vou press for justice, be sure to
move with dignit'\' and (lisciplin(-, using (ml_\' the instruments of
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of their measure of sorrows, their suftering in life. Feel how your
heart opens to wish them well , to extend u,)mfurt, to sharc in their
pain and meet it with ('nmpassinn.Tllis is the natural response of
the heart. Inwardly recite these phrases:

May you be held in compassion.
May your pain and sorrow be eased.
May you be at peace.

Continue reciting all the while you are holding that person in vour
heart. You can ll‘l()(lll\ these p}lrasu in any way that makes them
true to your heart’s intention.

After a few minutes, turn your compassion toward yourselfand
the measure of sorrows you carry. Recite the same phrases:

May I'be held in compassion.
.h'a)' my pain and sorrow be eased.
May I be ar peace.

After a time, begin to extend compassion to others yvou know.
Picture loved ones, one after another. Hold the image of cach in
vour heart, be aware of that person’s difhiculties, and wish him or
her well with the same phrases.

Then vou can open your compassion further, a step at a time,
to the \ulh‘rlno of your friends, to vour neighbors, to your com-
munity, to all who suﬂcn to difficult pcnplc. to your enemices, and
finally to the brotherhood and sisterhood of all beings. Sense vour
tenderhearted connection with all life and its creatures.

Work with compassion practice intuitively. At times it may feel
difficult, as though you might be overwhelmed by the pain.
Remember, you are not trying to “fix” the pain of the world, only
to hold it with a compassionate heart. As you practice again and
.1gain, relax and be gcntlc, Breathe. Let vour breath and heart rest
naturally, as a center of compassion in the midst of the world.
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WHO LOOKS IN THE MIRROR?
THE NATURE OF CONSCIOUSNESS

Q)
<>

In its true state consciousness is naked, immaculate, clear, vacuous, transparent,
timeless, bevond all conditions. O Nobly Born, remember the

pure open S‘k_i' (.)f'l"OUl' own frue nature.

—Tiln-:(dn Buul( u{‘ tlu— Grc.-a( Lii):-.n\liun

Luminous is consciousness, brightly shining is its nature, but it becomes
clouded by the attachments that visit it.

—."\n S’u ttara Nll{(}\'ﬁ

r. Rachel Remen, who trains physicians to attend to the heart
and mind as well as the body, tells this story:

For the last ten years of his life, Tim’s father had Alzheimer's dis-
case. Despite the devoted care qf Tim’s mother, he had slowly dete-
riorated until he had become a sort g walking vegetable. He was
unable to speak and was fed, clothed, and cared for as if he were
a very young child. . .. One Sunday, while [ Tim’s mother| was
out doing the shopping, [Tim and his brother], then fifteen and
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seventeen, watched football as their father sat nearby in a chair.
Suddenly, he slumped forward and fell to the floor. Both sons real-
ized immediately that something was terribly wrong. His color was
gray and his breath uneven and rasping. Frightened, Tim’s older
brother told him to call 911. Before he could respond, a voice he
had not heard in ten years, a voice he could barely remember, in-
terrupted. “Don’t call 911, son. Tell your mother that I love her.
Tell her that I am all right"And Tim’s father died. . .

Tim, now a cardiolugist. goes on: “Because he died unexpect-
edly at home, the law required that we have an autopsy. My father’s
brain was almost entirely destroyed by his disease. For many years,
I have asked m)'se!ﬂ ‘Who spoke? Who are we really?” I have never

found the slightest help from any medical knowledge. Much of life
cannot be explained, it can only be witnessed.”

As a physician and scientist, Tim was confronted with the mystery
of consciousness beyond the brain, beyond the body. Western sci-
ence is just beginning to open to questions about the nature and
origin of consciousness, even though Western philosophers have
been concerned with such questions for centuries, Recent scien-
tific studics of ncar-death and out-of-body experiences, along with
experiments in remote viewing, allow us to glimpse other dimen-
sions of consciousness. But what are we to make of them?

Buddhist psychology sends us directly into this mystery, to see
for ourselves how consciousness works, mdcpg endent of any object
or content. It first describes consciousness as “that which know s,
that which experiences. To understand this, we can deliberately
turn our attention to examine consciousness.

We can start very simply by looking in the mirror. When we do
so we are often startled to notice that our body looks older, even
though we don’t feel older, This is because the body exists in time,
but the consciousness that perceives it is outside of time, never
aging, We intuitively sense this. Instead of being caught up in the
spilled groceries, it’s as if we step back and see our experience with
a timeless understanding,

Ordinarily we take consciousness for granted, ignoring it as a
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fish ignores water. And so we focus endlessly on the contents of ex-
perience: what is l].lppcning in our lm(l_\', fc(-lings, and tlmughts.\'ct
cach time we move, listen, think, or perceive, consciousness re-
ceives all that occurs. Unless we grasp the nature and function of

consciousness, it is im])()ssiblc to live wisely.

This is a third principle of Buddhist psychology:

3 \\"Iwn we Sllil’“ attention [ﬁmn t‘)\‘[)t‘l‘it‘“('t‘ to tlw

rSl)dL‘llJll.‘S consclousness 'llgll l(ll(_)\\‘.‘i. \\'1.‘:'(.[(_)!!1 arises.

The capacity to be mindful, to observe without being caught in our
experience, is both remarkable and liberating, “Mindtulness is all
helpful,” taught the Buddha, As we shall see, the transforming
power of mindfulness underlies all of Buddhist psychology. To those
who seck self-understanding, the Buddha teaches, “W ith the mind,
to observe the mind.” The central tool for investigating conscious-
ness is our own observation. With mindfulness, we can direct our
attention to notice what is going on inside us, and study how our
mind and experience operate.

What we ordinarily call the mind usually refers to the “think-
ing mind,” the ceaseless fountain of ideas, images, creativity, eval-
uation, and problem solving that spontancously streams through
our mind. But when we look closely, we discover that the mind is
not just its thoughts, not just the ever-changing stream of ideas and
images. It also includes a wide range of mind states or qualities
around and below the thought process: feelings, moods, intuition,
instincts. Even more important, though usually unnoticed, is the
sheer fact of conscious awareness. This central capacity to be con-
scious is the essence of mind.

l’ll}‘sicists since the time of [saac Newton have studied the mys-
terious operation of gravity. They have described its laws and char-
acteristics. Consciousness is like gravity, a central part of existence
that canalso be described, whose laws can be known, whose power,

range, and function can be studied. But unfortunately, Western
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regretful states and loving ones. These states come with stories,
feelings, perceptions, with beliefs and intentions. Zen master Thich
Nhat Hanh describes it this way: “The mind is like a television set
with hundreds of channels. Which channel will you turn on?”
Usually we are so focused on the dramatic story being told that we
don’t notice that there is always consciousness that receives it.

Through mindfulness, we can learn to acknowledge which
channel is playing. We can learn to change the channels, the stories
and states, by recognizing that all states are simply appearances in
consciousness. Most importantly, we can begin to understand the
underlying nature of consciousness itself.

Here is a description of the two fundamental aspects of con-

sciousness:
CONSCIOUSNESS CONSCIOUSNESS
IN ITS SKY-LIKE NATURE IN ITS PARTICLE-LIKE NATURE
Open Momentary
Transparent Impersonal
Timeless Registering a sense experience
Cognizant Flavored by mental states
Pure Conditioned
Wave-like, unbounded Rapid
Unborn, um{riny Ephemcm!

AWAKENING TO PURE CONSCIOUSNESS: THE SKY

Develop a mind that is vast like space, where experiences both pleasan[ and

unp!easant can appear and disappear without cor]ﬂict. strugglc, or harm.

—.Ma‘ﬂlum.a NI'{::\'A

While stud)‘ing Buddhism in Collcgc, [ tried a little meditation on
my own. But [ was unsuccessful because I didn’t know what I was
doing. It wasn’t that I was afraid of silence or of some terrible dark-
ness that T would find inside, though these are common mis-
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understandings of meditation. It was that my body would get un-
comfortable and my mind would spin out in a million directions.
When I heard Ajahn Chah’s teaching, the practice became gradu-
ally clearer. He taught me to relax and feel my breath caretully,
which helped focus and quict my mind. Then he taught me just to
min«]fu]]‘\‘ notice the stream nfthuughts and sensations without re-
acting to them as a problem. This took some practice.

Finally he taught the most important lesson, to rest in con-
sciousness itself. As his own teacher Ajahn Mun explains, “We can
notice the distinction between consciousness and all the transient
states and experiences that arise and pass away within it. When we
do not understand this point, we take cach of the passing states to
be real. But when changing conditions such as happiness and un-
happiness are seen for what they are, we find the way to peace. If
vou can rest in the knowing, the pure consciousness, there’s not
much more to do.”

Does resting in consciousness mean we are simpl_\' chocking out
of the world or withdrawing into navel gazing? Not at all. Resting
in the knowing is not the same as detachment, When Took back at
my own lite I can see my own struggles to discover this truth.
Because of the conflict and unpredictable violence in my family,
there were many times I wanted to run away but couldn’t. To cope
with the trauma, at times I became depressed, angry, or cynical.
But as a primary protection, I developed the capacity to detach my-
selt from what was happening. Detachment came naturall\ to me.
lused it to become peacetul within myself and to try to calin thode
around me. Of course, these patterns persist, and now [ do it for a
living.

So when [ first tried to meditate, I contused it with my famil-
iar strategy of detachment. Gradually 1 discovered how wrong
I was. My detachment had been a withdrawal from the pain and
conflict into a protective shell. It was more like indifference. In
Buddhist psychology inditference is called the “near enemy” of true
openness and cquanimity, a misgui(lcrl imitation. To rest in con-
sciousness, [ had to unlearn this defensive detachment and learn to

feel cvcr\'thing [ had to allow mvself to recognize and experience
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lving on the floor of the prison and he was being kicked by a par-
mularl\ cruel guard. Blood poured out of his mouth, and as the
lmllu report later stdtu], the authorities believed he had died.

He remembers the pain of being beaten. Then, as is often re-
|)urtml I)}' accident and torturce victims, he felt his consciousness
leave his lm(]_\' and float up to the ('cih'ng. At first it was pm(‘vflﬂ and
still, like in a silent movic, as he watched his own body lving below
being kicked. It was so peaceful he didn’t know what all the fuss
was about, And then Salam described how, in a remarkable way, his
consciousness expanded further. He knew it was his body lving
below, but now he felt he was also the boot kicking the body. He
was also the peeling green paint on the prison walls, the goat whose
bleat could be heard outside, the dirt under the guard’s finger-
nails — he was life, all of it and the eternal consciousness of it all,
with no separation, Being everything, he could never die. All his
fears vanished. He realized that death was an illusion. A well-being
and joy beyond description opened in him. And then a spontaneous
compassion arose for the astonishing folly of humans, believing we
are scparate, clinging to nations and making war.

Two days later, as Salam describes it, he came back to con-
sciousness in a bruised and beaten body on the floor of a cell, with-
out fear or remorse, just amazement. His experience changed his
whole sense of life and death. He retused to continue to participate
in any form of conflict. When he was released, he married a Jewish
woman and had Palestinian-Jewish children. That, he said, was his
answer to the mlsgui(lcd madness of the world.

TURNING TOWARD OUR ESSENCE

“Who are we, really?” the Zen koans demand. “Who is dragging this
body around?” or “What was your original face before your parents
were born?” These qucstluns force us to look (lnutl\ at the con-
sciousness that inhabits our body. Ajahn Chah asked us to “be the
Knowing.” Tibetan teachers instruct their students to direct their
gaze inside to see who or what is doing the looking, Ajahn Jumnian,
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roles and we had to play them well and behind it, it was all spa-
cious, all OK”

When we learn to rest in awarcness, there’s both mring and si-
lence. There is listening for what's the next thing to do and aware-
ness of all that’s happening, a big space and a connected fecling of
love. When there is enough space, our whole being can both appre-
hend the situation and be at case. We see the dance of life, we dance
beautifully, yet we're not caught in it. In any situation, we can open
up, relax, and return to the sky-like nature of consciousness,

PRACTICE: THE RIVER OF SOUND

Sit Cull)f()[‘tdbl_\' and at case. Close vour eyes. Let your l)u(l_\' be at
rest and your breathing be natural. Begin to listen to the play of
sounds around you. Notice those that are loud or soft, far and near.
Notice how sounds arise and vanish on their own, leaving no trace.
After you have listened for a few minutes, let yvourself sense, fecl,
or imagine that your mind is not limited to your head. Sense that
vour mind is expanding to be open like the sky—clear, vast like
space, Feel that your mind extends outward bevond the most dis-
tant sounds. Imagine there are no boundaries to your mind, no in-
side or outside. Let the awareness of vour mind extend in every
direction like the open sky.

Relax in this openness and just listen. Now every sound you
hear— people, cars, wind, soft sounds— will arise and pass away
like a cloud in the open space of your own mind. Let the sounds
come and go, whether loud or soft, far or near, let them be clouds
in the vast sky of your own awareness, appearing and disappearing
without resistance. As you rest in this open awareness for a time,
notice how thoughts and feclings also arise and vanish like sounds
in the open space of mind. Let the t}mughts and f(-uling.\ come
and go without struggle or resistance. Pleasant and unpleasant
thnugllt\', l)i('turt's, \\'()l'(ls, j()'\'s, and sorrows—let them all come
and go like clouds in the clear sk'\' of mind.

Then, in this spacious awarcncss also notice how you cxperi-
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vorced monk from Bangkok he chided, “Is there sadness? Anger?
\'clf-pitv’ Hey, these are natural. Look at them all.” And to a con-
fused Engh\h monk he laughed, “Can you see what is happening?
There is distraction, umhmon being in a muddle. They're only
mind states, you know. Come on. Do you believe your mind states?
Are you trapped by them?You'll sufter for sure.”

Once we became more skilled at noticing, he would up the
ante. He would deliberately make things difficult and watch what
happened. In the hottest scason, he would send us out barefoot to
collect alms food on a ten-mile round trip, and smile at us when
we came back to see if we were frustrated or discouraged. He'd
have us sit up all night long for endless teachings, without any
break, and check in on us cheerfully at four in the morning, When
we got annoved, he'd ask, “Are you angry? Whose fault is that?”

In popular Western culture we are taught that the way to
achiceve Imppincss is to ('Imngc our external environment to fit our
wishes. But this strategy doesn’t work. In every lite, pleasure and
pain, gain and loss, praise and blame keep showing up, no matter
how hard we struggle to have only pleasure, gain, and praise.
Buddhist psychology offers a ditferent approach to happiness,
teaching that states of consciousness are far more crucial than outer
circumstances,

More than anything else, the way we experience lite is created
by the particular states of mind w ith which we meet it. If you are
watching a high school soccer playoft and your daughter is the ner-
vous goalie, your consciousness will be filled with worr Y, sympa-
thy, and excitement at cach turn of the game. If you are a hired
driver waiting to pick up someone’s kid, you will see the same
sights, the plavers and ball| in a bored, disinterested way. If you are
the referee, vou will perceive the sights and sounds in yet another
mode. It is the same w ay with hurmg Beethoven, |)ul|mL weeds,
watching a Woody Allen movic, or visiting Mexico City. Pure
awareness becomes colored by our thoughts, emotions, and expec-
tations.

“Just as when a lute is played upon,” the Buddha says, “the sound
arises due to the qualitics of the wooden instrument, the strings,
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the 1960s, loved the lists. Alas, for many of us they bring up a sink-
ing feeling, like memories of badly taught arithmetic or an old ob-
sessive uncle. It’s not our way to learn.

Nevertheless, these lists served a critical function. Buddhist
psychology was originally an oral tradition, recited for five hun-
dred vears before ever l)cing written down. Numbered lists are a
traditional mnemonic device, a way to remember the teachings in
detail and depth without losing critical information. They were
part of the science of the times, ordered and repeated, used in inner
experiments of exquisite accuracy for centuries. Even though they
now exist as written texts, these lists are still recited from mem-
ory and regarded as a precious legacy. Indeed, this form of system-
atized knn\\'lc(lgc was rcslwctC(l not just in India, but tllr()ugh()ut
the educated cultures of the ancient world. It is recorded that Abdul
Kassem Ismael, grand vizier of Persia in the tenth century, couldn’t
bear to part with his 117,000-volume library. When he traveled,
these books were carried by a caravan of four hundred camels,
trained to walk in a way that preserved the library’s alphabetical
()l‘(lL‘I‘.

To help us understand the momentary colorings of conscious-
ness, Buddhist psychology places them in a three-part system.
Described as “the all)” this system encompasses the whole of our
human experience. Part one includes all the impressions received
through our sense doors. This list is short because our sense expe-
rience comprises only six things: sights, sounds, tastes, smells,
touch/bodily perceptions, and thoughts/feclings. It’s worth notic-
ing that in the Buddhist system, the mind is considered to be the
sixth sense door, receiving thoughts and feelings and intuitions just
the way the eve receives sights and the car receives sounds,

Part two is comprised of the discrete moments of conscious-
ness that receive each sense experience. A fresh corpse also receives
sense input, sunlight or breeze on the skin, but there is no con-
sciousness to register it, For us to experience sum(-thing, there
must arise a moment of consciousness at the sense door. These six
basic particles of consciousness are individual moments of know-
ing called, respectively, eve, ear, tongue, nose, body, and mind con-

SCIOUSNECSS,
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With the six senses and their individual consciousnesses we
construct our reality, just as an artist can paint the whole world
using any combination of the colors red, orange, vellow, green,
blue, and purple. The Buddha explains, Munl\s have you seen a
masterwork of painting? That masterwork is designed b_\ the mind
tugcthvr with the senses. Indeed, monks, the mind is more artistic
and creative than any created masterpiccee; it is the source of all
human creativity.”

Initially I thought these lists were archaic and at times arbitrary,
but my teachers insisted they could help me understand my direct
experience more II‘I\ILl‘Iﬂu"\ When [ received meditation instruc-
tion from the Burmese master Mahasi Savadaw, I'was taught to slow
down and note the arising and passing of cach moment in precise
detail. In the monastery dining hall, every second brought new
sights, sounds, smells, and thoughts. When I sat down to ecat rice
and fish curry, I could feel the tug of my robes, hear the changing
play of voices from the visitors, an(l feel and smell the sweat on my
body; as I mindfully moved my arm to lift a mango and chew, | be-

came aware of a bac kground commentary of th()u_ghts and feclings.
At first these all blended together, but after months of training in
mindfulness, my perception became microscopic. A few minutes
contained thousands of moments of sound and car consciousness,
sight and eye consciousness, taste and tongue consciousness, all
blended together like the spots of color in an impressionist paint-
ing or the dots of light on a television screen to create my experi-
ence of lunch.

Even now as you read, you can notice these six sense impres-
sions and the six consciousnesses, rapidly arising and passing like
frames of a movie, onc after another, Take a moment, look up from
the page, and notice how the book and the ideas it carries disap-
pear from consciousness, replaced by the sights in front of you.
Return to this page, and again, after you read this sentence, shift
your attention to vour lm(lll\ sensations: contact with the scat and
floor, warmth and cool, tmglmq, tensions, vibrations. Notice how
the book and its contents recede in consciousness as vou do. Sense
impressions and sense consciousnesses are the first two steps in

cnnstruc‘ting our world.
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HEALTHY AND UNHEALTHY MENTAL STATES

To ruml)h'tc this picture of our world, let’s go back to the woman
watching her daughter play soccer. She sees the game and hears the
sounds, cach received by eve and car consciousness. She is also ex-
cited, worried, I)rml(], s_\'lnpathctic. Her sense experiences are col-
ored by many states of mind. These states of mind constitute the
third aspect of human experience. These qualities of mind, called
mental states, color consciousness. One common list has 52 qual-
itics, while other lists have up to 121. Apparently, between the
monasteries, the monks could never fully decide.

With every sense impression and the consciousness that re-
ceives it, there arise qualities of mind such as worry, pride, and ex-
citement. They arise between the senses and consciousness, and
add their color to experience. These mental qualities and what they
bring to cach experience are critical for our happiness.

A friend sent Dennis, a real estate broker, to practice at a Spirit
Rock meditation class. An attractive man in his late thirties, Dennis
had lists of his own, having just broken up with his seventeenth girl-
friend. He was sad because none of them had been quite right. He'd
gone through a number of spiritual teachers too. I was sure I was
going to be the next disappointment on his list.

Initially Dennis hated meditation, “Can’t Lust find another girl 2”
he asked. I told him to forget the girl and to be mindful of his breath
and body. During the following weeks Iasked him to pay attention
and mindtully notice not his external experiences but his mind
states, the mental qualities that filled his day. Dennis was not pre-
pared for what he saw. He thought of himself as a happy guy, but he
discovered more moments of dissatisfaction than he could have
imagined. Along with them were mind states of aversion, boredom,
judgment, and anxiety. There were many moments of pleasure too,
but he was surprisv(l l)_\' the fl'cqucm'_\‘ of dissatisfaction and anxicty,
Immediately Dennis began to judge himself: “What's the matter
with me?Why can’t  be more serene?” Now he was dissatishied with
his own mind. When he told me, 1'laughed and pointed out that he
was simply caught in the mind state of being dissatishied, and suffer-
ing from it, instead of noticing it as simply a thought.



