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We dedicate the merits of this book
to peace in the world.
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[NTRODUCTION

THE (GREAT HEART \X/AY

Healing, whether of the individual, tribe, nation, or world, has
been seen as the province of an outside agency—spirits, shamans,
God, government, physicians, ministers, or therapists.... Many
human beings are trying to find the source of healing their ail-
ments and discontents within themselves, though many use helpers
to assist them. These helpers are not seen as gurus, saviors, or
physicians, but as guides, teachers, and fellow seekers.

—]JOHN PIERRAKOS'

In these turbulent and uncertain times, the big challenge we all face
is to find a deep contentment that endures through life’s ups and
downs. With concerns about planetary survival, threats from terror-
ism, wars, environmental disasters, and with major social changes in
traditional values, many of our deep fears and hopes are unaddressed.
We all want to lead healthy and fulfilling lives but traditional values
don’t give us the nurturing and solace we need.There is a popular say-
ing, “If we don’t change the direction we are going, we will end up
where we are headed.” Many of us feel responsible for finding new

ways for helping ourselves, our relationships, and our environment.
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The spiritual and emotional help we need for these dilemmas can-
not be given to us from an outside authority nor can it be acquired in
the shopping malls or on eBay. Our materialistic culture tries to con-
vince us, through advertisements on Internet and TV and in newspa-
pers, that the source of our contentment lies some place outside of us.
If we just have more, then we will be fine. We are also told that with
the right pharmaceutical, we will have the perfect life we have been
looking for. We are being sold delusion and we are paying a high price
for it. However, we can find contentment in the most unlikely place—
in our unconscious mind. There we can find the seeds for an unlim-
ited expansion of consciousness and spiritual evolution.

The following story synthesizes what is happening to us, to our
culture, and to our planet:

The Water of Life bubbled up from a spring and flowed freely to
the people of the planet. Everyone who drank of the magic water was
nurtured by it. But some selfish people wanted the water for them-
selves. They began to fence off the spring and claim ownership of the
property around it. As the less aggressive people gradually relinquished
their rights, the powerful ones began charging admission and selling
the water’s powers.

Eventually, the water stopped flowing there and began bubbling up
somewhere else. Nevertheless those in power continued selling the
water, and many people never noticed its life-giving qualities were
gone. Some sincere and courageous seekers, however, found a source
of living water elsewhere. And this is the wonder of the story: the Wa-
ter of Life is always flowing somewhere, waiting to be found by any-
one sincere and courageous enough to seek it out.

Water is a symbol of our deepest spiritual nourishment. In this very
old allegoric story, the Water of Life can also symbolize the uncon-
scious mind. It flows even now, in this very time. When it can’t be
found in the old accustomed sites, it turns up in other, sometimes sur-

prising, places—as free and nourishing as it ever was.
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In a safe, practical, and revolutionary manner, using meditation and
awareness as the main vehicles, The Great Heart Way taps into the rich
material that resides in the unconscious, and unveils the barriers to in-
ner peace, freedom, happiness, and clarity of mind. It is time to take re-
sponsibility for our lives and hurdle the barriers. William James, one of
the founders of modern psychological research, wrote “Most people live
...In a very restricted circle of their potential being. They make use of a
very small portion of their possible consciousness, and their soul’s re-
sources in general, much like a man who, out of his whole bodily organ-
ism, should get into a habit of using and moving only his little finger.*
Wouldn’t you like to take the veil off your eyes, use your full potential

and return to the long-lost home that is within you right now?

WHAT Is THE GREAT HEART WAY?

The Great Heart Way 1s a non-sectarian method for authentic spiritual
and personal transformation, which unifies the mind, the body, and
the emotions. The teachers of this way are spiritual guides; we are rec-
ognized teachers within the Zen tradition. We are not psychothera-
pists and do not provide therapy. Practicing the Great Heart Way you
will learn to become the healer of your own life and thus transcend
the roles of patient and therapist. Psychotherapist Eugene Gendlin
writes: “Human problems are by their very nature such that we are
each inherently in charge of ourselves. No authority can resolve our
problems or tell us how to live.”’

The Great Heart Way is a path of personal empowerment, an op-
timistic approach to self-realization that helps individuals rediscover
their full potential. It can be learned by anyone who wants to take
responsibility for her or his life. You only need to be willing to go
beyond your comfort zone and to explore unfamiliar territory. We're

so conditioned to the way we create our lives that we believe that
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we have no control at all. We’ve been conditioned to believe that the
external world is more real than the internal world. But through care-
ful introspection we can discover what many scientific studies have
confirmed: what'’s happening within us creates what’s happening out-
side of us. Addressing and solving our inner issues will transform our
external world. The more people work on resolving their inner issues
the more we will contribute to creating a healthy planet.

This method is effective for persons who currently lead normal
lives and want to improve their emotional and behavioral patterns. We
caution those with serious mental and physical disorders, however, to

seek proper medical and psychological assistance.

ORIGINS OF THE GREAT HEART WAY

The Great Heart Way was born from our many years of exploring the
depths of our own heart-minds.

When we first started to practice Zen meditation, at different Zen
Centers and in different decades, we were told never to bring personal
problems or emotional issues into the private interview (dokusan)
room with the Zen Master and to only talk about our meditation
practice. This instruction was also emphasized in the first American
book written about Zen practice, The Three Pillars of Zen, published in
1965, in which the editor Philip Kapleau quotes Yasutani Roshi, “All
questions should relate to problems growing directly out of your prac-
tice. This naturally excludes personal problems.” * Imagine my (Shishin’s)
surprise when, once I began to hold private interviews in 1980 at the
request of my teacher, Maezumi Roshi, I found that students almost
exclusively wanted to discuss their emotional problems. I recall telling
the senior disciple, Bernie Glassman, about my observation and he

said,“That is what has grabbed hold of their mind and is all they want
to talk about.”
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The injunction against working with personal feelings has cut off
access to a powerful path for self-knowledge and transformation.
Based on our own experience and the studies of others® on the rela-
tionship between the unconscious and the physical body, we have
concluded that emotions are the language of the body and are the lan-
guage of the unconscious mind. In other words, to learn how to effec-
tively work with feelings is to learn the language of the unconscious
mind. We discovered that meditation, properly guided, was a direct
path to uncovering one’s deeper feelings and powers hidden in the
unconscious mind. During the last seven years, we have been teaching
our students how to work with their feelings and how to unlock their
full potentiality by accessing their unconscious mind. The Great Heart
Way can be practiced both independently and in conjunction with
the traditional Zen training.

Historically, there have been two ways in which people misuse
meditation when dealing with feelings. They use their concentration
to bypass anything unpleasant that might arise, or they use it as a place
to endlessly indulge feelings (including negative ones!). People who
use meditation in the first way tend to become arrogant and rigid in
their beliefs and if by chance they become teachers, they can become
heartless and not know how to properly address personal problems
with their students. People who use it in the second way spend their
time spinning their wheels and keep going over the same neurotic
thoughts again and again. They usually cannot persevere in deep spir-
itual practice and if they are asked to see beyond their neuroses, they
often will leave. Through experience we have discovered that there
needs to be a balance between the personal and the traditional in Zen
practice.

Traditional Zen practice as imported from the East often talks
about letting go of emotions or holding your mind like a great iron wall
against all incoming thoughts and feelings. But that is only half of the
story. It is said that the path of enlightenment is a path of the heart.

When your heart is closed to feelings and emotions and you totally
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ignore them, they will keep haunting you and appearing when you
least want them. They will control your life and you will feel like a
victim of circumstances. We have found that there is much important
work that can be done with the feelings and emotions that arise dur-
ing meditation. We call this enhancement of meditation practice the
Great Heart Way, since one’s heart plays a major role in transforming
unconscious beliefs and emotions and opening us to true compassion
and wisdom.

Meditation practice can be used to bypass the personality or to ad-
dress it. Motivated by the disconnect between our ability to have
“deep spiritual experiences” and our inability to manifest that wisdom
in our daily lives and personal relationships we began using our own
minds as our experimental laboratories. Over time, we developed this
simple and non-sectarian guide on how to use meditation to access
the unconscious mind in order to understand our personal karma, to
unbind our life force, and to learn to open the heart so the light of
compassionate wisdom can shine through.

In developing the Great Heart Way, we confirmed our experience
and our work by drawing upon the ancient wisdom of Zen masters
and other spiritual teachers and the writings of eminent psychologists
and psychiatrists. The instructions that we present here are useful for
people of all persuasions at all levels of experience, including begin-
ning meditators and old-timers—even those “power meditators” who
are still held captive by unhealed emotional pain.

Since the Great Heart Way has been so valuable for us and for those
with whom we have worked, we want to share some of our and our
students’ personal experiences with our readers. In order to protect
their identities, we have changed the names, ages, and professions of
those students who have contributed narratives and testimonials. The
discussion and practices in this book are not theoretical, but rest on a
firm foundation of the personal experience of those who have prac-

ticed the Great Heart Way during the past seven years.
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INFLUENCE OF THE UNCONScIOUS MIND

As you may be aware, wealth, good fortune, and material possessions do
not guarantee joy and happiness; nor does becoming expert in some
field—medicine, art, computers, engineering, psychology, meditation.
By most standards, for example, I (Shishin) was a successful person. [
earned a Ph.D. in physics, and I have practiced traditional Zen medita-
tion for forty years; I had also taught and published in both these disci-
plines. But no matter what I accomplished, I never felt I was good
enough. Although it was satisfying to know that I could succeed in
many things I did, it was painful to discover that I did everything out
of a need to demonstrate my worth to the world. Deep within me I
was carrying something that told me I wasn’t adequate—and I was act-
ing as though my life depended on proving that I was.

This internal fight disturbed my sense of inner peace. It didn’t mat-
ter that I had straight A’s in high school, or was class valedictorian, or
a state champion in swimming. It didn’t matter that I won awards
playing football or was successful in college. Nor did it matter that I
became a successor of Zen Master Taizan Maezumi and was empow-
ered to be an independent teacher. The thought of not being good
enough would not go away.

I carried this belief into my relationships by trying to be the perfect
companion or perfect husband. But this behavior was not always ap-
propriate to the reality of the situation. I became agreeable on the
outside but resentful on the inside. And so I created confusion and
pain, and was not always honest about my own feelings or needs. This
unwholesome behavior due to my inner conflicts contributed to two
divorces.

Using my meditation skills and directing my awareness to my feel-
ings of unworthiness, I discovered they were just the surface of some-
thing stagnating inside—something that needed immediate attention.

The feelings of inadequacy were surfacing from my unconscious mind
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and this unconscious material was controlling my life. (In chapter 5, I
will describe how I accessed this material and what I discovered.)

There’s an old cartoon that shows a caveman crafting the first
wheel for his cart—but the wheels are square. In the caption he says,
“Damn, it still doesn’t work!” Things with sharp corners, sharp edges
don’t move freely. It is the same with us. Having “sharp edges” doesn’t
necessarily mean being aggressive; being passive can have sharp edges
too. Unconscious beliefs and emotions create sharp edges in our per-
sonalities. As long as we carry suppressed unconscious beliefs and
emotions as in Shishin’s case, our sharp edges will keep our life from
being wholesome and fulfilling.

When working with fear, for example, instead of suppressing our
fear we need to be aware of what it really feels like. What bodily sen-
sations are produced by fear? Can we distinguish between these vis-
ceral experiences and the stories we tell ourselves about our fear? By
using this manual, you will begin to see the difference.We can discover
that the basic experience of fear—the bodily sensations without the
storyline—doesn’t feel so bad. And this revelation is essential in ad-
dressing the unconscious mind and our sharp edges.

From a larger spiritual perspective, suppressing, denying, or even judg-
ing our thoughts and feelings deprives us of their guiding light. Clear
awareness of mental and emotional states can illuminate our deeper un-
conscious realities and be a path toward inner peace, joy, and freedom.

If our life lacks joy, we must unveil the ways we block the flow of
that natural energy in our body and mind. With increased awareness
from a regular meditation practice, our capacity to experience joy and
creativity—the natural expressions of our life force—can be realized.
This book contains many personal stories of this unveiling process, in-

cluding those of the authors, and presents simple steps to self-realization
and healing.
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WHAT TO EXPECT IN THIS BOOK

The Great Heart Way consists of eight basic steps, compiled in the
seven chapters of this book.

In chapter 1,“Recovering Creativity and Consciousness,” we em-
phasize the mutual contributions of Western psychology and Eastern
spiritual practice. From the Western perspective, we look at our
“shadow” and the healing powers locked within it. We explain the re-
lationships among the conscious, unconscious, and subconscious
mind. We also consider the dangers of “spiritual bypassing,” the
avoidance of psychological issues in spiritual practice. We relate why
the Great Heart Way of self-transformation was created and why it
places so much importance on meditation.

In chapter 2,“The Royal Road to the Unconscious,” we start with
a short primer on how to meditate, including information on the dis-
position of the body, mind, and breath.We show how to deal with, and
not avoid, thoughts and feelings in meditation. We finish the chapter
with a discussion of the nature of self, contrasting the attachment to
ego-self with the realization of True Self.

In chapter 3, “The Heart-Mind Connection,” we introduce exer-
cises designed to bring clarity to negative attitudes and patterns of be-
havior, such as the practices of nonjudgmental awareness and
maintaining a heart-mind connection. We further explore the strong
link between physical and psychological health, acknowledging the
benefit of truly and deeply experiencing our feelings. The relationship
between unexplored emotions and negative karma is also discussed.

In chapter 4,“The Ego’s Fixed Images of Self,” we learn how, at a
very young age, our mind splits into conflicting concepts of good and
bad, love and hate, self and other, and so on. This leads to feelings of’
guilt, shame, and separateness—and what we call a fixed image, or men-
tal picture, of who we are. This image is supported by false beliefs and

deluded attitudes of withdrawal, submission, and aggression, with
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which we try to fit into a world that we don’t quite understand. The
exercises in this chapter help us to recognize early conditioning and
uncover our fixed images of self.

In chapter 5,“Releasing Fixed Images,” after we discover our fixed
images, we can begin to free our unconscious mind from their grip.
For this we need to work directly with our thoughts and feelings. The
exercises in this chapter help us to expose, “deprogram,”’ and heal the
wounds from our own fixed images.

In chapter 6, “Transforming Negative Karma,” we look at the way
unconscious images create negative karma in our lives and the lives of
others. We will discuss how we can use this negative, destructive power
in a positive and creative way through the development of nonjudg-
mental awareness.

In chapter 7,“The Great Heart Practice,” we introduce the practice
of breathing through the heart and how to maintain the heart-mind
connection through our daily activities. The Dalai Lama has pointed
out repeatedly that our disturbing emotions are the source of unethi-
cal conduct, suffering, and war. In this chapter, we explain that by ad-
dressing these emotions, we create inner peace which then creates
outer peace. It becomes clear that war is a symptom of each individ-
ual’s internal war with him or herself. We also introduce the power of

praying from the heart.

How 10 USE THIS MANUAL

We recommend you use this manual in the following way:

* First, read the whole manual once without doing the exercises.
This will give you an overall picture of the work you will be
doing. At this point we also recommend you start a regular
meditation practice.
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* Second, we invite you read this book again, but this time do the

exercises and begin a journal of your written responses.

* Third, repeat the series of exercises as often as you find helpful.
With each iteration you will develop more awareness and go
deeper into your mind. You will discover new and deeper
material. And you will see your own process of transforma-
tion unfold right before your eyes.

When we started practicing this method ourselves, we realized that ac-
cessing the unconscious mind was like opening Pandora’s Box: the
more you open it, the more old conditioning comes rushing out. From
our own experience, we can truly say this has been the most fascinat-
ing journey we have ever taken. In some ways, it reminds us of the
mystery and excitement of JulesVerne’s Journey to the Center of the Earth.
The big difference is that we are going to the center of our being, to
our own heart. And the only equipment we need is the light of our
own awareness. We invite you to take this fascinating journey with us.

We wish you bon voyage on the journey of self-discovery!
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RECOVERING (CREATIVITY
AND (CONSCIOUSNESS

The great error of modern psychology has been to speak of the
unconscious as though it were some kind of unknowable. .. But in-
sofar as the unconscious is the body...the unconscious can be
known...And insofar as it is...[a] timeless principle, the
unconscious can be finally realized in an act of unitive knowledge.

—ALDOUS HUXLEY'

O ne of the wonderful things about living in the twenty-first

century is having unprecedented access to all the world’s spir-
itual traditions. During the last century, spiritual leaders from Japan,
Tibet, China, and Southeast Asia established meditation centers in
North America and Europe and taught generations of eager students
the importance of meditation. Through their efforts, and after exten-
sive training, many Westerners like us have been sanctioned to teach
Eastern meditation practices, resulting in an emergence of new ways
to bring the wisdom of East and West together. The Great Heart Way

combines Eastern spiritual teachings on the power of meditation with

13
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Western psychological teachings on personal transformation, creating
a holistic and eminently practical approach to one’s well-being.

Through the practice of meditation, Eastern traditions emphasize
our union with the Infinite Mind.? This Infinite Mind, which is
known by different names in different cultures—God, Buddha Na-
ture, the Divine, Allah, the Absolute, True Self, and Original Face—
cannot begin to be fathomed by words. The union of the human
being with the Infinite Mind is what is referred to by the phrase “tran-
scendent experience.”

This experience is available to everyone because it is always present
within us, but it can only be realized through the willingness to go be-
yond concepts and ideas. By breaking through the boundaries of the
conceptual mind, or intellect, we begin to embody a new vision of
our deepest nature. This new understanding is not constricted by du-
alistic notions of right and wrong, life and death, self and other, young
and old, healthy and sick. It is an experience of unity with all things,
extending into a timeless, space-less expanse of joy and wisdom.

Through meditation we have become aware of an unconscious re-
ality that strongly influences our conscious thoughts and behaviors.
Because these unconscious processes of the mind can be difficult to
access and may seem dark and intangible, we carry them as a
“shadow” This shadow painfully conditions and limits our lives in
myriad ways. But while the unconscious is by its nature unknown, it
can be brought to the conscious mind through meditation and the de-
velopment of awareness. After years of investigating and probing, Carl
Jung himself concluded that meditation seems to be the “royal road to
the unconscious.”

The Great Heart Way is a carefully considered union of spiritual
development and personal transformation. Based on meditation, this
method enables us to open our hearts and to bring light to the dark-

ness of the unconscious, thereby rediscovering our full potential.
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WHAT [s THE SHADOW?

All of us have a hidden aspect that affects our lives without our knowl-
edge. Some psychologists, following Jung, call this the “shadow.” The
shadow is like an unconscious trash bag, filled with those parts of our-
selves that we’ve rejected. Just like our physical shadow, our uncon-
scious shadow is always with us, whether we see it or not. As part of
the Great Heart Way, you will learn to recognize and own your
shadow.

We start filling this unconscious trash bag at a very early age. As
young children bursting with energy, when our parents exclaim,
“Can’t you be quiet?” a part of us goes into the bag. To keep our par-
ents’ approval, we “bag” whatever they don't like. At school, when our
teachers tell us “good children don’t behave like that,” we have more
material for the bag. When others don’t like some aspects of our per-
sonality, it too may go into the bag, and so on into adulthood.

All along the way, we learn to reject those “bagged” aspects of our-
selves—even if we don’t consciously know what they are. In our at-
tempt to control others and avoid conflict and disagreement, we keep
tossing in parcels. Unfortunately, every part of ourselves that we dump
into the unconscious inevitably inhibits us from living a fulfilling life.
Our shadow gives rise to negative projections that condition our per-
ceptions and relationships with ourselves and the rest of the world. As
physicist Fred Alan Wolf writes, “There is no ‘out there’ independent
of what’s going on ‘in here.”*

Through meditation, we begin to see how these negative projec-
tions work in our lives and how they affect our views of reality. Our
conditioning strongly influences our perception. Consider this con-
crete example from the world of experimental science:

In the 1960s, English researcher Colin Blakemore and his colleagues

showed that kittens reared in an environment devoid of vertical lines
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lost the ability to see vertical lines. They would bump into table legs,
for example.

And, relatedly, in the psychological plane, as Candace Pert of the
Georgetown University Medical School says, “We see what we want
to believe. And we turn away from things that are too unfamiliar or

5
unpleasant.”

Learning about the experiences of others can help us to uncover our
own projections. Ultimately, we find we'’re not so different from each
other, and we'’re not alone in dealing with our inner issues. We dis-
cover that even those things we imagine to be the worst parts of our-
selves are not so unique. As one student said about his most
embarrassing memory, “It would not even make the back page of the
Peoria Times.” Through a process of sharing, we can connect with
many people going through this same process of liberation. Then, too,
our struggles can become a source of inspiration for others.

In the following first-person case example, we perhaps can see
some of our own struggles in a man we’ll call John, a young profes-
sional who, by utilizing the Great Heart Way, was able to see how his
negative projections were affecting his life. Details about the tools
John used will follow later in this book, but here we will show an ex-

ample of what it looks like to know one’s shadow.

IS SAINT JOHN'S SHADOW Immmmmn

At first | observed my usual way of relating to the world. There
was a constant background noise of thoughts and feelings of
irritation, criticism, and anger towards others, and a basically
aggressive way of dealing with my surroundings. Over the
years, | had become increasingly aware of this pattern and
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increasingly uncomfortable with it—hence my interest in the
practice.

I recognized these feelings of irritation, criticalness, and
anger toward others as projections from my shadow. Then | let
them be. | experienced them deeply, especially the uncomfort-
able body sensations, which became increasingly familiar to me
as the practice went on. | was able to maintain this awareness
in most of my everyday interactions, not just in meditation.

Staying present with my uncomfortable bodily sensations, |
was able to access what was hidden underneath them. Some
old beliefs began to surface like a bubble coming up in the
mud of a swamp. All my life | believed | would fail—always.
The angry, irritated thoughts were like protective armor, be-
cause not only did | believe | would fail, | was afraid to fail. To
protect myself from failing, | always had to be right. My goal
was to attain perfection.

Then a memory burst into my awareness: I'm about five
years old and in my parents’ house. My parents had decided I'd
have a room all to myself, away from my sister. In the memory,
I'm playing up on the third floor in this room that is now mine.
| am alone, twirling a vacuum cleaner hose around my head,
faster and faster. All of a sudden the metal end flies off the hose
and strikes the wall, making a gaping, round hole near the foot
of my bed. | don’t now know why, but | am mortified by this ac-
cident. Here in the solitude of my very first own room, I've made
a grievous mistake: I've soiled a secret paradise. | am afraid that
I'll be condemned by my parents and lose my new room.

| told myself that no one must ever find out what | have
done. The hole, itself, leads to a blackness behind the wall,
where | cannot see and which seems quite mysterious. I'm at a
loss as to what to do, and I'm getting desperate because sooner
or later someone will come up and discover what ['ve done.
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| have a small but fancy little picture that my parents bought
for me. It shows a medieval-looking man in robes appearing
quite pious and at the bottom of the picture, the title “Saint
John.” I go to a Catholic school and know that saints are per-
fect people. So I hang St. John over the offending hole. No one
but me knows that my secret hides behind him.

And that's the way it’s been all these years. As long as | can
remember, I've been protecting myself so nobody finds out
about my imperfections.

In the example of “Saint John’s Shadow,” we saw how John de-
cided at a very young age to appear perfect, like Saint John, by cov-
ering his imperfections. As the years went by, John forgot about the
conscious decision he’d made as a child. As an adult, he didn’t know
why he carried such feelings of irritation or why he always had to ap-
pear perfect. The memory of Saint John covering the hole in the wall

had become part of his unconscious mind.

HEeaLING POWER OF THE SHADOW

One great Eastern master, Gensha, wrote over a thousand years ago
that even in the dark mountain cave of demons, complete freedom is
present.’ He recognized what psychologists are now acknowledging:
by entering the shadows or dark side of our personality, we can heal
negative behavior patterns and emotional disturbances at their root.
Complete freedom is present wherever and whenever we abide in the
clarity of our nonjudgmental awareness. Otherwise we only see the
gloom and doom of the shadows.

It’s important to clarify what we mean when we talk about the dark
side of our personality. This is not a horror story. The terms “dark side”

or “shadow side” are not judgmental or pejorative. The unconscious is




RECOVERING CREATIVITY AND CONSCIOUSNESS 19

referred to in these terms only because it exists in the absence of light.
It is unilluminated and unseen. In our conscious mind, we have the
light of awareness. Until we develop awareness of our unconscious
mind, that side of our mind is in the dark.That’s alll The dark side isn’t

like the evil side in Star Wars, something to be assiduously avoided. On
the contrary, through the Great Heart Way we can come to realize that

it is a source of true goodness and healing.

PROJECTIONS OF THE SHADOW

There 1s a connection between our shadow and the energy we project
into the world through our attitudes and actions. Our view of the
world and other people depends on the size of the shadow-bag we’re
dragging behind us, and what we’re carrying in it. An old Zen story

illustrates this point clearly.

There was a traveling monk who went from temple to temple car-
rying a big bag of horse manure over his shoulder. When he arrived
at a new temple, he would set his bag down and exclaim, “This
place smells like shit!” Then he’d pick up his bag and move on to

the next temple and do the same thing, surprised every time.

Like the monk in this story, we are ignorant of what we’re carrying
in our bag—we are unconsciously projecting it onto everybody and
everything, and it forms our perception of the world.

Another analogy we could use for the dark side of the personality is
a film canister.” We keep putting the rejected parts of ourselves into the
canister, then the film is unconsciously projected onto the world
through our thoughts, words, and actions. A person’s anger could be
rolled up inside the canister and then brought out unexpectedly and

projected on the face of another. These projections dissipate our energy
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and obscure our clarity. The more we put into our “canister,” the less
energy we have for creative and spiritual purposes.

So how do we recognize the existence of our shadow? We get hints
about its contents when we notice who we irrationally hate or harbor
negative feelings toward.

Consider this example: Andrea lives in a small town in Minnesota.
Another woman, Roberta, just moved into her apartment building.
Andrea thinks that Roberta is too sexy, and she finds herself obsessing
about Roberta. This is a clue from her subconscious mind that she has
suppressed sexual feelings. These denied feelings are being projected
onto Roberta. So we must notice precisely whom we hate or get ob-
sessed with. We sometimes even get entangled with virtual strangers
when we're particularly sensitive to a quality in them that we’ve re-
jected in ourselves.

Theologian Miceal Ledwith offers this observation in What the
Bleep Do We Know!?:

We are creating our own reality every day, though we find that
very hard to accept—there is nothing more exquisitely pleasant
than to blame somebody else for the way we are. It’s his fault or is
her fault; it’s the system; it’s God, it’s my parents. .. Whatever way
we observe the world around us is what comes back to us, and the
reason why my life, for instance, is so lacking in joy and happiness
and fulfillment is because my focus is lacking in those same things

exactly.

In John’s case earlier—having decided at a young age he had to ap-
pear perfect and hide his imperfections behind Saint John—he
couldn’t accept imperfection in anyone else. Noticing his irritation
toward others’ shortcomings was his clue that he had condemned im-
perfection in himself.

The Great Heart Way is a path of attention and awareness. On this

path, we begin to notice where we project our hatred, and with
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whom we become obsessed. These clues help us recognize what we're
carrying in our shadow. They are flashes of light in this darkness,
showing us that our shadow contains none other than our own sev-
ered life force.To reclaim our shadow is to recover our birthright.

Imagine the energy John wasted feeling angry and irritated at the
world. Do you recognize this loss in yourself? What if you were able
to free all the energy now caught up in negativity, making it available
for creative and life-affirming actions and relationships? Who
wouldn’t like to have more energy available? On the Great Heart Way
of transformation, your shadow is the source of this additional energy!
We expend much effort trying to hide our shadow, bound up in guilt
and shame. When we release that energy, it becomes available to us for
other purposes. The energy was always there, we just couldn’t access it.
As a Zen verse says: “Don’t foolishly look here and there. If you keep
asking, “What is my True Self?” it is like pleading innocent while
clutching the stolen goods.”®

Many of us view ourselves and the world as fragmented and in-
complete. Trying to protect ourselves from being hurt when we were
kids, we built all kinds of defense mechanisms that acted like protec-
tive walls and separated us from the rest of the world. As adults if we
do not work at dissolving these defense mechanisms and healing the
old hurts, we will have a distorted view of the world, a view grounded
in ignorance. And this inaccurate view of reality is actually quite dan-
gerous. It’s like a blindfolded captain navigating a large ship through
the ice-fields in the North Sea—doomed to disaster.

We simply can’t avoid life’s dangers if we don’t see clearly. When our
view of the world is blocked by our own shadow, we stumble every-
where: in our jobs, in our relationships, and worst of all in relation to
ourselves. John’s view of an imperfect world prevented him from being
relaxed and happy, and from developing deep relationships with his

family and his colleagues at work.



22 THE GREAT HEART WAY

To take the veil of delusion from our eyes, we must first recognize
that the veil exists. Then, with all of our heart, we must desire to re-
move it. The process of unveiling can be done by anyone who sincerely
wants to do so.

The practices of the Great Heart Way train us to recover our
bound-up energy. And they allow us to experience, in our own body
and mind, that the world is not fragmented. We can experience for
ourselves that we are an intrinsic manifestation of a unified universe.

Dr. Stanislav Grof, the founder of Transpersonal Psychology wrote:

The deepest nature of humanity is not bestial, but divine. The uni-
verse is imbued with creative intelligence and consciousness is in-
extricably woven into its fabric. Our identification with the
separate body-ego is an illusion and our true identity is the total-
ity of existence. This understanding provides a natural basis for
reverence for life, cooperation and synergy, concerns for humanity

and the planet as a whole, and deep ecological awareness.”

TaeE GATEWAY TO THE UNCONSCIOUS MIND

Most of us are only familiar with our mind’s most obvious aspect: the in-
tellect. The intellect, with its dualistic understanding of things, is the
mind that solves many of the everyday problems in the world: building a
ship, passing a test, learning a language. Much of Western philosophy and
knowledge is based on the Cartesian ideal, “I think therefore I am.” And
“thinking” is the word that describes what the intellect does.Yet this ap-
proach, equating the whole of our being with our thinking, ignores the
rest of the vast spectrum of human experience. It ignores altogether our
spiritual and emotional reality. There is nothing wrong with an intellec-
tual way of relating to the world, but it is important to realize that it is

somewhat one-dimensional. There is much more to our mind and
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world, and it would be a pity to spend a lifetime without plumbing the
endless depths of our treasures.

There is a Buddhist parable'’ about two friends, a rich man and a
poor man, who were drinking together one night. Toward the end of
the evening, the poor man falls asleep and the rich man must leave the
next day on a long trip. Concerned for his friend, the rich man takes
a precious gem and hides it in the lining of the poor man’s jacket;
when he awakes, he can sell it and live in luxury for the rest of his life.
The poor man, however, never discovers the gem. He spends years in
poverty, barely able to survive. When the rich friend returns, he is
shocked. Revealing the gem to his friend, he says, “I had already pro-
vided for you.You were wealthy all this time and never noticed.” Un-
less we know we have a treasure within us, we will never find it.

Where is the treasure? One important answer is that it is stored in
our unconscious mind."'

As spiritual teachers, our knowledge of the unconscious mind is
primarily experiential. Just as it would be difficult to describe the taste
of water to someone who has never drunk it, it’s impossible to explain
the unconscious mind to someone who has never experienced it.
Even in modern psychology, there is confusion about the exact mean-
ing of the term “unconscious.” Many of the discussions are specula-
tive. General descriptions fail to convey enough information, while
specific descriptions can still exclude aspects that are important. Expe-
riential understanding is the key. When asked to define pornography,
Justice Potter Stewart famously said, “I know it when I see it As
spiritual guides we could say the same regarding the unconscious:“We
know it when we see it.”

Within the context of the Great Heart Way, we like to use the fol-
lowing definitions: The conscious mind is everything we are aware
of—everything we hear, see, feel, taste, smell, and think—and all our
explicit notions about ourselves, others, and the world. The uncon-
scious mind is everything we’re not aware of, including everything we

don’t know about ourselves, our projections, the world, and reality.
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The subconscious mind is the stage in between the conscious and un-
conscious mind. In the subconscious, we are not completely aware of
our mind’s contents—nor are we completely unaware of them. Subtle
thoughts, feelings, and dreams emanate from the unconscious to be-
come partially conscious in the subconscious. Thus the subconscious

mind is the gateway to the unconscious mind.

SPIRITUAL BYPASSING

Spiritual practice in America today is quite different from traditional
spiritual practice in the East. There it was mostly relegated to the do-
main of solitary monks, who usually did not deal with the shadow as-
pects of their personalities, and because of the nature of monastic
living, many of them never needed to.Yet overlooking these dark as-
pects of personality has negative consequences. Psychologist John
Welwood calls this tendency “spiritual bypassing””’> When spiritual
practice is used to avoid or bypass the personal shadow, it may mo-
mentarily transcend the shadow’ effects; but sooner or later, the
shadow will cloud these temporary insights. And spiritual bypassing
will manifest as spiritual sickness.

Most of us have witnessed the monstrous consequences of spiri-
tual sickness, which is as common in the West as in the East. Sub-
stance abuse, sexual promiscuity, and child molestation among
spiritual leaders of all denominations are direct results of spiritual
bypassing. But these are extreme examples and there are many ex-
amples where the effects of spiritual bypassing might not be so ap-
parent. At our Center, there are students who are passive-aggressive
and hypocritical. Others try to be perfect by denying their shadows.
Unless they deal with their inner issues, they will not be empowered
to teach at our Center. However, there are spiritual leaders who have
never worked on their shadows and have never been involved in any

scandals—but these leaders tend to show a lack of heart and rigid,
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inflexible behavior. In his book Joy, psychotherapist Alexander
Lowen says:

Some regard their rigidity as a sign of strength, as proof that they
can stand up to adversity, that they will not yield or break under
stress, that they can tolerate discomfort even distress. I believe we
have become a nation of survivors so frightened of illness and

death that we are unable to live as free people.

When we avoid the conflicting aspects of our personalities, we be-
come more entangled in their web.

Most of the spiritual leaders from the East were trained in an envi-
ronment absent of the opposite sex and the complications of liveli-
hood and family life. Many were not prepared to deal with the
complications of modern life in the West. America’s spiritual practice
1s growing among lay people, both men and women, who have jobs,
tamilies, and relationships. The traditional Eastern monastic model of
spiritual practice neither wholly reaches nor wholly satisfies the needs
of the Western lay community.

Lay life can be enriched by spiritual practice and spiritual practice
can be enriched by lay life. If spiritual practice does not engage with
the richness of relationships and the pressures of society, it can become
arid and irrelevant. On the other hand, personal life can benefit con-
siderably from the expansiveness of spiritual practice, without which

everyday life can become narrow and oppressive.

THE IMPORTANCE OF MEDITATION

In our education system we are not offered any real guidance for
working with the mind. Confusing the mind with the intellect, we are
filled up with all kind of ideas, concepts, and general knowledge.

While it is very important for success in the material world, rational
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thought doesn’t touch the depth of the mind, which can only be ex-
perienced and not thought about. To experience the depth of our
mind is to realize who we truly are. It is to realize our divine origin.
[t’s realizing the meaning of our life on this planet and, ultimately, the
love, peace, and joy we can extend to the world. This is not to say we
shouldn’t develop our intellect or endeavor to be successful in the ma-
terial world, only that we must develop our mind’s awareness as well.

The “royal road” to understanding the depth of our mind is med-
itation. Meditation is not about withdrawing from the world or just
sitting around doing nothing. Meditation is a practice of learning to
see ourselves more clearly. And this in turn leads to true acts of com-
passion and empathy. Moreover, some of the greatest discoveries and
creative acts—including those of science, politics, and art—had their
origins in the minds of meditators.'* This ability to maintain aware-
ness and be present is essential to any serious pursuit. Thus meditation
has tremendous social benefits—not just for the individual but also
for the world. And, after all, the truth is that the two are not really

separate.

UNTYING THE INVISIBLE ROPES OF CONDITIONING

We live in a dualistic world that teaches us to identify with some as-
pects of our mind and reject others. The speed and complexity of
modern life make it difficult to slow down and see what’s going on
around and inside of us. Society teaches us that we are separate; tele-
vision, radio, and newspapers reinforce this illusion, encouraging us to
build walls around our hearts. We grow up as alienated beings who are
trapped inside the illusory reality produced by our own minds. This is
like being caught inside a computer-generated virtual reality, unaware
that what we experience is not what actually exists.

All of us carry conditioned beliefs and prejudices in our minds that
bind us with invisible ropes. Often these beliefs are the cause of our
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discomfort and unhappiness. Yet we continue to carry them because
we are not aware of how they affect us. Nor are we aware of how to
function in life without them. We would rather be miserable with the
life we know than make the effort to create a boundless, but unfamil-
1ar, new life.

I (Shishin) worked with Professor John Isaacs at the University of
California who would say that “there is no tyranny as great as the
tyranny of the first successful solution”"> Our childhood strategies did
serve us when we were vulnerable and in need of safety, protection,
and our parents’ love. As adults we unconsciously hold on to these
strategies, even though they’re no longer valid or useful, even though
they cause us much suffering. But difficulties that touch us deeply
enough can rouse us to look into our mind and approach life in a new
way. Then difficulty becomes an opportunity for awakening and for
living with compassion, humor, patience, joy, courage, and empathy.
Meditation can help us to achieve this.

The thirteenth-century Zen master Eihei Dogen said, “To practice
meditation is to study the self’'® The Great Heart Way takes this thor-
oughly to heart, and to take full advantage of the processes in this
book, you will need to develop a consistent meditation practice.

All major spiritual traditions encourage meditation, contemplation,
or prayer to clarify and connect with unconscious aspects of ourselves.
The basis of these disciplines is quieting and focusing the mind. In
meditation, we learn to watch our thoughts and feelings without
judging or evaluating them. This 1s the most effective way to get to
know ourselves at the most intimate level.

People come to meditation for a wide variety of reasons, all of
which are, of course, valid; but the masters come to meditation to get
in touch with their Infinite Mind and to actualize that Mind in their
daily life. Through meditation we can not only discover the activity of

our own mind, we can open up to a life full of possibilities.
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R EALIZING YOUR PUMPKIN NATURE

There is a Japanese children’s story about pumpkins in a temple gar-
den. The pumpkins were arguing about who was the best: the round-
est, largest, the orangest, and so on. They were making such a clamor
that they roused the temple priest, who came to see what was going
on.The priest sized up the situation and told all of the pumpkins to
put their “hands” on the top of their “heads” and tell him what they
noticed. Immediately they noticed that they were all attached by the
same vine, that in essence they were one body. They were the same.
Spiritual masters have been teaching this same truth for centuries.
Much of our suffering and inner anguish will naturally vanish when
we intimately realize for ourselves that we are one with all things. But
this intimate realization cannot be done with the intellect alone.

Self-centered thoughts actually separate us from fully experiencing
each moment. They are based on protecting our self-image rather than
on engaging each moment as it occurs. When we carefully reflect on
our thoughts, we notice that a thought arises, persists, and passes away.
Then another thought arises, persists, and passes away. Still we might
think:“This is important! This 1s real!” But each moment we can bring
our attention back to the present, without judging, criticizing, or eval-
uating. In the practice of meditation, we begin to see the nature of our
thoughts. The more we are able to let go of our self-centered
thoughts, the more we are able to let go of our protective shield, and
the more truth will shine through our life.

To experience freedom and awakening, we need to get in touch
with the spaciousness of our being, which is pure awareness. Aware-
ness 1s cultivated in meditation. Then, like the vast sky, we can contain
our beliefs, projections, fixations, and compulsions without acting on
them or judging them. As the physicist Heisenberg observed, the ex-
perimenter modifies the results of the experiment."” In the same way,

pure awareness of all aspects of our personality serves to modify and
transform them.
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AWARENESS, COURAGE, AND COMPASSION

In order to transform troublesome behavior patterns, we need to cul-
tivate awareness, courage, and compassion through the practice of
meditation. In meditation, we learn to see the way thoughts arise in
the larger space of awareness, which is much greater than any thought.
With no qualities of good or bad, awareness expands the context of
our life in a way that allows us to witness our perceived problems
without judgment.

From awareness arises the courage of an open heart. It takes
courage to be willing to open our heart, even to situations that are dif-
ficult or painful. And it takes courage to trust this raw experience and
accept it for what it is. This means letting down our protective shields
and allowing events and people in. The courage of awareness with an
open heart manifests as true compassion. Antoine de Saint-Exupéry,
the French aviator and writer of the twentieth century wrote, “It is
only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is invisi-
ble to the eye'®

True compassion is an unconditional acceptance of ourselves and
others. In the Great Heart, we cultivate this kind of compassion in or-
der to learn from our problems and mistakes. Through meditation we
learn to be unconditionally present with our life, just as it is, without
needing to make up stories to suppress our real experience. People in
many disciplines are now beginning to recognize the healing power of
this unconditional presence."

When we start a meditation practice we start a vertical journey into
the depth of the mind. We then begin to experience that there is
much more to the mind, a new and infinite dimension that is beyond
reason and intellectual understanding. Beyond our narrow, limited
versions of “‘self,” we experience a new, healthier version of who we

truly are. This new version is not limited by fear, guilt, or hatred. It is
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not bounded by conventional notions of space and time. Nor is it lim-
ited by conventional knowledge and understanding.

Human beings are naturally afraid of the unknown. And by exten-
sion we're afraid of the unknown part of our own mind, which is like
a darkened house. Meditation allows us to explore that house. It pro-
vides us with a torch that dispels the terrifying shadows and illumi-
nates mind’s inherent treasures. So don’t be afraid. This process is safe.



THE ROYAL ROAD

TO THE [JNCONSCIOUS

Meditation. . .seems to be a royal road to the unconscious.
—C.G. JUNG'

How 1O MEDITATE

This chapter focuses on the basics of meditation. The first aim of
meditation is to discipline the mind so it stops jumping from
thought to thought, like a wild monkey jumping from branch to
branch. The exercises presented in later chapters show how to use
meditation to get in touch with unfelt feelings, hidden images and be-
liefs, and other forms of conditioning.

There are three aspects of meditation: the disposition of the body,
disposition of the mind, and attention to breathing. We will present
the essential points here. For further details, you can consult one of the
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Burmese leg position

the shoulders. The eyes are kept open but lowered. If you close your
eyes, there is a tendency to fall asleep.

Physical tension disturbs our mental stability, not only during med-
itation but in life in general. If the head or the chin projects forward,
there is pressure on the neck. This affects the nerves in the spinal col-
umn and thus stimulates thoughts and pain.

If a permanent injury or physical problem makes it too painful to sit
cross-legged on the floor, you can sit on your heels with your legs be-
neath you, either on a cushion or on a meditation bench; or you can sit
in a chair. If you sit in a chair, keep your back straight and your feet flat
on the floor. Do not lean backwards or abnormally curve your spine.

In some meditation traditions, students are instructed to find a
posture that allows them to be unaware of the body. They may then
slump over or lean against the wall. While it is better to meditate
with poor posture than not to meditate at all, sitting straight with a
stable base makes it is easier to discipline the mind.

If pain in your legs or back becomes intense, try another leg posi-
tion, or shift your leg positions between one meditation period and
another. Quite often, meditators will fidget and continuously adjust
their bodies. This behavior could be a sign that that person is uncom-
fortable just being with themselves. When the urge to fidget arises,
just notice it and let it go. The same principle applies if the desire to
scratch an itch arises: don’t scratch it, and see what happens. There’s
an expression that a snake doesn’t know its own shape untl it’s con-

fined to a bamboo tube. In the same way, we might not get to know
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MEDITATION AND THE BREATH

Breathing should be natural. Although sometimes, when we start to
pay attention to our breath, it seems unnatural. When you breathe in,
the abdomen naturally rises and when you breathe out, it falls. Some
people get confused and do the opposite when they start paying at-
tention to their breath. Don’t push the air into your abdomen; just ex-
pand the lower abdomen and chest.

There is a story about a man with a long beard, who was asked if
he slept with his beard over or under the covers. He admitted that he
did not know. That night he put his beard over the covers. But that
didn’t feel right. So he put his beard under the covers. That didn’ feel
right either. He spent all night moving his beard under and over the
covers—and didn’t get a moment of sleep.

When you first pay attention to your breath, you might find it feels
very unnatural, but it will settle down.You will find that your breath-
ing will slow from about fifteen cycles per minute to about five or six
cycles per minute. When you breathe freely and unrestrictedly, the en-
ergy can flow through your body and consequently reduce your level

of anxiety.

THE MIND IN MEDITATION

Initially, the best way to discipline the mind is to focus your attention
on the breath. Put your mind’s eye in the lower abdomen, and silently
count the inhalations and the exhalations from one to ten.Then start
over again. If you lose track and your mind starts to wander, return to
one and start over again. If you find that you are counting higher than
ten, start over again. There is nothing magical about the number ten;
it is simply not too small to give us false assurance and not too large to

generate disinterest and boredom.
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When you put all your attention and energy into counting the
numbers of breaths, extraneous thoughts cannot arise. On the exhala-
tion, your whole body and mind is concentrated on the sound of the
number one: “w00000000000000000n.” On the inhalation, your whole
body and mind concentrate on the sound of the number two:
“t00000000000000000000.” Pay close attention to the point of transition
between inhaling and exhaling. This is where mind’s concentration is
weakest. Just as in martial arts, the point of weakest attention is when
your opponent just finishes exhaling. This is the best time to attack. In
meditation, it is the best time to pay close attention to your mind.

The point here is not whether you can count from one to ten with-
out a miss; the point is to discipline the mind so that, more and more,
you can maintain your attention in the present moment without fanta-
sizing about the future or reminiscing about the past. Then eventually
you will be able to maintain a non-judging mind, a mind that just ob-
serves what is so, without prejudice. In later chapters, we will talk about
focusing on bodily sensations and feelings in order to access the uncon-
scious mind. But first you must learn to hold your mind steady and not
chase after thoughts.

When you grab onto one thought, another thought will arise to
take its place. Then you grab onto that one, too. This chasing process
continues indefinitely. There is no relief and there is no end. In med-
itation, you learn how to hold your mind like the great sky, which al-
lows the clouds to drift by without trying to hold onto them or
follow them.

A sound meditative technique is to use something simple and ordi-
nary, such as the breath. In order to explore our mind through medi-
tation, we have to be patient and steady. We can’t just fly directly to the
center of profound experiences. We have to go on foot. Besides, by
flying over our inner terrain, we will never learn the way to the heart
of the unconscious. So keep it simple, keep your attention on the

breath.Your breathing does not need to be associated with any kind of
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thoughts—because conceptual thinking cannot reach the precision re-
quired in meditation.

Sitting meditation is one form of practice. We can also meditate
while walking, chanting, speaking, eating, and resting. When walking,
either focus on your breath or on the soles of your feet and maintain
nonjudgmental awareness. When eating, focus your attention on the
act of eating and use your breath to sustain your mindfulness. Similarly
you can cultivate mindfulness in all of your other activities

Before starting to practice meditation, most of us can’t separate
delusion from truth. We’re like the foolish farmer who keeps chickens
in his yard and goes around collecting chicken shit instead of eggs—
and then wonders why the omelets don’t taste so good. By learning to
pay attention, we don’t keep making that mistake. And with total
mindfulness, we don’t keep worrying about how we should be. All

things will naturally unfold: our life, our careers, our relationships.

SHourp AND CoULD

There 15 an ancient tale of Mr. Sei who lived in a small village with his
horse.” Because he had a horse, Mr. Sei was one of the wealthiest vil-
lagers. His neighbors would come to him and tell him how lucky he
was to have that horse. Now he could plow a much larger field, have
a much larger income, and take much better care of his family. But Mr.
Sei was a wise man. He didn’t say anything, he just nodded his head.

One day the horse ran away. Then Mr. Sei’s neighbors came and
told him how unlucky he was that his horse ran- away. Mr. Sei said
nothing. Not commenting, he just nodded his head in acknowledg-
ment of the situation. Then the horse returned—followed by a second
horse. Mr. Sei’s neighbors came to say how lucky he was that his horse
ran away. Now he had two horses. Again Mr. Sei said nothing and sim-
ply nodded his head, acknowledging the state of things.
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Meanwhile, his son was plowing the field with the second horse,
and he had an accident and broke his leg. The neighbors came to tell
Mr. Sei how unlucky he was to have that second horse. His son broke
his leg and couldn’t help in the fields.

Then a war broke out in the province and the lords conscripted all
the young men to fight. But Mr. Seis son had a broken leg and
couldn’t go into battle. So the neighbors came to tell Mr. Sei how
lucky he was that his son broke his leg....

And so it goes. We have so many ideas about how things should
or could be. The truth is that we never know how things will turn
out. True freedom is found in just taking things as they are. When
practicing meditation, look into your own mind and body without
judging. Just be attentive. When physical or psychological pain
arises, allow it to be there. Without criticizing or condemning it, be
totally present with the pain. Eventually it will give you insight into

your basic ground of being.

DEALING WITH THOUGHTS IN MEDITATION

You may be wondering, “What is the best way to quiet the mind
during meditation?” It’s not really a matter of quieting the mind per
se; rather, it’s a matter of bringing our attention back to the breath
whenever it has begun to move anywhere else. When the mind is ac-
tive, just return your attention to breathing in and breathing out.You
don’t have to worry about the thoughts; they will take care of them-
selves. Trying to push them away is just the flip-side of grabbing
onto thoughts. Instead, return your mind gently but firmly to count-
ing your breaths. If you have to do this over and over and over again,
that’s okay. The point is to learn how to live in each moment, to be
totally absorbed in each moment, with no separation from that mo-
ment. Little by little—by concentrating on your breathing and fo-

cusing your attention—the mind and the body will settle down.
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Consider this instruction by a seventeenth-century meditation master:

As long as you deliberately try to stop your rising thoughts, the
thought of trying to stop them wars against the continually arising
thought and there is no end to it.... “Well,” you may wonder,
“then what can I do to stop them?” Even if; despite yourself;
thoughts of clinging and craving arise, just let them come, don’t de-
velop them any further, don’t attach to them and don’t identify
yourself with them. Without concerning yourself about whether to
stop your rising thoughts or not to stop them, just don’t bother
with them and return to your counting. Then there is nothing else
they can do but vanish. When there’s no one there to fight with,
things can’t help but simply come to an end of themselves.”

Meditation practice is not like fast food service: it doesn’t yield im-
mediate results. The one essential ingredient is patience. And the secret
to the practice is to continue under all circumstances: pleasant or un-
pleasant, encouraging or discouraging. Children would never succeed
in learning to walk if they had any idea of what it meant to fail and
were fearful of it. They may fall and hit the floor hard, and they may
cry for a while. Then they get up and do it again. This is a wonderful
lesson to learn from toddlers: don’t give up.

Ancient wisdom tells us that one thousand failures become one
success. Without those one thousand failures, there would be no suc-
cess. And Einstein said, “In order to be successful, the scientist has to
be willing to grope in the dark for many years.”* We, too, must be will-
ing to be foiled at every turn.

Meditative awareness brings peace and freedom beyond the confu-
sion of likes and dislikes. One ancient teacher said, “If you wish to see
the truth, then hold no opinions for or against. The struggle between
what one likes and what one dislikes is the disease of the mind.” If
there is judgment in meditation, a unified life of true peace is as dis-

tant as heaven from earth.



40 THE GREAT HEART WAY

Thoughts come and go like clouds in the sky: their nature 1s to
arise, dwell, and then decay. How can we possibly identify with the na-
ture or quality of our thoughts? Our thoughts are not who we are. In
fact, our thoughts do not even reflect reality. Boundless peace—per-

fect and all-pervading—is reached by letting go of those thoughts.

DEALING WITH FEELINGS IN MEDITATION

In traditional Zen meditation, feelings are handled in a fashion similar
to thoughts. The meditator is instructed not to engage them, and re-
minded that of their own accord all feelings and states of mind will
pass. In the Great Heart Way, it is essential to learn how to just feel
emotions without rationalizing or explaining them. It is also very im-
portant that we do not try to find a “solution” that will make the feel-
ings disappear. Do a body scan and identify the nature and location of
the feelings. Breathe gently through your heart into the areas where
the feelings manifest. Let the sensation permeate through your body
and just experience it without judging.

We create all kinds of illusions in our own minds. We create good
and evil, enlightenment and delusion—none of which have any sub-
stance. We create fears and all kinds of projections about our fears. And
then we rationalize and justify these fears. The point is that our
brain—which provides us with rational thoughts so useful for prob-
lem solving—can be easily fooled.Very easily. Again, in meditation we
learn to just feel the emotions that come up, without acting on them
or judging them.

FALSE VIEWS OF THE SELE

The Buddha taught that if we can let go of our false views of self, we

can realize enlightenment. The esoteric teachings of all religions point
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to the enlightened potential within all of us. In Luke 17:21, Jesus said,
“The Kingdom of God is within you.” But when we cling to habitual
ways of behaving based on false beliefs, all of our actions project an er-
roneous view of self. Letting go of these false views opens us to the
enlightened life.

The purpose of meditation is to experience the interconnectedness
of all things. As long as we believe that we are separate from everyone
and everything else, we will behave in ways that aggrandize ourselves
at the expense of others. This attitude leads to unhealthy ways to re-
solve conflicts and leads to war. As Stanislav Grof wrote: “Those who
initiate war activities are typically substituting external targets for ele-
ments in their own psyches that should be properly faced in personal
exploration.”

When the Buddha awakened and attained the enlightened state, he
realized there is no self that we can positively grab hold of and say,
“This 1s it!” We all act as if we have a lasting, independent, and sepa-
rate self. It’s a habit that most of us don’t question or explain. Foster-
ing and protecting this self is our constant preoccupation—and this, as
the Buddha taught, is the cause of all of our suffering. All loss and gain,
all pleasure and pain arise because we identify with this vague feeling
of an independent self and are so emotionally attached and involved
with it, we accept it unquestioningly. The Buddha taught that the path
to happiness and freedom——as hard as it may be to believe—is to real-
ize that ultimately there is no ego-self.

Now you may ask, “If there is no independent self, how do we
function?” When we're totally absorbed in some activity, we forget the
ego-self. The best athletes, musicians, and artists don’t think about
what they are doing when they’re doing it. When they practice long
and hard enough, they don’t need to think in order to perform. Imag-
ine what would happen to a platform diver if she started thinking
about what to do next, just as she left the platform. Think about how
a good football quarterback knows to avoid a rush from his blind side,

or how a great point guard in basketball can deliver a no-look pass
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right on target. By letting go of attachment to a limited, ego-grasping
self, they expand their consciousness to include the entire field of play.

Imagine if they could expand that consciousness to the entire globe.

ExPERIENCE OF NO EGO-SELF

In the last century, the brilliant theoretical physicist Erwin Schrédinger
turned his thoughts to philosophical questions. He is one of the deep-
est philosophical thinkers of all the physicists who brought us quan-
tum physics. He wrote: “The reason why our sentient, percipient, and
thinking ego is met nowhere within our scientific world picture can
easily be indicated in seven words, because it is itself the world picture. It
1s identical with the whole and therefore cannot be contained in it as

That is exactly what the Buddha said 500 years BCE.
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part of it.

It is impossible to experience no ego-self and manifest this expe-
rience in our life when our life is bound by unconscious fixed images
that result in constricted and destructive attitudes. Releasing those
images is an important step on the spiritual path. When we’re no
longer carrying those unconscious beliefs, life becomes simpler, more
Joyful, and healthier. Our divine origins and our infinite life open up
to us.

By just staying with the pain associated with our unconscious im-
ages without avoiding or repressing it, we expand our consciousness.
An ancient Zen master once said that “without the bitter cold that
penetrates to the bone, the plum blossoms could not bloom in the
spring.”™

The path of transmuting the energy of emotions into compassion-
ate clarity must rest on a firm foundation of meditation practice. Med-
1tation teaches us just to be. Most of us do everything we can to avoid
this. When we're left alone with our own experience, we become very

nervous and start thinking about what we should be doing or feeling.
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The discipline of Great Heart practice can help you transform old
disturbing emotions into the wisdom of seeing things as they are. It will
allow you to stop manipulating your experience so that it measures up
to the false standards you might have created. By freeing yourself from
the grip of the narrow ego, you will be able to distinguish your actual
feelings from the stories you might tell yourself.

Stories are mental fabrications, judgments or interpretations of our
experience. We use our stories to draw conclusions about who we are
and to feel in control. Usually we’re not even aware of the stories. Un-
consciously we come to believe they are an accurate portrayal of real-
ity, but meditation helps us see through them by cultivating awareness.
Returning to our breath time after time, we can see our tendency of
getting attached to the stories, and we can recognize that our egos use
them to limit the experience of who we are.

The first instruction in meditation is to focus your mind on your
breathing. When you first start doing this you might say to yourself,
“What the Buddha taught about no-self is not true.” All you can see is
a determined egomaniac trying to get your attention away from fol-
lowing your breath. That maniac in your mind uses all manner of dis-
tractions to insure its perpetuation. It would rather think about things
that are terrible and horrible than be constrained to counting the
breath. The journey to “no-ego-self” begins when we notice that all
of our mental activity is designed to protect our self~image from any
intrusion. The ego feels safe as long as you do not question its reality.
The ego says, why be happy when we are safe with our unhappiness?
Why feel good when we are comfortable with our misery? Why prac-
tice meditation and discipline the mind when we can let our mind be
unruly like wild monkeys?

Some people find safety in misery; some find safety in aggrandizing
themselves; some find safety in their bad habits. We cling to whatever
maintains our separate sense of self. The ego has its own survival mech-
anisms. The more we meditate, the more we notice how the ego tries

to preserve itself. And we start to see little gaps between the thoughts.
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As Zen Master Dogen wrote: “To study the self is to forget the self.”

Ultimately, there is no ego-self.

LOOKING FOR TRUTH

We all tend to look for some truth to believe in and follow reli-
giously. But one great mystic advises us not to seek for the truth, only
to cease to cherish our opinions."” To seek “truth” is to look for
something outside of ourselves. And our “opinions” unfortunately
only bind us tighter to our pain and suffering. Every opinion is just
another way to protect, aggrandize, and perpetuate our “ego-self.” As
long as we’re looking for truth from the outside, we will never realize
happiness, satisfaction, joy, and freedom.

Most of us fall into the trap of critically judging ourselves when we
don’t meet our own standards. These standards are some kind of ideal
we have, which has nothing to do with reality. Be who you are! Don’t
try to be some idea of who you think you should be. In order to re-
veal who we truly are we need to have a trusting mind. Through med-
itation—by being in each moment without pondering the future or
past—we raise the trusting mind. Then we have the confidence to let
go of cherished opinions.

Letting go of cherished opinions, our boundless, divine origin is
naturally revealed. When who we are is revealed, this strengthens our
trusting mind, which allows us to release more cherished opinions, un-

til everything is revealed as a manifestation of truth.

There was a popular comic book character called the Silver Surfer. His
body was like mercury, and he rode around the cosmos on a surfboard.
In one cpisode, he was looking for truth. You followed him as he
surfed through the galaxies and universes. Then, of course, in the last

frame he finally finds it. Looking down, he notices that his surfboard
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is in the very place where he started. That is what our journey is
about: realizing our true home. This is the real journey we make in
meditation.

You can start meditating on your own. It is important to be regular
in your practice. Begin by meditating ten or fifteen minutes a day. This
way you will not set any goals that you cannot accomplish. Gradually
lengthen the time to perhaps thirty minutes a day. Find a quiet time
and place. If you want to deepen your meditation, you will eventually
have to find a teacher and a meditation center where you can practice.
Some people are more vigorous than others in pursuing this journey.
It is easy to go astray, and a good teacher can help you keep focused
and on track. There are meditation traditions in all religions, and cen-
ters can easily be located through the Internet or publications that
emphasize meditation.
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"THE HEART-MIND

(CONNECTION

DPerhaps everything that frightens us is, in its deepest essence,
something helpless that needs our love.
—RAINIER MARIA RILKE'

In Western culture, emotions are generally viewed with suspicion.
Some people treat them as alien objects to be avoided, while others
are completely overwhelmed by their emotions and uncontrollably act
them out. The Great Heart Way teaches neither of these approaches.
Those in the first category repress their emotions. Those in the second
category also avoid feeling their emotions. By acting them out, they do
not get in touch with the deeper reality that underlies surface emotions
. such as anger, jealousy, or envy. In fact, there are many misconceptions
about what feelings actually are. This is because most of us like to think

about feelings but are unwilling to start feeling them. Why is this? To
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drop into our feelings without holding back anything requires us to
drop into the unknown. Dropping into feelings and the unconscious
go hand in hand—and conceptual thinking cannot go there.

Aldous Huxley” said that the unconscious is the body, which can be
realized through unitive knowing. Feelings are not only the language
of the body, but since the body is the unconscious, they are also the
language of the unconscious mind. To see our emotions as alien,
“other,” or separate from us, harms our physical bodies. The key to
health and healing 1s to learn the language of the body, in other words,

to learn how to feel. Alexander Lowen writes:

Freedom is the absence of restraint to the flow of feeling, grace is
the expression of this flow in movement while beauty is the man-
ifestation of the inner harmony such a flow engenders. They denote
a healthy body and therefore, a healthy mind.’

Psychologist John Welwood notes that the subject of emotions is
still very confusing for Western psychology. While many psychologists
would agree in private about the role of love in the healing process,
the words “love” and *“heart” are not only absent in the therapeutic lit-

erature, but also the literature itself lacks heart. He writes:

Western psychology had not provided me with an understanding
of heart.. It was only in turning to the meditative traditions that
[ came to appreciate the unconditional goodness at the core of be-
ing human, and this in return helped me to understand the possi-

bility of unconditional love and its role in the healing process.*

The fear of emotions is symptomatic of how alienated we have be-
come from ourselves. According to the Christian mystic Meister Eck-
hart, the reason man does not know himself is due to the layers of
protection he has built around his heart.’ The Dalai Lama and other
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Tibetan teachers speak of their great surprise and shock when they
discovered how much self-hatred Westerners feel.’

Such intense self-hatred and blame is not found in traditional
Buddhist cultures or in many indigenous people, where the true mind
is the heart-mind. If you ask a Tibetan Buddhist monk about his mind,
he points to his heart. In this tradition, the heart and mind are one re-
ality, one heart-mind. A person whose mind is grounded in the heart
possesses a compassionate clarity in tune with reality. Our True Self
manifests through an open heart while the ego manifests through the
head. When we connect our heads with our hearts, our egotistical ten-
dencies are filtered out by the heart. Unconditional love is the trade-
mark of the True Self while fear is the trademark of the ego. The
realization of heart-mind does not include the ego-grasping igno-
rance that is the basis of self-hatred. Ego-grasping and its relation to
emotional states and depression will be discussed in further detail
shortly, in the section “Opening the Heart, Transforming the Mind.”

The realization of our heart-mind has nothing to do with roman-
tic sentimentalism, and it requires us to be naked of defenses. Then re-
ality can penetrate our heart and our heart can penetrate reality. An
old Buddhist saying states: “The whole universe is not big enough to

contain our own heart, but our heart contains the whole universe.”

DEPRESSION AS A Loss OF HEART

According to many doctors and psychologists, depression is one of the
most widespread problems in the West in modern times.” Depression can
be a symptom that arises when we lose contact with the depth of our
heart. This “loss of heart” is a heavy feeling that contains repressed anger
and resentment which stagnate in our bodies and turn into bitterness.
Confused by our ego-delusions, we freeze our feelings by imposing
fabricated stories and judgments: “There is something wrong with

37 ¢¢

me,”“I'm inferior to others,”“I must protect myself against others,” or
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“Those others are mean and are trying to hurt me.” These subcon-
scious judgments make depression a problem—not the vulnerable
feelings of uncertainty, grief, anger, despair, or fear hidden underneath
them. If you are suffering from depression, it is very important to see
through these negative storylines and reconnect with your true heart.
As we cautioned in the Introduction, those with acute depression
should seek proper medical and psychological assistance.

Not only does a loss of heart give rise to depression, it also leads to
more dangerous illnesses. In his book Core Energetics, Dr. John Pierrakos
writes about evaluating ten patients with cardiovascular disease at Mon-
tefiore Hospital. What he discovered was that the common denominator
among these ten patients was their inability to accept feelings. He also
discovered this same inability among his own cardiovascular patents.

OPENING THE HEART, TRANSFORMING THE MIND

What shuts down our heart quicker than anything else? It’s not letting
ourselves have our own experience. It is judging, criticizing, and try-
ing to make our experience something other than what it is. If we feel
angry, needy, dependent, lonely, confused, sad, or scared, we imagine
there’s something wrong with us and place conditions on ourselves: I
should never feel like this again.”

The stories we then make up are the ego’s deluded way of freezing
and controlling our experience. To feel our emotions directly and allow
their energy to flow freely would threaten the ego. When we open to the
actual sensation of a feeling, the ego, or “I”-notion, holding everything
together dissolves into “is-ness,” which is the larger reality of who we are.

The pain of feeling the hurt beneath our feelings is the pain of the
ego being challenged. When this pain pierces the ego’s protective
shell, the ego wants to fight back. We make up stories about these feel-

Ings to perpetuate the ego and maintain the status quo. We hinder the
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transformation of emotions by creating stories about them. On the
other hand, the pain of letting go of the stories and feeling the hurt be-
neath these feelings opens our heart. It allows anger to transform into
communication, fear to transform into clarity, jealousy into empathy,
and so on—and thus nurtures compassion for ourselves and others.

We take a big step when we open our hearts to the accumulated
feelings stagnating in our body-mind.® This begins the process of go-
ing beyond numbness to become aware and alive again. This is the
practice of waking up!

In the following chapters you will be reminded to always maintain
awareness of your heart-mind connection. This awareness of your heart
is the basis of following the Great Heart Way successfully. One way of
being aware of our heart in the broadest spiritual sense is to practice be-
ing mindful of the physical heart when working with negative thoughts
and emotions. This fact of being aware of your physical heart 1s what we
call the heart-mind connection. Just allow all the thoughts and raw
emotions created over limitless time to manifest. Without holding onto
or identifying with them, just feel them and let them be. Staying with
them isn’t easy or comfortable. It can be challenging, frightening, even
excruciating, especially in the beginning. But the more we do it, the
easier it becomes and there is nothing more rewarding.

When we feel angry, jealous, envious, and full of judgments, we can
use our heart awareness to acknowledge these feelings without inter-
preting, judging, or repressing them. By accepting ourselves as we are,
our heart begins to open.This is the source of unconditional love, for
ourselves and others, who are also seen and accepted as they are with-
out being judged or ignored.

We can accept and feel our feelings—even when they are hate-
ful—without judging ourselves for having them. This begins a
process of transformation that stops us from harming ourselves or
others. An old Chinese saying tells us that we are responsible for our
actions, but not for our feelings. Feeling a feeling is not the same as

acting it out: to feel like hurting someone is not the same as actually
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hurting them. However, if we do not use our nonjudgmental aware-
ness to recognize the origin of the feeling of wanting to hurt some-
one, there is a danger that we will feed the fire of wanting to hurt
someone by holding onto our stories and thoughts about doing it.
This is attaching to our feelings. The Indian sage Ramakrishna’ when
referring to emotions said: “smoke still arises, but in the enlightened it
doesn’t stick to the walls.” It’s not the emotion but the attachment to
the emotion that brings everyone suffering and pain. When the fire
gets out of control, we might actually turn the feelings into hurtful ac-
tions. Most of us have been conditioned to respond to anger with a
“knee jerk reaction.” At the very first instant when our ego feels hurt,
it responds immediately with anger that can turn into hatred. And
then we might attack someone, verbally or physically. This is a destruc-
tive way to respond to life situations that buries us deeper into our
negative karma. When the desire to hurt others exists merely as a feel-
ing, it’s not a problem as long as we do not attach to it. It’s just a bod-
ily sensation passing through us.

We develop many strategies to avoid feeling our feelings. Eating ex-
cessively, sleeping excessively, or turning to sex and drugs or abusive
behaviors—these are just some of the ways we use negative energies
to experience pleasure and avoid pain. But avoiding feelings actually

creates much more pain than the original feelings themselves.

ER IR THE “NICE GUY" B . |

I'had been in therapy and meditated regularly during the past
six years and had definitely seen improvement in my overall
mindset. However, certain obstacles and blind spots continued
to manifest in my day-to-day life. For example, | still ap-
proached the world suspiciously and from a distance. There
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was always a low level of irritation present in most of my rela-
tionships and my outlook on life was primarily based on fear.

My life had not been an easy one. Growing up gay had ex-
posed me to a lot of bigotry and violence. | adopted the persona
of “nice guy” in order to placate any possible aggression to-
wards me. | sought escape in fantasy and drug addiction and,
for the next 15 years continued to lead a double life of a pleas-
ant guy in public and a dark, depressed, and secretive guy in pri-
vate. By the age of 30 | began psychotherapy and started a
regular meditation practice, which, though extremely helpful
still seemed to miss something deeper that lay hidden inside me.

One of my first realizations while at the Great Heart retreat
was that | had internalized a particular belief about being gay,
“I was not allowed to have anger. | was to be subservient and
obsequious to those around me. Gay meant not quite a man.”
I had been called “sissy” and “faggot” and “wimp.” These la-
bels did not allow for rage. | accepted them and had, there-
fore, been stuffing my anger for most of my life. | simply did
not show anger.

Sitting on retreat | began to feel the old irritation and anxi-
ety return. This time, however, | was encouraged to drop the
story around it and just allow it to be there. The main thing was
to stay in my body without judgment. While staying connected
to my heart, what was a slight irritation quickly became anger
and then a deep, profound feeling of rage swept over me. This
was something | had been avoiding all my life. The freedom
that | experienced in allowing my body to become consumed
with this emotion was astounding. As | continued to connect
with my heart, the rage transformed into grief. This grief
brought to my awareness an image of myself at age 14. It was
Halloween and | was dressed up, appropriately enough, as a
fairy (with lipstick and all). When the other trick-or-treaters
started to ridicule me, all of the shame and loneliness that | had
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experienced at that time came back to me and | realized that |
had no one to protect me or tell me that | was special or vali-
date my “gayness” at all. While sitting on the meditation cush-
jon | began to weep. Focusing on this image, | offered myself
all of the protection and care that | did not receive at the time.
| could feel my heart beginning to open up.

This was only the beginning. As | continue to practice the
Great Heart Way | realized that my body has much to teach
me. There are secrets hidden inside me, and by staying present
with my emotions, there is the real possibility of transforma-
tion. | am so grateful for this profound practice. It has offered
me an antidote to spiritual avoidance and helped me to delve
deeper into myself.

A hidden feeling is like a festering boil: it needs to be lanced in or-
der to heal. If we’re willing to go into a painful feeling, the healing
process begins automatically. Feelings are not fixed energies. They
naturally and constantly transmute from one feeling into another. By
avoiding feelings, we stop that process of transmutation and the en-
ergy stagnates within us. Denied feelings—no matter what they are—
are easier to bear than the fear of feeling them. So fear, itself, is more
bearable than the fear of the fear. It’s the same with anger, frustration,
and so on.

Jesus said, “If you bring forth what is in you, what you bring forth
will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within you, what you
do not bring forth will kill you.”"" The irony is that the defenses we
create to protect us from pain create more pain. In the process, we
deny important aspects of ourselves. They need to be reintegrated if
we want to be whole, healthy, spontaneous beings, capable of helping
ourselves and others.

The only way to undo the negative karma we’ve created is by
peacefully connecting with our heart and abiding in that awareness,

without impatience and without expectations.
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By deconstructing our defenses, fixed images, and hidden assump-
tions, we discover the original nature of our mind, which is clear, bright,
and skillful. And when we stop living from habit and open up our

heart-mind, we will be able to manifest peace, love, and compassion.

EMoTIiONS AS KARMA

According to Hindu and Buddhist laws of karma, everything we do has
an effect." The word “karma” has come into the popular culture, but
not everybody actually understands what it means. Karma is the univer-
sal law of cause and effect. All potentialities exist in our lives, but due to
our “deeds” (the precise translation of “karma”) only certain potentiali-
ties come to fruition. Deeds include our thoughts, speech, and actions.
They plant the seeds of different possible results, or effects, which may
grow or not, according to the conditions. Some seeds sprout immedi-
ately. Others take decades to sprout or even appear in other lifetimes.
But according to the laws of karma, they will eventually have an effect.
We have seen how our shadow is composed of all those aspects of
ourselves that we’ve condemned, rejected, and ignored, and which
subsequently retreat to our unconscious mind. Carl Jung wrote that
the shadow is made up of the personality’s tendencies, motives, and
traits that a person considers shameful for one reason or another and
seeks to repress.” When they’re repressed, they become unconscious
and are projected onto others. The more parts of ourselves we con-
demn, the bigger the unconscious bag we carry and the greater its
projection onto the world. Projections cloud our view of reality.
When our behavior 1s controlled by unconscious influences, the re-
sults are invariably negative. Similarly, when we reject aspects of our-
selves, we create negative karma that constrains our lives. When
conditions are right, the negative karma we carry in our shadow man-
ifests as various problems and conflicts in our life. Our shadow is a

storehouse of that karma.
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In the Bible we find the concept of karma, though obviously not
by that name: In Galatians 6:7 it says, “For whatsoever a man sows, that
shall he also reap.” In Hosea 8:7 it says, “For they have sown the wind
and they shall reap the whirlwind.” In Luke 6:38 it says, “The measure
you give will be the measure you get back.” And in Proverbs 22:16 it
says “He who oppresses the poor to increase his own wealth and he
who gives to the rich shall surely come to want.” These are simple,
straightforward statements of how karma works in our lives. The mod-
ern version is “What goes around comes around.”

One of our students, a young doctor named Antonia, discovered a
more sophisticated example of how her family’s karma was passed

from generation to generation.

WS ANTONIA'S FAMILY KARMA s

As | was sitting in meditation with the pain of a recently ended
relationship, | noticed that the ending of relationships always
threw me for a loop. Of course, isn’t that true for everyone? As
the song goes, “breaking up is hard to do.” But for me, there
was something deeper: a feeling of failure and a complete loss
of perspective. When | sat with this in meditation, | realized
there was also a sense of old childhood feelings at play—and a
sense that the karma entangled with my sense of failure and
loss was greater than me, that it went deep into my family’s
history.

As | meditated with these feelings, my mother kept coming
to mind. | did not understand what my mother had to do with
this break-up, it didn’t make sense to me. But | stayed with the
feelings and tried not to judge them.

500n an image came to me of my mother’s grandmother,
my great-grandmother. It was a picture of her | had seen many
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times, the only picture my family had of her. She wore a long
dress and glasses. She was smiling, but the smile seemed
forced and her eyes were very sad. Not long after this photo-
graph was taken, my great-grandmother committed suicide.

The memory of my mother’s father also came up. After his
mother (my great-grandmother) committed suicide, he began
to drink heavily. Ultimately, he drank himself to death, dying of
cirrhosis at a young age. My mother, who was only 35 when he
died, had spent much of her young life trying to “save” her fa-
ther from the pain of his own mother’s death.

As | continued to sit with these feelings and images, without
judging or elaborating on them, | realized my mother had made
an assumption: “I failed to save my father.” And she carried that
sadness from the time that he died. | also saw how she plays out
this belief in her relationships. Determined to “be there” for oth-
ers, she is never there for herself. It's as if she does not deserve
happiness, because she could not save her father.

Then my own father came to mind. He was mistreated by
his mother, who was in no way loving or supportive. As a re-
sult, my father spent a lifetime abusing drugs, alcohol, and
food. This resulted in many health problems. Recently | gave up
hope of “saving him” and accepted that, due to his myriad
health problems, he would probably soon die.

Compounding this issue was the old wound of my parent’s
divorce, which took place when | was four years old. Not only
had my mother failed to save her father, who died the year be-
fore, she had failed to save my father, who then left her.

As | sat with these images and feelings, | realized | had done
the same thing as my mother. | had invested a lot of energy into
trying to “save” my father. Because | wasn’t able to do so, | had a
sense of failure. As a result, | developed my mother’s strategy in
relationships: | give up all my needs and desires, trying to be the
“perfect woman” for my partner.

57/,
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My mother and | both dealt with the guilt of not being able
to save our fathers by trying to be perfect women for our ro-
mantic partners. By being the person our partners most
wanted us to be, maybe we could heal the damage our grand-
mothers had done and make up for the pain of not being able
to save our fathers.

When my relationships ended, my pattern was to spiral into
a sense of overwhelming failure and inadequacy. On top of the
natural pain of a relationship ending, | piled on the family
karma of “a woman failing @ man.” Suddenly | could see this
pattern clearly: my great-grandmother had “failed” my grand-
father, my mother had “failed” my grandfather, my grand-
mother had “failed” my father, my mother and | had both
“failed” my father.

In romantic relationships with men, | was there as “the
rescuer“—even when no one needed rescuing. The way | res-
cued men was by trying to be the woman | thought they
wanted me to be, rather than being myself. This is what | had
always done with my father; and | had learned it from my
mother, who had done it with every man I'd ever seen her
with.

Suddenly I felt an incredible rush of energy as I freed up the
feelings of quilt and failure that accompanied the grief of my
ended relationship. | realized these other feelings were extra,
that | need only feel the grief. And then something shifted. The
awful pain | had been feeling became more bearable: sadness,
poignancy, but nothing unmanageable. The sense of complete
“overwhelm” was gone.

This experience taught me that in future relationships, | can
simply be myself. Intellectually, | have known this for a long time,
but now I feel it in my body. I also realize that | can't really “fail”
in a relationship. Relationships come and go; they’re not about
success or failure. Really, for me it's about being myself and
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knowing that | no longer have to carry forth the burden of this
family karma. It's hard to express in words what a relief this is.

DENIED FEELINGS AS NEGATIVE KARMA

Many people blame the world, circumstances, friends, life partners, or
parents for life’s misfortunes. As our spiritual practice matures, how-
ever, we realize that whatever happens to us is a product of our own
karma. Naturally we may ask, “What 1s this karma?” Usually we think
of the effects of karma, of our actions, as happening sometime in the
future. We aren’t clear about how we create karma and how this karma
1s with us in the present moment.

Karma is compounded by all those aspects of our mind that have
not been acknowledged. Negative karma is a consequence of denied
feelings that then manifest in devious attitudes. In error, we think that
what we ignore and repress doesn’t exist. We cannot just hide our
heads in the ground like ostriches; even if we ignore or repress them,
our inner issues are at work.

One of our students, Martin, had repressed feelings of anger since
childhood. As an adult, Martin had no memory of condemning his
anger and putting it into his shadow-bag. As a child, however, he grew
up in a dysfunctional family with alcoholic parents who yelled at him
and beat him whenever he expressed his anger. To survive in that en-
vironment, Martin learned to repress his anger. Unconsciously he also
repressed feelings of joy and love.

Feelings express the life of the body. Feelings are the body’s natural
response to specific situations. They result from the perception of
some inner movement. If there is no movement, there is no life. In his
book Joy, Alexander Lowen adds, “Suppressing one feeling suppresses
all feelings. If we suppress our fear, we suppress our anger. Suppressing

anger results in the suppression of love.”
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For Martin, numbing his feelings as a child was the best he could
do to cope with his situation. The consequences of this are now affect-
ing his adult life. Martin carries with him an inner anguish that inten-
sifies when he becomes close to others. As a result, he isolates himself
and feels there is an insurmountable wall between him and the world.

As his awareness increased, Martin started to feel his inner pain. By
expanding his awareness in meditation, he began to identify his feel-
ings and to get in touch with his repressed anger. Old memories
opened up to his conscious mind. Realizing that the inner pain orig-
inated with his denial of childhood feelings, his numbness started to
dissolve. As Martin continued the steps of the Great Heart Way, he was
able to start new relationships.

Like Martin, many of us condemn feelings that are not socially “ac-
ceptable” We try desperately to fit in and be approved by parents,
peers, and institutions. Parents often tell children that they’re “bad” for
having certain feelings, such as anger or sexual feelings. And it’s com-
mon for families to admonish children when they are frightened, say-
ing things like “You shouldn’t feel like that,” “Toughen up,” “Boys
don’t cry,” or “Don’t be a wimp.” These attitudes cause children to
suppress their true feelings and superimpose a fake attitude.

Suppressing their fear doesn’t make children brave; it only puts
them in conflict. If the fear (or anger, in Martin’s case) is too great, the
child may unconsciously suppress all feelings at once. By repressing one
feeling, all other feelings become repressed—because we are suppress-
ing the overall sensitivity and vitality of the body. When feelings are
quashed over a long period of time, chronic depression sets in. Martin
was living in the chronic state of pain known as “depression.”

We learn early on that certain feelings are “bad” and others are
“good.” All societies and religions have moral codes of behavior. One
version of the Ten Commandments states: “You shall not covet your
neighbor’s wife” It is a sin to desire a married woman; but if she is at-

tractive, it would be natural for someone to feel attracted to her. To
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have this feeling is not the sin; the sin is attaching to the feeling and
acting on 1it.

In the interest of social harmony, we follow certain rules of behav-
ior. These rules do not prevent an individual from having feelings. We
have no control over what feelings arise and when they arise. When
we repress our feelings, we block the flow of our energy, our creative
life force, and our vitality.

Society labels certain feelings, such as fear and anger, as “negative
feelings.” But feelings, in and of themselves, are neither negative nor
positive. To condemn feelings as good or bad is to condemn the per-
son—ourselves or others—rather than the actions. The way we dis-
charge our feelings may result in negative actions, but we never have to
justify how we feel. So-called negative feelings are not antagonistic to
life; when they are accepted, they are very valuable aspects of a person.

Anger, for example, can be a natural response to oppression. There is
a widespread confusion between anger and hatred. Hatred is an ex-
pression of anger with the intent to hurt; it’s like a knife that’s intended
to inflict a wound. Anger, on the other hand, can be an energetic reac-
tion of unease that erupts spontaneously in certain circumstances.

When anger arises, connect with your heart and spend a few min-
utes looking at the anger. Be aware of your breathing. When we feel
anger there is always an emotional hurt underneath it. Connect with
that hurt. Ask yourself, “What am [ hurt about?” Do you feel that
someone transgressed against you? In what way? When you find what
the hurt is about, you must feel the pain directly without blaming any-
one. Keep connecting with your heart and let go of the story lines and
directly feel the unpleasant physical sensations or physical pain associ-
ated with the emotional hurt. This way your heart will open up and
you can approach the situation from a much wider perspective. Prac-
ticing meditation and cultivating heart-mind awareness gives us the
opportunity to respond to our emotions in a nonviolent, compassion-

ate way.
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Denied feelings, on the other hand, are like waves on the sea: they
multiply. When we feel sad, it doesn’t stop there; we start feeling sad
about feeling sad. Then we feel sad about feeling sad about feeling sad.
There is no end to it—and no hope of change as long as we reject our

negati\}e feelings. In Bioenergetics Alexander Lowen, M.D., says,

The life of an individual is the life of his body. ... A person who
doesn’t breathe deeply reduces the life of his body...If he doesn’t
feel fully he narrows the life of his body. . .In effect, most people go
through life on a limited budget of energy and feeling."

When feelings are denied, the ways they reappear can be devious
and twisted. Depression, hatred, revenge, and false kindness are exam-
ples of the karmic consequences of denied feelings; and these distorted
attitudes generate more negative karma. The effects of denied feelings
can emerge in more subtle ways, such as a cynical attitude toward life,
playful teasing that has malicious undertones, passive-aggressive be-
havior, and holding grudges against others.

The way to get out of this destructive cycle and find inner happi-
ness is to bring our denied feelings into the conscious awareness of
our heart-mind. Until we begin to actually feel our emotions, we will
keep looking for happiness outside ourselves and, sadly, we will never
find it.

Recognizing that she had repressed her feelings, a student named
Dahlia told us:

The assumption that my feelings aren’t important colored much of
my life. Rather than expressing my anger and hate, it just oozed
out in subtle ways over long periods of time. I'd hold slight
grudges, tease people inappropriately, or do little things to annoy or
get back at them—taking twisted pleasure in these expressions of
negativity. Now, I have given myself permission to feel anger when

it arises and hatred when it arises. They usually dissolve on their
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own in a very short time. Then I don’t have to lug them around

with me or hurt others.

Many of us turn away from emotions because we don’t know how
to work with them. Emotions are not to be taken as thoughts. When
negative thoughts arise, we can just let them be, without judging or
identifying with them. Emotions must be handled difterently.

When strong emotions arise in our body and mind, we must con-
nect with our heart and feel the emotions thoroughly. We do this
without interpreting the emotions and without identifying with their
storylines: “I shouldn’t feel that way because...” or “There must be
something wrong with me if I feel this way because...” As long as our
feelings are flowing we can work with them. Interpreting them with
stories, making them “mean something,” freezes them.Then our emo-
tions become rock hard and block our life force.

Some people might think that they are feeling their emotions
when they are actually avoiding them. They are only interpreting a
feeling before they feel it. For example, at the first sign of anxiety,
many people will take a pill, go shopping, take a nap, or get in a fight
with someone. Reacting to emotions in this way is not feeling one’s
emotions, but is avoiding or suppressing them. Actually feeling emo-
tions is quite different. In order to feel anxiety you have to experience
the sensation of the feeling without trying to change it. Stay com-
pletely immersed within the awareness of the anxious sensations.
Connect with your heart. Breathe deeply and take a few minutes to
fully experience the bodily sensations of the anxiety. By feeling the
anxiety, you will notice the feeling of fear that is covered over by the
anxiety. Then move your attention to the fear and feel it thoroughly.
When you feel the fear and let go of your stories about the fear, you
will discover some emotional pain. Maintain your mental connection
to your heart throughout this process. As you connect with this pain

underlying your feelings, the pain will start to shift.
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Darla, a young mother, had been having trouble letting go of her
persistent anxiety and depression. Here she describes how connect-

ing with her heart broke her log jam of feelings and emotions.

pE DARLA'S FARM HOUSE mammmams

| focused my attention on connecting with my heart and feel-
ing thoroughly the anxious sensations throughout my body. At
3 a.m. when the baby woke up to have his bottle, | continued
connecting with my heart and feeling the fear underneath the
anxiety while | fed him.

| remembered then the time when my parents had told me
they were getting divorced. | had started crying very hard, but
was ashamed of crying. This shameful feeling seemed strange
to me, because what would be more natural for a child than to
cry at such painful news? Why was | ashamed? | did not try to
answer that question. I just felt the pain underneath my feel-
ings of shame and kept my heart-mind connection. Then an-
other lost memory came to my mind. | remembered the farm
house where we had lived before my parents had separated,
my room and the trees in the yard. | felt a great sadness and
cried for a long time, missing my home and realizing that ever
since, | have never felt at home. Then the phrase “I am not
safe” sprung into my head, and I realized this is how I have felt
since my parents’ separation. Suddenly, | saw that many of my
fears and constant anxiety stem from this feeling of insecurity.
Maintaining the heart-mind connection helped to open this up

for me and gave me a sense of strength and acceptance of my
feelings no matter how painful.
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Going into our feelings like this, rather than going away from them
like we usually do, is a safe way to heal our old hurts so we do not have
to continue to carry them around. Until we learn to feel our emotions
we are like Prince Hal in Shakespeare’s play King Henry I1] Part 1 who
“doth permit the base contagious clouds to smother up his beauty
from the world.” Ignored emotional pain is like a dark cloud that ob-
scures the sun.

The Great Heart Way is not an invitation to drop thinking and just
feel. It is an invitation to learn to think when it is time to think and to
feel when it is time to feel. The Great Heart Way is an invitation to
harmonize body and mind so they work as a unified reality rather

than a chaotic dysfunction.

ErHEMERAL HAPPINESS, EMOTIONAL PAIN

Everybody wants to be happy. We go down all kinds of avenues to find
happiness only to discover that most of them are dead ends. The West-
ern ideal is to find happiness through wealth, fame, good looks, and an
attractive partner. Unfortunately, good looks fade; and judging by the
number of unhappy celebrities, wealth and fame do not guarantee
happiness. We all have the potential for happiness, but we get dis-
tracted by attachments and desires that subvert this potential.

There is a story about how hunters trap monkeys in India. They
take a coconut and cut a hole in it large enough for the monkey to in-
sert his hand, but small enough so the hand can’t be withdrawn when
the monkey makes a fist. Then the hunter puts some bait—food or
something shiny—in the coconut and ties it to a tree. When the mon-
key grabs the bait, he is trapped. All he has to do to free himself is re-
lease the bait. But this trap is very effective, because the monkey won’t
let go. In the same way, we human beings get trapped by our ideas of

happiness—and we won'’t let them go, even at the risk of our lives.
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Do our attachments bring us happiness? Material possessions might
amuse us for a short time, but then we need something new to main-
tain the euphoria. And relationships—judging by the divorce rate—
don’t guarantee happiness either. We get tired of our spouse and look
elsewhere for excitement. Then we get tired of the new relationship.
We need someone else to feel alive. And we repeat this same pattern
again and again.

There is nothing inherently bad about material possessions or rela-
tionships. When we learn to release attachments, we can thoroughly
enjoy them without feeling avarice, jealousy, or guilt. But until then,
they bring only momentarily pleasure and happiness. This happiness
fades because it’s based on attachment to impermanent things. Our at-
tachments to emotional and psychological states—attitudes, beliefs,
projections, images of the way things should be—bring us as much
unhappiness as attachment to material things.

A traditional Zen story tells of two monks on a pilgrimage.' One
day they encounter a woman on the banks of a swollen river. One of
the monks offers to carry her across the river, and she accepts. Then
the monks continue their pilgrimage. The second monk is unusually
quiet for the rest of the day. Finally, as they settle down to sleep that
night, he says, “We took vows as monks not to touch women. But
back at the river you actually carried a woman. If I had known you
were that kind of monk, I wouldn’t have gone on this pilgrimage with
you.” To which the first monk replied, “Are you still carrying that
woman? | put her down on the river bank.”

With so many attachments to our ideas of right and wrong, we’re
unable to be flexible or to respond spontaneously and appropriately to

situations as they arise. It's no wonder we can’t find happiness.
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CHrONIC PAIN AND HEALING PAIN

Basically there are two kinds of emotional pain and two kinds of hap-
piness. Chronic emotional pain is a symptom of our denied feelings. We
try to overcome this pain by looking outside of ourselves for happi-
ness based on our material or mental desires. It gives rise to ephemeral
happiness, which may last a day, a week, a month, a year. But when the
buzz fades, we're left with the same chronic pain. On the other hand,
there 1s true happiness and healing pain. Going through the healing pain
of recovering our denied feelings 1s the source of real, true happiness.
To find true happiness, we must bring peace to those parts of ourselves

that are in unconscious torment.

ATTACHMENT TO PAIN

In one Great Heart workshop, several participants noted that in their
Protestant upbringing it would be considered “self-indulgent” to al-
low oneself to feel inner pain, when there is so much “real” suffering
in the world, so many people lacking proper nutrition and good
health. We, on the other hand, are well fed and in reasonably good
health. Why should we indulge in our own suftering?

Indulging in pain for the sake of pain is masochism. If we somehow
gratuitously seek out feeling sad and depressed and then choose to re-
main that way, we are indulging in pain. What the Great Heart Way
asks you to do is to genuinely feel the inner pain that is already pres-
ent in you in order to heal that stagnant energy. Feeling pain to heal
pain is very different from indulging in pain.

An Indian sage once said that joy is everywhere, the whole world
is a creation of joy.'® If 2 human being’s most natural state is one of
happiness and joy, why don’t we meet many truly happy people
these days?
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You may be incredulous to hear that we prefer to remain in famil-
iar states of pain, rather than open up to a deeper and happier life. If
realizing joy requires us to probe the dark, unknown aspects of our
personality, we may choose to remain in chronic pain. We may try to
ignore our inner pain for long periods of time. But, unfortunately, this
just causes us to live in a constant state of insecurity and anxiety, be~
cause we are haunted by our worst fears about ourselves as we con-
tinue to repress our emotions. Denied pain can erupt in emotional
illness or even serious physical breakdowns.

In his book Quantum Healing, Deepak Chopra writes:

In the 1970s a series of important discoveries began, centering on
a new class of minute chemicals called neurotransmitters. As their
name implies, these chemicals transmit nerve impulses; they act in
our bodies as “communicator molecules,” whereby the neurons of
the brain can talk to the rest of the body.

Neurotransmitters are the runners that race to and from the brain,
telling every organ inside us of our emotions, desires, memories, intu-
itions, and dreams. None of these events are confined to the brain
alone. Likewise, none of them are strictly mental, since they can be
coded into chemical messages. Neurotransmitters touch the life of
every cell.

Thoughts and emotions create a physical response in the body.
Thinking and feeling involves brain chemistry, which promotes a cas-
cade of other bodily responses. This reality may encourage us to be
more aware of how we identify with and react to our thoughts and
feelings.

We have control over how we react. The thought of hurting some-
one, for example, could lead to negative results or it could dissipate on
its own. A feeling of jealousy could cause us to act compulsively or
could be used for spiritual growth. With the practice of meditation

and the development of awareness, we learn to observe our thoughts
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and we learn how to avoid being swept away by them. When the
thought of hurting someone comes to our mind, we say “Aha! Look
at that!” We can immediately make an inventory of our body. Am I
feeling hurt? We can learn to connect with our heart and to feel the
pain until it passes away. Emotions and thoughts arise and pass away. If
we learn to be one with this process, without claiming ownership of
our thoughts and emotions, we won'’t create stagnant energy in our

body. Canadian physician Gabor Maté has written extensively on this:

There is a growing awareness in our culture—or despite our cul-
ture—that health and spirituality are linked. Health, in other
words, rests on four pillars, all necessary to support the complete ed-
ifice that is the human being: body; mind, including conscious
thought and conscious and unconscious emotions; the soul; and our
social connections with other people. We suffer, physically and emo-
tionally, when we neglect any of these four pillars of health. Emo-
tional repression is, in our society, a major contributor to all
significant illnesses.

People who develop cancer or multiple sclerosis or ALS or any
of the autoimmune diseases, such a rheumatoid arthritis, or condi-
tions like chronic fatigue syndrome, fibromyalgia, endometriosis or
migraine headaches—to name only a few—all share lifelong emo-
tional patterns of self-suppression...I have seen such patterns re-
peatedly in my two dozen years of family practice and also in

many years of palliative-care work."’

As a primary step in preventative medicine, we as a culture should
consider teaching people of all ages, including seniors and children,
how to meditate. They could then get in touch with their deepest be-
ing; and they could create a safe inner space where thoughts and emo-
tions dissolve on their own, without causing harm to the body.
However, there are many diseases that have a physiological origin and
should be treated by qualified physicians. We do not recommend that
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you try to heal your physical ailments on your own, but many of our
complaints can be traced to emotional roots as well.
Dr. Daniel Goleman confirms this observation in his book Emo-

tional Intelligence:

The cumulative evidence for adverse medical effects from anger,
anxiety and depression is compelling. Both anger and anxiety,
when chronic, can make people more susceptible to a range of dis-
eases. ... Helping people better manage their upsetting feelings—
anger, anxiety, depression, pessimism and loneliness—is a form of
disease prevention. Since the data show that the toxicity of these
emotions, when chronic, is on a par with smoking cigarettes, help-
ing people handle them better could potentially have a medical

payoff as great as getting heavy smokers to quit.

R EAL HAPPINESS, HEALING PAIN

True satisfaction lies within us. To reveal it, we must first enter into our
chronic pain and recover the tormented feelings buried beneath it.
These buried feelings belong to the child that we were. As children we
were spontaneously innocent and free, but we’ve lost touch with that
innocence and freedom. To rescue this, we must embark on the inner
journey.

Psychiatrist Alexander Lowen writes that an emotionally healthy
person can display a large range of emotions in a short amount of
time."" Jealousy can turn into grief, which can turn into loving feel-
ings. In Colorado, we say if you don’t like the weather just wait a few
minutes and it will change. These changes are like waves on the sur-
face of the ocean. They don't disturb the deep calm that gives us a
sense of joy and fulfillment.

When we mhibit the flow of feelings by weaving stories about

them, their energy stagnates. In the practice of meditation, however, its
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raw aliveness is accessed directly in a nonconceptual way. We open to
the bodily sensations of feelings without trying to discover their
“meaning.” As we mentioned before, when feelings of fear, anxiety,
anger, or jealousy arise (or whatever the feeling might be), connect
with your heart and make a conscious effort to approach the feeling
directly without having any preconceptions about it or weaving sto-
ries to interpret it. The actual meaning of a feeling can only be clear
to us after we have felt it completely. In this way the energy is trans-
formed: anger, for example, can transform into sadness, which can
transform into joy. By just being with the energy of feelings, without
interpretation, we learn the language of the body and tap into the
body’s ancient wisdom. Beyond shallow ego-centered feelings, we dis-
cover a larger expanse of true happiness, well-being, and uncondi-
tional love.

Nobody can deny there is pain in life. But the pain of being truly
alive is very different than the pain of being dead to our true feelings.
Every child i1s born with a joyful heart, but pressures and demands of
family, society, and life often break our spirit. And then, joy is lost. To
retrieve our birthright of joy and true happiness, we must journey into

the realms of the unconscious.

SPIRITUAL BYPASSING AND KARMA

Some spiritual leaders try to bypass the importance of the unconscious
mind, when trying to effect permanent change in their followers’ be-
havioral patterns. They may say, “Think good thoughts. Have good
feelings.” But adding good feelings on top of our shadow-bag of re-
pressed feelings is like adding frosting to a rotten cake. It’s like going to
the dentist with a toothache and having the dentist cover the decay
with a beautiful white filling without first taking care of the cavity.
What happens then? We only increase the pain. The same happens

when we superimpose good thoughts and feelings on our shadow-bag.
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To really effect change in our life, we must try to address the root of the
problem and not suppress the symptoms. Used properly, symptoms are
the gateway to true healing and peace.

The experience of a spiritual insight can momentarily transcend
our shadow, or negative karma. I (Shinko) experienced such moments
of transcendence during Zen meditation retreats. I realized that the
Universe and my mind are the same, and that all sentient beings are
none other than my self. Having these experiences brought me a great
deal of joy. Nevertheless, when I returned home from these retreats, all
the joy would suddenly disappear, and my old pattern of unhappiness
would take over again.

A disconnection between equanimity in meditation and dishar-
mony in our life is very common, even for experienced meditators. It
was recognized in the thirteenth century by Japanese Zen Master Do-
gen, who wrote: “Entering the deep mountains and thinking about
the enlightened way is comparatively easy, while building temples and
making religious statues it is very difficult”’”” In modern terms,
“building temples and making statues” represents working in the
world and raising a family. Zen or any spiritual practice does not end
when a meditator has experienced deep spiritual insight. That insight
or wisdom needs to manifest in one’s life. This step requires us to look
deeply at all of the resistance we have to being present when uncom-

fortable feelings or situations arise in our life. Then the cycle contin-

ues—since when wisdom deepens, how we integrate it in our life also
deepens. Unless we can be comfortable with all aspects of ourselves,
including our emotional body, we will never be able to realize this in-
tegral life.

As long as I (Shinko) could remember, I always thought it was
somehow “safer” to be unhappy than to be happy. I never questioned
this belief, [ just blindly followed it—which made me unconsciously
choose situations that would not bring me happiness.

When I was younger, I entered into a relationship with a man

who suftered from chronic depression. We had very little in common

R —
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except this attachment to unhappiness. I lived in inner contradic-
tion. My heart yearned for happiness and fulfillment, but my fear of
happiness kept me trapped in an unhappy, unfulfilling life. Because I
could see this contradiction between my feelings and my actions, I
started to meditate. Through the practice of meditation, I developed
awareness of my mind and my life. Eventually I was able to move on

from that relationship.

Each one of us creates our own life. Our individual karma tints our
different experiences of reality. Some of us are optimists, and others
are pessimists. What determines our outlook? In order to understand
our own karma, we need to cultivate awareness. Through meditation
and heart-mind awareness, [ could feel clearly that guilt underlay my
fear of happiness—but guilt from what? Where did it come from? In
chapter 5, I will disclose what I discovered.

Awareness or mindfulness is the ability to connect with our hearts
and to observe thoughts, feelings, and reactions without judgment.
This ability opens us up to the world, to the universe, to every single
sentient being—and to a deep compassion beyond ego—so we can il-

luminate our individual negative karma and transform it.

EXERCISES

Sit in meditation for at least twenty minutes daily. If you have to skip
a day, that’s okay, but return to your daily schedule of meditation as
soon as you can. When you finish your meditation, spend some time
answering the questions below. You don’t have to remain in medita-
tion posture; you can sit at a table to write your answers. Depending
on your time, do one or more. Record your answers in your journal.

These questions will help you identify your hidden beliefs. If any
of them bring up a strong emotional response, connect with your

heart and take time to feel the physical sensation of that emotion.
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Breathe deeply. Let go of the storyline and return your focus to the
physical sensation. And continue to breathe deeply. Your responses to
the exercises are neither good nor bad. They just are. For now, re-
member to maintain a nonjudgmental attitude when you answer the
questions. This means to accept the answers without judging whether
they are right or wrong, taking them with the same accepting atti-
tude that compassionate parents have for their infant. They accept the
infant whether she or he is calm or crying. In the same way, we rec-
ommend that you accept your answers—whatever they are—without
judging them.

Meditation is the foundation of the Great Heart Way. Following the
instructions in this book on how to meditate, and doing so regularly,
are the keys to effectively put this method into practice. Learning how
to focus the mind 1s of great importance, because when we learn to
meditate we begin to experience some detachment from our
thoughts and feelings. This detachment helps us to work with the fol-
lowing exercise to effectively bring the Great Heart Way into our
lives. It signals that we are starting to experience that we are actually
more than our thoughts and feelings and that we are a large container
in which thoughts and feelings can arise and dissolve.

As we mentioned in the introduction, we recommend that you
read this book (while you are developing your meditation practice) at
least once before you attempt to do the exercises. There is a lot of in-
formation throughout the book that will teach you how to work with
the feelings and thoughts that may arise when doing these exercises.
The exercises may create strong feelings in you, but these feelings are
great opportunities to practice the Great Heart Way.

To provide a bit of summary instruction:

If uncomfortable feelings arise, do not try to overpower them. Just
breathe. Connect with your heart and feel the pain underlying the dis-
comtfort. Let go of the storyline about the feelings. Then ask yourself,
“Where does the pain come from?” In this way, the answer will be

sprouting from the actual pain that is emanating from somewhere in
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your body. It won’t be just an abstraction or fictitious story that you
create in your head in order to avoid feeling the sensation in depth.
It is very different when the answer springs into your consciousness
from your body than from your head.You will feel the answer with
your whole body as a release of energy. Then set that answer aside
and keep feeling whatever sensations arise. The same procedure will
apply if any of the following questions make you feel very angry.
Take a deep breath. Connect with your heart and allow yourself to
feel the anger. Where is it in your body? Do not try to justify the
anger, but instead feel the pain underlying it. What is this pain
about? Let go of any answers that appear and just keep feeling. If
you can follow these steps you are already practicing the Great
Heart Way. Always record your answers in your journal.

You do not need to work with these exercises within any particu-
lar time frame. You can take as much or as little time as you want. We
recommend you approach the exercises after you have practiced med-
itation, because your mind will be more open and spontaneous. At
that time you can decide how many questions you want to answer.

If nothing comes to mind regarding a particular question, that’s
okay. Just skip it for now. You can always try again later. Something
might arise for you when you least expect it. |

During meditation you should focus your mind on your breath-
ing, not these exercises. But if when working with them you feel the
need to sit in meditation again to think quietly about an exercise or
to connect with your heart and feel your emotions, we encourage
you to do that.

1. Situations that reoccur in our lives may seem random or co-
incidental. Looking more deeply, we may find these events
occur as the result of hidden images and beliefs formed early
in life. To transform these, we must first become aware of

them. Settling the mind in meditation makes it possible to
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concentrate on these subtle issues. After sitting in meditation,

write your answers to the following questions:

a.Are there reoccurring patterns of feelings or situations in
your life that appear to be random and unconnected to
anything in particular?

b. What situations make you angry?

c. What situations make you sad?

d. Do you feel like a victim of circumstances? When?

e. What kind of people do you hate?

f.What kind of people do you love?

g. Do you get in trouble at work or school? What happens
when you do?

h. How do you feel when you meet new people?

These questions will give you clues to what is relevant or important

for you.

2. Reflecting on these seemingly random patterns or situations,
what emotions do you associate with them? Write down how

you feel when these incidents occur.

Connect with your heart and just feel. Do not identify with any
thoughts that might arise about these feelings. Do not listen to any
stories fabricated in your head about them. If there are stories in your
mind, don’t fight them. Just return your attention to the sensations and

feel them with your whole body. Record your experiences in your
journal.



THE EGO’s FIXED [MAGES
OF SELF

If you hate a person, you hate something in that person that is
part of yourself. What isn’t part of ourselves doesn’t disturb us.
—HERMANN HESSE'

In the gaps between thoughts, non-conceptual wisdom shines
continually. —MILAREPA”

EGo IDENTITY AND THE SPLIT
FROM OUR ORIGINAL MIND

hen we are born, our awareness is open and receptive. As in-

fants, our egos are not yet developed and we do not differen-
tiate between self and “not self.” Our first experience of duality seemed
to be on the physical level. Some things like hunger or wetness are un-
pleasant and cause us dissatisfaction and pain. Others, like feeding or a
gentle touch, are pleasurable and bring a sense of satisfaction. Instinc-
tively we seek to maximize experiences that produce pleasure and

minimize those that produce pain. Thus these first impressions of life

9 oG . 3
begin to condition our existence.
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Duality is soon experienced on the emotional level as well. As
toddlers, we discover that certain feelings and behaviors produce
negative or unpleasant consequences—primarily in the form of our
parents’ reactions. Based on the reactions they arouse, these early ex-
periences begin to define for us “good feelings and behaviors” ver-
sus “bad feelings and behaviors.” Dualities proliferate as we attempt
to enhance those reactions from parents that feel good and to avoid
or reduce those that feel bad. We try to limit our experience to the
small territory of positive bodily sensations, happy feelings, and nice
thoughts—while all the rest is perceived as “other,” different from
“self”

Thus, at an early age our original undivided mind is conditioned to
think in terms of self/ other, good/bad, love/hate, and so on. This fun-
damental sense of split further develops our ego identity.

As young children we depend on our parents and others to help us
see and know ourselves. Inevitably, we internalize their responses.
Based on their perceptions of us, we soon establish a sense of a sepa-
rate “self,” or ego identity—which simply means taking ourselves to
be something, based on how others perceive and relate to us.*

As children, we attach to our feelings. When we are shocked by an
event, our feelings can be too overwhelming for our young nervous
system to handle. And our mind is not developed enough to make
sense of them. As a result, we learn to contract our body and shut off
our mind like a circuit breaker, in order to prevent our nervous system
from blowing up. As a way of protecting ourselves, we become
numbed to the shocking events.

The impressions of these early events—and the conclusions we
draw from them—retreat into our unconscious mind. Because our in-
tellect is not fully developed, each impression conveys a narrow con-
ception of reality. Nevertheless, this limited concept of reality becomes
part of our early programming. Frozen in our unconscious mind, it

becomes one of the ingredients of our self image—a fixed image that
will condition and color all of our adult lives.
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[n this way, we become emotionally handicapped. We are unable to
tunction in situations that evoke the very feelings that we’ve rejected.
The rejection of our feelings creates a first layer of pain. By running
away from the situations that evoke these rejected feelings, we create
a second layer of pain. Depression is a symptom of the layers of inner
pain we create by rejecting our true feelings—and ultimately our
true self.

Our ego identity is a deeply ingrained construct. From childhood
through puberty and adulthood, we construct idealized notions of
who we should be.To support this fabrication, we end up identifying
with our possessions, reputation, relationships, personal history, and
achievements. But identifying with external things never brings us
true and lasting satisfaction or security. Our ego-centered world is a
superficial form of reality that only prevents us from experiencing the

deeper and boundless reality of who we truly are.

BN PETER’S FIRST IMPRESSIONS s

Like most of us, Peter's mind was conditioned by his early im-
pressions of life. As many children do, Peter wanted exclusive
love from his parents. He did not want to share his parent’s love
with anyone. He didn’t like seeing his parents loving his sib-
lings; and he didn’t like seeing his parents loving each other. He
wanted all their love for himself. This kind of exclusive love is,
of course, not possible. But whenever Peter didn’t get his way,
he took it as proof that he wasn‘t loved at all. Feeling unloved,
he then felt hatred and hostility toward his parents. And since
he had been taught that only bad people hate, he believed that
he wasn’t a good person.

Because the shock of such painful feelings and beliefs is too
much for a child to endure, Peter retreated into a world of
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numbness. His body and mind became numb, to the extent
that he lost all memory of these events. They became the hid-
den karma that would condition his adult actions.

Peter’s thoughts of hating his parents caused an impression
in his mind that resulted in his consequent belief of not being
good. When they are tied together, the impression and the be-
lief harden into a fixed self-image. When we have thoughts of
hatred as adults, we can deal with them in a positive and cre-
ative way without acting on them. But a five-year-old child
does not know how to deal with his thoughts. Like the Third
Zen Ancestor in China wrote, “Thoughts are just like flowers in
the air. Why do we work so hard at grasping them?”> Peter felt
guilty and shameful, and he said to himself, “I must be a terri-
ble person to have such feelings. And if I'm really that terrible,
the only way to make up for it is to try to be completely perfect
and loving in every way.” Seeing love and hate as two opposite
forces obscured Peter’s undivided Original Mind and created
deluded attitudes in his life.

As children, we believe our feelings are the entirety of who
we are—and we assume we're unique. Peter identified with his
negative feelings. Because everyone else surely had perfect
parents and homes, he had to hide the fact that he was "dif-
ferent.” This gave rise to shame—because of which his
thoughts and emotions had to be hidden. As a result, Peter’s
personality was unable to grow. Such fixed childhood images
may not make rational sense to an adult; but until we release
them, they will keep Conditioning and karmically binding our
lives because they are frozen in the unconscious mind.

As children, we are all very self-centered. We have not fully devel-
oped the ability to empathize with others. Simply put, we are happy

when we get our way and unhappy when we do not. Many of us con-
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tinue this emotional trend as adults! This is because we have yet to free

the fixed images that cause our immature behavior.

FALSE BELIEES

False beliefs are fixed generalizations about ourselves and others and
our world. They stem from the fixed images of self that form as a re-
sult of unresolved incidents that usually occur in childhood. These
fixed images of self are always accompanied by false beliefs and feel-
ings of inadequacy. These feelings of inadequacy give rise to twisted
patterns of behavior as we desperately try to compensate for our
“deficiencies.”

We all have belief systems. And if we look carefully at them, we see
that our belief systems are mostly designed to reinforce our own ego
structure. We identify who we are with our possessions, position in
society, thoughts, ideas, and beliefs. The ego is no more than these
identifications.

As we practice meditation, we begin to notice that the thoughts
and the feelings arise within a space that is larger than the thoughts
and feelings. The eighteenth-century Japanese Zen Master Hakuin

wrote in his “Song of Zazen (Meditation)”:

From dark path to dark path,

We've wandered in darkness.

How can we be free from the wheel of suffering?
The gateway to freedom is awareness in meditation;

It is beyond exaltation, beyond all our praises.®

We have moments or even long periods of time in meditation
when we just notice our thoughts and feelings. As a result, you might
realize that the commentary that is always running in your head is not
who you are.
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False beliefs are not wrong in themselves. We adopt them to cover
an inner wound that is now part of our unconscious mind. Until we
find and heal that inner wound, we will unconsciously rotate around
the same pattern of behavior. This unpleasant repetitive behavior is
how our body and mind tell us we have an unconscious wound that
needs healing. When our fixed images emerge into awareness, false be-
liefs and the subsequent deluded attitudes dissolve on their own.

True change only comes from within. To get to the root of fixed
images and distorted patterns of behavior, we don’t have to analyze or
psychologize. But we do need the nonjudgmental awareness we culti-
vate through meditation and a willingness to get to know ourselves at
the most intimate level. :

One of the main reasons that [ (Shinko) started to practice medita-
tion was because I noticed, through the years, that my mind had be-
come busier and busier, to the point where I didn’t have a moment of
peace. [ was completely neurotic and never in the present moment. I
was constantly projecting my own interpretation of reality onto the
past or the future. Then I read, in The Three Pillars of Zen by Philip
Kapleau (my first Zen teacher), that the mind could be trained
through meditation. Peace and silence could be restored. I started
meditating regularly. As my mind quieted down, I began to see the
false beliefs and the accompanying emotions that shaped my life. They
are easily accessible through the Great Heart Way, right below the lay-
ers of noise and chatter of the undisciplined mind.

A CHECKLIST OF FEELINGS AND FALSE BELIEFS

The following list contains what are in our experience the most
common feelings and false beliefs that emanate from fixed images.”
You will recognize many of them in the stories in this book. This list

can help you develop the awareness you need to recognize your own
patterns.
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* Feelings of Abandonment: People with fixed images related to 1s-
sues of abandonment or loss could have the false belief “People

will leave me.”

* Feelings of Deprivation: Children who are neglected usually form
fixed images related to some kind of deprivation—emotional
(lack of love and affection) or physical (lack of clothing, food,
school supplies, etc). Their false belief could be “My needs won't-

be met.”

* Feelings of Subjugation: Children who grow up in families
where one or both parents are very dominant could develop fixed

images of subjugation and the false belief “My needs never have

priority.”

* Feelings of Mistrust: Children who are abused emotionally, physi-
cally, or sexually usually develop fixed images related to mistrust and

the belief ““I can’t trust anyone,” or “I cannot depend on anyone.”

* Feelings of Being Unloved: Some children grow up in families that
use love as a weapon of punishment. Their parents may say, “You
did this wrong, therefore I no longer love you.” These children feel
unloved and their fixed images center on this. Such images can also
develop in children of divorce. Children who feel responsible for
divorce often hold the false beliefs “I’'m not lovable,” or “If I were

lovable, my father (or mother) wouldn’t leave me.”

* Feelings of Exclusion: Fixed images centered on exclusion come
about in children who feel excluded at home or in the first years of

school. A common false belief'is “I don’t belong.”

* Feelings of Vulnerability: Children who experience a catastrophic

event could form fixed images of vulnerability. Catastrophic events
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usually bring issues of loss: the loss of someone or something they
love; and the loss of wealth, good fortune, or material possessions.
The most common false belief is “Something terrible is going to

happen.”

* Feelings of Failure: Children whose parents are never satisfied
with their performance can develop fixed images of failure and

the very common false belief of “I'm not good enough.”

* Feelings of Perfectionism: Children whose parents only approve of
them when they are the “best in show” can develop fixed images
centered on perfectionism. A common false belief is “I have to be

perfect to gain approval”’

* Feelings of Entitlement: Children who are spoiled and given
everything they want, without having to do anything to earn it,
may develop fixed images related to entitlement. Common false
beliefs are “I’m special, so I can do whatever [ want” and “The rules

don’t apply to me.”

DELUDED ATTITUDES

Submission, aggression, and withdrawal® are the three basic deluded
attitudes that a child can adopt to compensate for false beliefs and
fixed images. These attitudes are “deluded” because they are adopted
In ignorance, springing from images we don’t even know we carry. As
expressions of our hidden karma, they can exist alone or in combina-
tion—usually with one predominant modus operandi. And since they

are almost never examined, these deluded attitudes continue into

adulthood.
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The Submissive Attitude

In his story (given earlier in this chapter), Peter is a good example of
someone with a submissive attitude. Peter had hoped to compensate
for his hateful thoughts by “being perfect.” Without even knowing it,
he decided not to rock the boat. By being completely cooperative and
passive, Peter hoped that everyone would find him perfect and not see

the hatred he carried inside.

The Aggressive Attitude

With this attitude, we adopt a strategy of superiority and aloofness
which, we hope, will protect us not only from our own disturbing
emotions but also from the criticism of others. For example, another
of our students, Jamal, realized how very hard he was on himself and
others. While meditating on the root of this behavior, an image came
to him: “I was about five years old, running around the house with a
sheet tied around my neck like a cape, singing ‘Here comes Superman!’
Sitting with this image in meditation, Jamal asked himself what un-
derlying belief formed during this seemingly innocent, playful behav-
ior. Then he realized that at a very early age, he had unconsciously
decided he had to be Superman. His parents had just divorced, and he
thought he had to be “perfect” so they would both still love him.
This could have developed into an attitude of submission, but in-
stead it became one of aggression. Jamal realized that he had built up
anger as an adult, resenting the fact that he could not fix everything.
Projecting this anger onto others, he was critical of their imperfec-
tions. Continuing to try to be perfect, even though he knew it was
impossible, he caused suffering for himself and those around him.
The person with an attitude of aggression is always trying to be su-
perior, to dominate, to “win.” This false self-image demands an inde-
pendence from feelings that is not humanly possible. Life is constantly
proving to this person that he or she cannot live up to this ideal of

perfection.
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The Attitude of Withdrawal

In contrast to the submissive or aggressive person, the person who
adopts the attitude of withdrawal finds relief by retreating from inner
problems and consequently from life itself. In the previous chapter, for
example, we saw how I (Shinko) couldn’t accept happiness. My belief
was that happiness was dangerous, and I would withdraw from any sit-
uation that threatened this belief.

Underneath our withdrawal, the mind 1s still split. But as long as
circumstances allow, we are convinced we’ve attained true serenity.
Many experienced meditators fool themselves and hide behind this
false facade. Yet when life’s storms touch them, the inner conflicts
emerge and the shallow nature of this false serenity is revealed.

It is common for people to be attracted to Zen meditation because
they think that they will become invulnerable to the ups and downs of
their feelings. They think that this can be accomplished by developing
a deep state of meditation and becoming aloof, cold, rigid, and impas-
sive. This 1s a misunderstanding. The only way to become invulnerable
to our upsetting feelings is to fully accept them and feel them. Then

we can be serene and peaceful.

THE POWER OF NONJUDGMENTAL AWARENESS

To be enlightened does not mean that one feels nothing or only feels
bliss all the time. We tell our students, “To be enlightened is to be
completely alive and vulnerable, to wear no masks or pretenses, and to
be as flexible as a young willow tree that is transparent to the wind.”
Abiding in our heart is the way to be like this.

To discover how the three deluded attitudes manifest in us, we need
constant awareness. By expanding our awareness of life and connect-
ing with our hearts, we can observe our patterns and emotions with-

out being drawn into the drama. We can get in touch with our deeper
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being and find a safe space where our identity isn’t derived from de-
luded attitudes. The observing mind frees us from our habitual ways
of behaving.

We need to be especially careful that when we unmask one of these
deluded attitudes, we don'’t reinforce one of the other two.To solve a
submissive problem, for example, we might decide to become more
aggressive. Or, if we realize we have an aggressive attitude, we might
suddenly become more submissive or simply withdraw. The sudden
adoption of a different deluded attitude doesn’t solve anything; it only
reinforces the vicious cycle of delusion.

We must always rely on our nonjudgmental awareness. When we
notice that we are adopting one of these deluded attitudes as a re-
sponse to a specific situation, we need to be aware of it. Just being
aware will help the pattern to dissolve. These patterns are like ghosts
that can only live in the dark. The moment we bring the light of
awareness through the heart-mind connection to them, they dissolve.
We can keep asking ourselves, what will be the most honest way for
me to act in this particular situation? Will this action bring peace to
myself and others? Will it create suffering for me and others? Equa-
nimity comes from our state of being and does not depend on the
events in our lives. The tenth-century Chinese Zen Master Ummon
said “Every day is a good day”” Shishin’s teacher Maezumi Roshi ex-
panded and clarified this quote by saying, “Even having difficultes,
every day is a good day”

We all want to live our lives with awareness and to work with our
life situations in a fresh, spontaneous, and appropriate way. But we
can’t do this while we’re still operating out of delusional attitudes that
we are not even aware of. To some extent, the attitudes that we formed
to protect us as children were effective at that time or we wouldn’t
have adopted them. But now they only cause an endless cycle of prob-

lems and pain. The only way to end this cycle is to unveil our fixed
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images and false beliefs. Then we can enjoy the abundant freedom and
energy that naturally emerge.

It is common to hear adults blaming their parents for their misfor-
tunes in life. But if we want to heal our karma, we must take respon-
sibility for cur own actions and their consequences. When we reach a
certain level of spiritual maturity, we realize that regardless of what-
ever has happened in the past it is our task in the present to solve and
to heal. The words of the Japanese Zen Master Torei Zenji, who lived

in the eighteenth century, are very clear in this respect:

Even though someone may be a fool, be warm and compassionate
toward him. If by any chance he should turn against us, and be-
come a sworn enemy, and abuse and persecute us, we should sin-
cerely bow down with humble language in reverent belief that he
is the merciful avatar of Buddha who uses devices to emancipate us
from sinful karma that has been produced and accumulated upon
ourselves by our own egoistic delusion and attachment through

countless cycles of time."

Tore1 Zenji encourages us to acknowledge that those who seem to
be acting against us are really helping us to work out our negative
karma. Everything is grist for the mill if we have the right attitude.
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NS A PARENT'S STORY I

The following story was written by Tenko Nishida, the founder
of a Buddhist service community, Ittoen, in Japan in the last
century:

When my son was thirteen, he dearly liked playing cards
and became quite skillful. During the winter vacation, he
would go around the neighborhood and sometimes not re-
turn home until morning. My former wife was very worried
and said to me, “He comes back late every night and takes no
notice of my scolding. Will you please take him in hand and
admonish him?”

I replied, “Sometime ago | might have done this but | cannot
do it now.”

She protested, “But if we leave him to his own devices, he
will be ruined. | am desperately anxious.”

“l am anxious too,” | said, “but | do not know what to do
because | cannot correct even my own errors. For all | know, he
also may be trying to reform himself. If | were not ashamed of
my own wrongdoing, | might find fault with our son. But as it
is, | simply cannot do this. | must first get rid of my own flaws.
I am in a very embarrassing position.”

My wife was not satisfied, but the only conclusion | came to
was that before | could reprove others, | must first become per-
fect myself. However, | could not help but be concerned about
my son’s bad habits. Then one day it happened that he came
to me with a book and asked me to explain a certain passage,
as he was going to give a talk to some children in the neighbor-
hood. | asked him to sit down. I told him how his mother had
said | should reprove him for the bad habits he had formed.

I went on, “I cannot do as she asks, because | am unable to
change my own bad habits. Although | admit that if | have to
wait until | am perfect myself, then there is every reason to be
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very anxious about your future. | am not qualified to educate
you. | am very sorry about this, but it cannot be helped.” My
son remained silent but his face was sour.

| continued, “If you were to say to me, ‘Please point out my
faults even though you have faults yourself,” then | should do
as you asked to the very best of my ability. If, however, you
thought it unreasonable that | should reprove you because |
have my own faults, | would not do so. But | should then ask
you not to call me father anymore.” As | spoke, | unconsciously
put my hands on the floor to bow before him. My son seemed
to be very annoyed, although he said nothing. Perhaps he had
pierced my state of mind, which may have seemed strange but
was also tender. The next moment he got up suddenly and ran
away. | said to myself, “He’s only a child after all.”

The next morning | found a letter on my desk addressed to
me but bearing no signature. It read, “Please pardon me and
tell me about my faults even though you may have many of
your own, and please let me call you father.” Tears came to my
eyes. | called my wife and said, “Read this."”

She said, “He was sobbing in his bed last night and seemed
to be writing something, | suppose it was this.”

Since that time, although | have never spoken to my son in
a voice demanding obedience, he has never disobeyed me. But
I'noticed that he was not so obedient to his mother. The differ-
ence arose because | prayed that light would show me my
faults, but my wife did not. There is a vast difference between
these attitudes. The first seeks to have one’s child brought up
by light; the second tries to accomplish this by human power.
Most parents think there is no other way but to scold a child.
No religious teacher or educationalist ever suggests the possi-
bility of a parent frankly acknowledging to his child his own er-
rors, but a new awareness leads me to practice this.”’
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Since Tenkosan practiced from the heart, he was in touch with the
depth of his feelings and was able to help his son. When we act from

our heart, we touch the heart of others.

MEDITATION AS JusT BEING

Even though our ego identity is fully formed at puberty, we are contin-
uing building barriers and defining a small territory of “who we should
be,” because we think we can easily control it. But instead we become a
prisoner of our own ego. Meditation provides us with a doorway out.

If, as children, we hadn’t derived our identity from our mental phe-
nomena, they would have just passed—their nature 1s transitory. But
when the mind attaches itself to thoughts, feelings, images, beliefs, and
memories, we solidify them. Unconsciously we identify ourselves
with these frozen creations and take them to be who we are. By form-
ing an identity, we actually perceive ourselves as objects, while ignor-
ing our most intimate experiences. Ego identification 1s an immature
form of self knowledge—but it’s the best we can do as a child.

As adults, most of us are caught up in our ego attachments the ma-
jority of the time. We believe that our dichotomous thoughts, feelings,
actions, and opinions that divide the world into self and not-self are
the true reality. When our consciousness is anchored in ego identity,
we cannot experience reality as it is. Instead we’re bufteted around by
contradictory streams of recurrent feelings and thoughts, like leaves in
a high wind. We cannot see that our true being emanates from our
hearts as boundless compassion and clarity.

Our dissatisfaction with life is reinforced by our constant judging, ig-
noring, and rejecting of all uncomfortable, painful, or anxious experi-
ences. Rejecting these aspects of ourselves divides us internally and
prevents us from experiencing the true unity of mind. Our deeper real-
ities are so constricted that we’re suffocating in our web of stories, beliefs,

and behavioral strategies. Cut off from our true infinite nature, we suffer.
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[n meditation, we can see how our mind grasps onto passing
thoughts, feelings, and perceptions—usually clinging to the pleasant
ones and rejecting the ones we dislike. And we see that grasping and re-
jecting is a vicious cycle, a dead end that goes nowhere. At first, we try
to do something with these thoughts, feelings, and perceptions: we re-
ject them, fight them, or attach to them. But when we learn to let go
of thoughts and feel with our heart during meditation as well as in
daily activities, we experience moments of silence, peace, spacious-
ness—and just being. Between our thoughts, something unknown and
wonderful starts to happen.

The experience of maintaining our heart connection in each mo-
ment can precipitate a spontaneous transmutation of old energies. Just
feeling the energies of envy or jealousy with our hearts, for example,
can transmute them into clarity and compassion. This transformation
opens us up to a deeper and wider view of reality, a view that is
grounded in our hearts.

In meditation we learn to accept, tolerate, and love our inner space.
When we stop reinforcing thoughts and are able to dive into our feel-
ings, the larger dimension of our being unfolds before our eyes.

Viewing from the heart can heal old wounds from the past by con-
necting us, in a more compassionate way, with the original situations
and people involved. Old wounds then reveal hidden treasures. In the
places we’ve turned away from, we discover the deeper qualities of our
being. Thus healing old wounds brings forth something new.

The importance of meditation to Great Heart Way cannot be
overstated. Unless you learn to discipline your heart-mind and to pay
attention to your thoughts and feelings without judging, you will
continue to be trapped in twisted patterns of behavior. Traditional
Zen training has tremendous value, but it does not explicitly teach
how to transform these patterns into compassionate action. As we
mentioned, it is possible to bypass personality issues in traditional
meditation by entering a deep, almost trance-like state. But the issues

return when the meditator returns to his or her daily life. At our Zen
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Center, our students are encouraged to follow the Great Heart Way
and to enter the realm of the heart in order to develop emotional bal-

ance and compassion.

EXERCISES

The following exercises offer ways to find clues to your hidden im-
ages. The best clues are found in the repetitive patterns of discomfort
in your life. When discomfort and emotional pain arise, connect with
your heart and stay with the pain. Don’t look for your hidden images.
They will be uncovered by bringing awareness to your feelings, and by
staying with them without judgments or stories.

Before doing the following exercises, it is again recommended that
you meditate for at least twenty minutes. Then carefully read the ex-
ercises and reflect on them throughout the day. Always maintain your
heart-mind connection and keep writing your responses to the ques-

tions in your journal.

1. Do you remember your early hateful feelings, including hate-

ful feelings toward yourself?
2.What are your early memories of feeling guilt?

3.Do you remember childhood thoughts of not being loved
enough and/or feeling that others were loved more than
you? What conclusions did you draw about not being loved

enough?

4.Can you recall any behavioral strategies that developed to

compensate for what you perceived as a lack of love?
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5.What standards do you set for yourself to make up for what

you perceived as your faults?

6. Which one of the three deluded attitudes—submission, ag-
gression, or withdrawal—did you primarily adopt?

a. How do traces of the other attitudes manifest in your
life?

b. How do you use each of these attitudes? What role do
they play in your life?

¢. What are you hiding behind these attitudes?

d. How would you approach your life without depend-
ing on deluded attitudes?

7.Ask your closest friend what she or he considers to be your
virtues and faults. Put these in two columns: virtues and
faults. Watch your reactions, but do not try to change them
and do not identify with them. Record how you felt when
you received this feedback.



RELEASING FIXED [MAGES

I want to unfold. I don’t want to stay folded anywhere, because
where I am folded, there I am untrue.
—RAINER MARIA RILKE'

s we mentioned in the previous chapter, a memory becomes a
fixed image when, as children, our immature minds encounter
situations that are too complex or emotional to deal with.These inci-
dents cause a shock and leave an impression in our young minds. This
impression is reinforced by a mental picture of the incident and a
wrong conclusion or belief. When that happens, all memories of this
event—mental, physical, and emotional—spontaneously retreat into our
unconscious mind, forming a fixed image.
When I (Shinko) was thirteen years old, my father died in an acci-
dent. I loved my father so much. When I heard the news, I remember

I just became immobile. I don’t know for how long; it could have been

95
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seconds, minutes, or even longer—and then I acted as if nothing had
happened. My unconscious circuit breaker had gone off. I put my reac-
tion to my father’s death into the deep freezer of my unconscious mind.
[ couldn’t work with such strong feelings at that age, so I unconsciously
postponed my grieving for many years. I first grieved for my father’s
death when I was in my thirties.

Until these kinds of unprocessed events are dealt with, the imma-
ture attitudes of our childhood dominate parts of our adult mind and
behavior. Many of our present difficulties are rooted in unconscious
childhood logic and trapped in fixed images. (Later in this chapter we
will see different ways these fixed images can form.) The re-enacting
of childhood patterns gives us a clue that energy is obstructed in some
area of our body. Becoming aware of these patterns allows us to undo
them.

Behind every seemingly stuck and unchanging behavior pattern, a
fixed image is at work. For example, when we consistently attract cer-
tain kinds of events or people that create problems in our lives, we can
be sure that a hidden image is controlling our behavior.

When Celia was nine years old, her parents moved from Chile to
Peru. At her new school in Peru, Celia’s classmates treated her like an
alien and made fun of the way she spoke and wrote. Celia felt ashamed
and told herself, “I am an alien girl and I will never belong.” As time
passed, this statement retreated into Celia’s unconscious mind. Now
wherever Celia goes, she tries to fit in but always carries the uncon-
scious fear of not being accepted. This fear of rejection has manifested
as a fear of having close relationships, causing Celia to behave in un-
friendly ways around people that she likes. As a result, people see her
as cold, distant, and sassy, and keep their distance. Her unconscious be-
lief of being an alien keeps being confirmed. This is one example of
how hidden beliefs and images could become self-fulfilling prophecies.

Another indicator of a fixed image is a pervasive sense of shame, a
feeling that we're not worthy or deserving. A specific shame harbored

i our iner child comes from the shock of discovering our parents
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and our world weren’t “perfect.” It can arise when we first discover
that we’re not perfectly loved, or when we’re treated badly. As chil-
dren, we assume this is our fault. We don’t know other families well
enough to compare them to ours. By the time we understand that no
one’s parents are perfect, the shame is already deeply rooted and self-

esteem is handicapped.

BN SOPHIE TRANSFORMS FEELINGS s
OF INADEQUACY

Here is what Sophie discovered during a seven-day meditation
retreat, during which she focused her practice on recurring
feelings of inadequacy.

First, | just sat in meditation with my emotions. My initial
feelings of inadequacy shifted to feelings of rejection. I felt in-
tense tension in my chest, which made my breathing difficult. |
remembered to connect with my heart and the tension eased
off. Then the following image emerged.

I was twelve years old, and | was leaving my ballet studio
with my good friend Laura. My dad was walking from his car
to the studio and he greeted my friend: “Hello Laura. | haven’t
seen you in a while. You're looking good. | wish | had a beau-
tiful daughter like you, instead of a plain-Jane like my Sophie.”

I didn’'t hate my dad. | was just devastated, flattened,
crushed. We got in the car and drove off. | said nothing to him.
Now | sat totally immersed in this overwhelming sadness, feel-
ing every drop of the misery. Since | was also a forty-six-year-
old, safe and sound on my meditation mat, | could really live
through it. When the bell rang, I felt like | had thrown up: the
kind of throwing up that makes you feel really glad to have
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thrown up, because it releases so much toxic energy from your
body. I felt emptied out and very clean.

| thought | was finished with this image. But when | related
the sadness and purging feeling to Shishin Roshi in private, he
hit me with the next step: “What did the twelve-year-old tell
herself? What conclusions did she draw from this experience?”

| went back to all that sadness and tried to remember what /
was thinking at the time. The old thoughts were still there for the
finding. Sophie the twelve-year-old told herself that she was
right. She had always suspected her father didn’t care for her
looks, her brains, or her very existence. His remarks had just
proved it. She was not good enough; she should have been a boy.

That still wasn't the end of the process. Shinko Sensei sug-
gested | go back to the “devastation” and give that girl what
she wanted or needed. | felt skeptical about being able to do
this. | felt it would be exhausting to go back into the sadness
for a third time, but | was curious enough to tr<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>