Psychotherapy and Meditation by Jack Kornfield





The best of modern therapy is much like a process of shared meditation, where therapist and client sit together, learning to pay close attention to those aspects and dimensions of the self that the client may be unable to touch on his or her own.





	Each time Buddhist teachings have traveled to new countries, such as China, Japan, and Tibet, they have been profoundly influences by the encounter with other native cultures and religions. Out of these encounters, whole new forms of practice, such as Zen and tantra, have developed. This process is now happening in the West. Of the Western “inner practices,” the one that is having the most significant impact on Buddhism and on all contemporary spiritual life is the understanding and practice of Western psychology. Many serious students and teachers of the spiritual path in the West have found it necessary or useful to turn to psychotherapy for help in their spiritual life. Many others who have not done so would probably benefit by it.


	What does Western psychotherapy do that traditional spiritual practice and meditation doesn’t? We have seen how frequently students in the West encounter the deep wounds that result from the breakdown of the Western family system, the traumas of childhood, and the confusion of modern society. Psychotherapy addresses in directed and powerful ways the need for healing, the reclamation and creation of a healthy sense of self, the dissolution of fears and compartments, and the search for a creative, loving, and full way to live in the world.


	We have acknowledged that these issues cannot be separated from spiritual life. It is not as if we get our psychological house in order and then strike out to attain nirvana. As our body, heart, mind, and spirit open, each new layer we encounter reveals both greater freedom and compassion and deeper and more subtle layers of underlying delusion. Our deep personal work and our meditative work must necessarily proceed together. What American practice has to come to acknowledge is that many of the deep issues we uncover in spiritual life cannot be healed by meditation alone. Problems such as early abuse, addiction, and difficulties of love and sexuality require the close, conscious, and ongoing support of a skilled healer to resolve. In large spiritual communities, the guru, lama, or teacher rarely has the time to guide us closely through such a process. Many spiritual teachers also are not skilled in working with these areas. Some have not even dealt with them in themselves.


	By contrast, the best of modern therapy is much like a process of shared meditation, where therapist and client sit together, learning to pay close attention to those aspects and dimensions of the self that the client may be unable to touch on his or her own. More than profound concentration of many meditative practices, therapy has the quality of investigation and discovery. In this joint meditation, the therapist joins in the listening, sensing, and feeling and may direct the client toward ways to pay a deeper attention to the roots of his or her suffering, entanglements, and difficulty. I have benefited in this way by working with several excellent therapists who have allowed me to understand and heal levels of my heart and mind that were never touched in years of meditation.


	Even the great Mahasi Sayadaw, Burma’s most renowned meditation master, recognized that Western students must face these new problems. When first teaching in America, he exclaimed on how many students seemed to be suffering from a range of problems unfamiliar to him in Asia. He called it “psycho-logical suffering.” The Dalai Lama, too, in dialogue with Western psychologists, expressed shock at the amount of low self-esteem, wounding, and family conflict that arise in the practice of Westerners. These problems have to be addressed.


	All too often the mistakes belief that enough sincere practice of prayer or meditation is all that is needed to transform their lives has prevented teachers and students from making use of the helpful teachings of Western psychology. In an unfortunate way, many students of Eastern and Western spirituality have been led to believe that if they experience difficulties, it is simply because they haven’t practiced long enough or somehow have not been practicing according to the teachings.


	A second erroneous belief is that good students should be capable of facing the whole spiritual path by themselves and that to turn to an outsider for assistance is an indication of weakness or failure. This can be threatening to some communities who feel that to turn to outside methods such as Western psychology would be admitting that their system and teacher did not have all of the answers. Confusion about the place of therapy in practice arises from a false idea that the “spiritual” and the “worldly” are separate realms, that the spiritual is “higher” and the worldly is somehow “lower”. We may have been taught that experiences we have at the “spiritual” level in meditation, as if by magic, will have the power to transform all the other levels of our being. Thus, if we have a great “awakening” in Buddhist practice or the experience of grace or oneness with the divine in Christian or Hindu devotional practice, we think this will be enough to change our vision, heal our hearts, and bring us into harmony with the deepest truths of our lives.


	The reason for this belief is that during such an experience we feel in great harmony, and some echo of that feeling will remain with us for quite a long time. Yet such experiences in our spiritual journey mark only an initial success; inevitably the experience spirals back, requiring that we learn to integrate each new insight fully into the course of our lives. In this process there are no higher or lower levels, no areas that are more sacred than any other. There is simply the encountering of whatever patterns of contraction, fear, and identification cause our suffering and discovering an awakening and freedom from them.


	In truth, the need to deal with our personal emotional problems is more the rule in spiritual practice than the exception. At least half of the students at our annual three-month retreat find themselves unable to do traditional Insight Meditation because they encounter so much unresolved grief, fear, and wounding and unfinished developmental business from the past that this becomes their meditation. In every tradition, even the most successful Western seekers will, after periods of powerful meditation and deep insights, reencounter painful patterns, fear, and unconsciousness in whole other parts of their lives. We may experience understanding and peace in meditation, but when we return to the problems of daily life or visit our families or even fall in love, suddenly old patterns of suffering, neurosis, attachment, and delusion can be as strong as ever. We have to find ways to include them on our path.


	Recently, the successful Western teacher of a large Hindu community turned over teaching responsibility to two senior students. In short order, much turmoil and conflict arose. One senior student began to abuse his role; the other was remote and insensitive. In the heated meetings that followed, it became evident that not only the senior students had such problems. Many loyal students stated reluctantly that the teacher himself, though no abusive, was painfully insensitive, distant, and unavailable. With great integrity, after thirty years of teaching, at age seventy-four, this teacher decided to begin psychotherapy to address these issues in his life.


	After decades of experience with Eastern practices in the West, we have now begun to see quite clearly the results of failing to include the area of personal problems in our practice. Much of the discussion in the next chapter, The Emperor’s New Clothes, examines the way such failures, with quite disastrous results in some cases, can occur in the relationship of teachers and communities. Because the issues of personal life are often the source of our greatest suffering and neurosis, of our deepest attachments and greatest delusion, we fear them and may unconsciously use spiritual practice to avoid dealing with them. How disappointed certain students becomes when they leave their ashrams and monasteries (Buddhist or Christian) and find that after ten or fifteen years they still have not really faced their life, not faced the root fears and the areas of suffering that limit and entangle them.


	A skilled psychotherapist can offer specific practices and tools for addressing the most painful areas of our life. He or she can bring to a problem or difficulty a knowledge of the common patterns, the specific developmental processes and unhealthy defenses that create much of the suffering in our Western culture. The therapist’s familiarity with the family systems, beliefs, stories, and identifications that underlie these problems makes releasing them possible within the safety of regular meetings committed to focusing on whatever areas of life are difficult. There are many kinds of examples of how psychotherapy has assisted those involved with spiritual practice. Let me recount a few.


	One student who stayed in a spiritual community for years had no confidence that he could e successful at obtaining a livelihood outside the community; he was also fearful and confused about money, seeing it as unspiritual and dangerous. Finally, as many of his friends became established in careers and families, he realized he wanted help. At first he sought counseling to consider simply whether he should stay in the community or leave and get some job training. But the counseling led him to face deeper fears, insecurities, and regrets for the way he had lived. The therapy showed him how much of his life had been dominated by his reaction to his cold businessman father. He discovered a lifetime pattern of avoiding money and success and saw how this had become confused with his spiritual life. This had gone on for many years. Finally, facing these fears and reactions, he was able to see that he had many unused gifts and many choices. He moved out of the community, went to art school, and became a very successful designer. He still meditates and is serving on the board of directors of his old community, where he can now bring to it and his practice a new strength instead of his old insecurity.


	Another student, who had spent ten years of his life traveling and meditating in India and Japan, decided to try therapy after a string of painful relationships. His therapy was a long process of untangling childhood abuse, sexual fear and compulsion, and deep shame and anger. In his years of meditation, he had successfully avoided these issues, but every time he tried to establish an intimate relationship, he became flooded with these problems. He realized how much of his life, even the meditation career, had been a reaction to his early abuse. In therapy he began to focus on his deep longing for love, his shame, and his confused sexuality. For him it was a slow process of learning to trust the close relationship of the therapy. He stopped traveling, and while he is still learning about intimate relationships, he is now happier and more complete than at any time in his adult life.


	A third student, who turned to psychotherapy in the middle of her spiritual training, had begun meditating when very young. She was an avid practitioner who delighted in the calm of meditation and the nurturance of the community, but she was also somewhat passive, insecure, and self-conscious. When she declared that she wanted to become a teacher of meditation, her teacher told her that she had much personal maturing to do before that would be possible. He suggested that she establish a nourishing livelihood outside the meditation community and at the same time explore her timidity and inner insecurity with a respected woman therapist in her community. Soon after starting therapy, it became clear that the fact that she was adopted, which she had ignored in her spiritual life, was a key to much of her passive identity. Unworthiness, grief, and confusion poured out when she looked at the knot of her childhood. She began to question the foster parents who had adopted her at age two, and through a long search process was able to find her birth mother. A tearful though difficult reunion began the start of a new life for her. She realized that she had been a dutiful daughter and meditation student to make sure that she would not lose her home again. But now, through continuing both therapy and meditation, she began to find her own way and her own voice for the first time. As her old identity was released, a great space of new freedom opened in her life, and she began a process of truly maturing and flowering that may someday lead her to become a fine meditation teacher.


	When we have not completed the basic developmental tasks of our emotional lives or are still quite unconscious in relation to our parents and families, we will find that we are unable to deepen in our spiritual practice. Without dealing with these issues, we will not be able to concentrate during meditation, or we will find ourselves unable to bring what we have learned in meditation into our interaction with others. 


	Whether our patterns of contraction and unhealthy sense of identity have their roots in our childhood or even in the more ancient patterns of karma, they will continue to repeat themselves in our lives and the lives of our children if we do not face them. It is simply not true that time alone will heal them. In fact, over time they may well become more entrenched if we continue to ignore them.


	Because awareness does not automatically transfer itself from one dimension of our life to another, compartments remain in the areas where our fears, our wounds, and our defenses are deepest. Thus, we encounter graceful masters of tea ceremonies who remain confused and retarded in intimate relations, or yogis who can dissolve their bodies into light, but whose wisdom vanishes when they enter the marketplace. 


	In comparing the practices of psychotherapy and meditation, it is important to recognize that all techniques are simply tools for learning and never ends in themselves. Just as meditation and prayer foster the practices of careful attention and balance, of inquiry, of surrender and letting go, all of these may be directed by a skilled partner in a conscious way and applied specifically to difficult areas of our lives. We could call this psychotherapy. We must learn to recognize when our spiritual life might benefit from this. Just as deep meditation required a skilled teacher, at times our spiritual path also requires a skilled therapist. Only a deep attention to the whole of our life can bring us the capacity to love well and live freely.


