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Abstract 

The use of contemplative techniques as a way to train teachers in intuition is 

explored. Psychotherapeutic models are compared with Buddhist teachings. It is argued 

that psychology has given teachers information about learning styles but little help in 

developing their own intuition. An exploration of water, earth, fire, air and ether as 

archetypal symbols in cosmology, myth, religion and the medical arts of our ancestors 

reveals the importance of these five elements as symbols of transformation and points to a 

more refined mode of perception. 

The mandala principle in Tibetan Buddhist teachings, described in The Tibetan 

Book of the Dead, gives a map of this subtle field of archetypal energies which teachers can 

access as elemental wisdom. Each of the five elemental qualities is examined with respect to 

ordinary experience, emotional intensity and the wisdom potentials that teachers can 

cultivate. I am suggesting that the journey of learning and development is rooted in the 

transformation of emotional energies rather than in cognitive content. If teachers are to learn 

to facilitate students on this journey, then contemplative training in awareness of these non-

dual elemental qualities might be a good way to help them develop the empathy, clarity, 

directness and patience required of a mature teacher. 

vu 
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Introduction 
A Map of the Territory 

• Some exotic territories • A boy and his mind • Wisdom and wonder • 
Oneness • Exchanging universes • The Western split • Faith in statistics • 
By-pass the weeds • Learning style psychology • Immanence • Death and 
rebirth • Goddesses and gods • Humours and temperaments • The in-
between state • Bright lights • Knergy distortions • Theoretical musing • 
Practical details • 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

1 o evoke a sense of what I mean by elemental wisdom in this work I wander in and 

out of many different territories. The reader might sometimes feel like a traveler wandering 

in the narrow streets and busy markets of a foreign city. The pleasure and excitement of 

opening to the exotic can sometimes also lead to a sense of restlessness and a lack of 

familiar reference points. Tlxugh the topic of elemental wisdom has to do specifically with 

such moments of openness and existential groundlessness! provide this introduction as a 

map to help orient the reader before the journey begins. The one road that passes through 

all of these dissimilar territories is the notion of elemental wisdom, five intuitive ways of 

being. 

T^ introduce the notion of using contemplative techniques as a way to train teachers 

in intuition I begin by telling my own story of climbing rocks as a six-year-old and discov­

ering what I call a rhythm in the st... .ess. My experience as a child of tuning into different 

states of mind and the subtle pulse of my natural environment gave way to confusion, fear, 

anger, and withdrawal at school. Those teachers who were gentle, empathic and patient, 

intuitively knew how to help mc overcome my "learning disabilities' while most made 

matters worse, I sought out the arts as away to heal myself which eventually led me to 

meditation and a masters program in contemplative psychotherapy. This program involved 
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learning how to make friends with intense emotional energy both in mvself and in others. 

Later, studying systems family therapy 1 learned more about who I was and how I 

interacted with my world. In thinking about how to develop a contemplative teacher 

training program these two educational experiences have been paramount in my mind. 

What is it that keeps us as adults from experiencing life like a child open to the 

wonder of the universe and the wonder of being alive? In the chapter Occidental 

Orientations I explore parallels in religion and humanistic psychology which seem to 

indicate that we need to clear away a lot of excess conditioning to rediscover the openness 

we knew as a child. The path toward wisdom according to Wilber (1980) lies beyond ego 

development in the transpersonal realms of spiritual development which lead us back to the 

simplicity and wonder of being a child. The Buddhist practice of mindfulness awareness 

meditation is one simple way to open more fully to one's experience, to re-awakcn wonder, 

and thereby to cultivate wisdom. The Buddhist perspective, based on the accumulation of 

experience of many meditators over more than two thousand five hundred years, is one of 

absolute confidence in the inner wisdom of every person. This wisdom when cultivated 

with proper training and self discipline is like a light that one can shine both on oneself to 

sort out unhelpful distortions of emotional energy and upon one's distorted projections of a 

seemingly objective and solid reality. 

In the next chapter, Sacred Wisdom Roots and the Non-dual Ground, we follow 

the wisdom road to see that some ancient and sacred cultures have associated wisdom with 

female deities and principles of receptivity while male principles have to do with penetrating 

the world of form through action. By examiningthe experiences of mystics in a variety of 

cultures we establish that wisdom seems to arise from an experience of oneness when there 

is no dualistic separation between perceiver and perceived. 

In our time it seems that we need not necessarily subscribe to a particular religious 

view to understand this iiotion of wisdom as arising out of such an experience of non-dual 

I 
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perception for the emerging ecological and systems models of life on earth and energy in 

the universe lead us to the same conclusions. Visions of education formed in a reductionis-

tic, Cartesian-Newtonian universe are clearly no longer appropriate, but giving up our 

ingrained faith in rationality and linear logic is not an easy task. To let go of ingrained 

patterns of thought is a task that takes great discipline and a specific kind of training. 

How is it that wc as the dominant culture of North America have strayed so far 

from the intuitive wisdom that has always been our birthright? Bateson (1972) tells us that 

bad ideas propagate themselves in a system like weeds. The Western notion of God the 

creator as set apart from his creation is such an idea, for in this separation there is a split 

that has bred itself into every aspect of our culture and daily life. It is the split between 

sacred and profane, between God and nature, between God and ourselves, between heaven 

and earth, between body and spirit, and between our emotional energy and our intuitive 

wisdom. Furthermore the diversity of wisdom styles which in antiquity was felt through 

the presence of animistic nature spirits or through various pantheons of male and female 

divinities was lost to a degree in conventional Western monotheism. 

In addition to the split between heaven and earth and the loss of God's feminine 

aspect in conventional western culture, there is also the strangely powerful Christian 

doctrine of original sin. However it was that this doctrine arose in the church, whether for 

political reasons or not, it is hard to deny that one consequence of this doctrine has been to 

sow seeds of deepiy personal distrust in oneself (Delumeau, 1990). If we believe that our 

basic being is sinful by nature and fear the hidden evil assumed to lurk within it is not 

difficult to understand why we tend to doubt ourselves and tend not to listen to the intuitive 

voice of elemental energies witliin our emotions. Likewise any doctrine that advises that we 

put all of our trust in someone outside ourselves, as the only saviour, also perhaps 

diminishes our ability to look within to find those subtle cues which guide us to see 

ourselves and our world clearly. 
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Finally an almost blind faith in statistics, numbers, and ratios as some kind of 

transcendent truth tends to di^nct is from working with our bodily feelings to learn what 

the truth is for us in the very moment that we live .t. To some extent the garden variety 

psychology, as it is often taught to teachers, is overgrown with these weeds (Tart, 1975). 

For this reason I suggest the contemplative approach as a direct means toward the 

cultivation of intuitive wisdom. 

By reviewing some of the educational psychology that has given rise to learning 

style theories in the next chapter We see that such theories have proven helpful in 

broadening the previously narrow scope of education. Yet perhaps the tendency lo look 

toward a strongly scientific and medical type model of diagnosis and treatment has been, in 

my opinion a disservice to the children, teachers and school communities. By looking at the 

'Learning Styles Profile' put together by the U.S. National Association of Secondary 

School Principals (Keefe, 1984, 1985, 1986) we can see that there might be a place for a 

more intuitive approach to learning styles. 

Also in reviewing McCarthy's (1980) '4 MAT' system I find it to be a fairly 

comprehensive practical guide to organizing curricula around learning styles. Yet I believe 

McCarthy's work also falls short. Her system does not give teachers a way lo experience 

for themselves the different modes and styles directly nor does it give them a way to 

cultivate confidence in their own intuitive wisdom. 

Courses in the psychology of child development are normally regarded as an 

essential part of teacher training. Yet to what extent are teachers encouraged to look at 

themselves in relation to their own path of development both as children and as adults? In 

the two chapters that touch upon *he developmental theory of Wilber (1980) I have five 

interrelated objectives. One is to introduce the reader to a broader sense of development as 

including transpersonal or contemplative and spiritual aspects. Related to this and 

harkening back to the mystical experience of oneness as well as the ecological and systems 
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perspectives is the assertion that our material existence is inseparable from our mental and 

spiritual being and that development begins, ends, and continuously arises out of what we 

have established as the mystical experience of oneness, the ground of elemental wisdom. 

This second important point is essential if one is to understand notions of how the subtle 

energies of the five elements play a role in governing the connection between mind/spirit 

and the material world. Thirdly, the underlying dynamics behind the process of develop­

ment which Piaget (1964,1970) develops are stated in experiential terms by Wilber as 

dissatisfaction, disidentification, transformation, and re-identification at a new level. This 

structure I will come back to again as the process of death and rebirth. Fourthly, I go into 

some detail in describing how Wilber has synthesized conventional developmental 

psychology with Buddhist psychology. In particular, Wilber's elegant conceptualization of 

ego development which brings together these two otherwise diverse systems of thought 

opens the door to explaining why contemplative training in the five elemental wisdoms 

might be useful for teachers in helping them to know intuitively how a student feels and 

what they might need in order to learn and grow. Fifthly, I find Wilber's description of the 

transitional phase between ego development and transpersonal development to be quite 

helpful in describing what most adults, including teachers in training, need to do at this 

stage in order to continue along in their development as a life long journey. 

Up to this point 1 have laid the ground for an exploration into the five elements; 

water, earth, fire, air, and space or ether as archetypes symbolizing five different qualities 

to the subtle energy which joins body, mind and environment. If we agree with Berman 

(1981) that a sense of the sacred has been pressed out of modern culture and therefore lost 

also in education, then we might ask: 'Where do we look to re-awaken this sense of the 

sacred?' 

In seven short chapters I review cosmological theories and religious teachings 

relating to the five elements as a way to begin to evoke this sense of sacredness. The gods 
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and goddesses of the ancients, though mostly forgotten, are perhaps still with us, hidden 

deep in the structure of our contemporary myths and in our daily rituals both religious and 

secular. However, since we have gone through some general developmental phases as a 

culture (Wilber, 1981), especially the later phases of rigid rationalism, materialism, 

scientism and individualism, we now find that these gods and goddesses htwe a different 

face. As we gradually liberate ourselves from ideology, an over-n?liancc on (he conceptual 

structures of mind, and shed the clothing of individualism as well as our tendency to cling 

to dualistic perception we can observe how we are all immersed within many layers of 

interacting patterns and that we ourselves participate in these pall ems by our thoughts, 

words and deeds. I propose that these patterns tend to organize themselves like the colours 

of the visual spectrum into groupings that are perhaps in some way similar lo Plato's realm 

of pure forms and Jung's notion of archetypes. In this way what were once gods and 

goddesses might now be understood as patterns and types of enc rgy which in no way 

diminishes their presence as sacred principles, yet at the same lime accommodates lo some 

extent our need for rational explanations. 

Like Jung's archetypes which are conceived as banks of psychic energy deep with­

in the collective unconscious (Jung 1967, 1968a; Stevens, 1983- Pearson, 1991; Moore & 

Gillette, 1991) the organizing principles or categories associated with the five elements are 

a source of energy which can either manifest as positive wisdom or as dysfunctional 

emotions. Exploring the meaning of each element as an archetypal symbol in cosmology, 

myth, religion and in the esoteric science and medicine of several world cultures reveals 

their importance as symbols of transformation, awakening and wisdom. Wc also see in the 

conclusion of this set of chapters how the humoural theory of Hippocrates based i n ancient 

elemental theories has been used in Waldorf schools to help teachers cultivate the best in 

each student and harmonize the diverse energies in a classroom. 
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In the next chapter, The Mandala of Five Wisdoms in Life and Death, I review the 

Buddhist teachings concerning the five elemental qualities or Buddha Families as they are 

called by looking at a traditional text known popularly as The Tibetan Book of the Dead. As 

this text arranges the wisdom energies in a' .aditional mandala of female and male deities 

we come back to the idea presented earlier that wisdom has these two basic aspects; 

receptive and active, which are as inseparable as a couple in the act of making love. 

The particular insight which is poetically revealed in The Tibetan Book of the Dead 

also brings us back to a familiar refrain in Wilber's (1980) description of developmental 

transformation. What Wilber refers to as a process of dissatisfaction, disidentification and 

re-identification at a new level of awareness becomes in this text dying, death and rebirth. 

The wisdom of this text is that it explains in great detail the in-between state, what happens 

between death and birth. This is valuable because this description of the transitional phases 

is a teaching on how to navigate the process of transformation and growth. In particular, 

how cam we as human beings relax and not panic when intense emotional energy surges up 

from within as part of the natural trials of passing into a new way of being, a new level of 

awareness? EmoCi onal energies are a part of learning, growing and developing whether we 

like it or not. The Tibetan Book of the Dead teaches us that teachers and students can either 

experience the elemental energies as dull lights of confusion or as the bright lights of 

elemental wisdom. 

In the next five chapters, which make up Part IV, I give an overview of each of the 

five elemental wisdoms by attempting to evoke their qualities. I also describe how each one 

manifests psychologically as a distorted emotion and how the same bodily energy can be 

transmuted into wisdom. 

The first chapter of the two part concl usion includes theoretical musing from 

shamanism to psychotherapy and from contemporary Zen to Greek mythology, all 

surrounding the relevance of contemplative training in elemental wisdom. The second 
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concluding chapter describes some of the practical details involved in a possible two year 

contemplative teacher training program partly organized around a summer retreat to 

cultivate a direct experience of elemental wisdom. 

With this map of the changing countryside and these few words delineating some of 

the main themes which will act as bridges and border crossings along the elemental wisdom 

path I trust the reader will have a pleasant journey maintaining just enough sense of 

orientation to continue with curiosity and excitement. 

r i • I I 



I 

P A R T I 

Elemental Wisdom 
0000000000000 

I [I | I • | 



. • I 

Chapter 1 
A Personal Journey Back to the Source 

• Garden of the Gods • Rhythm in the stillness • Talking to junipers and 
magpies • Wiggling at my desk • Flipping b, d, p, q • Patient teachers and 
teachers with ideas • Acting therapy • An institute of non-judgemental 
space • The five coloured rooms • Awakening from living dreams • Family 
systems, outer and inner • Wounded healer • A meeting of minds • 

When I was in kindergarten we moved twice. After moving briefly to south Denver 

we came back to Colorado Springs, where I had been born. There we rented a house in the 

heart of a spectacularly beautiful area dominatsd by large red sandstone slabs jutting out of 

the ground like giant wafers slanted towards Pikes Peak and the other mountains of 

southern Colorado's Front Range. This area of tall rock formations, punctuated by 

ponderosa pines, ancient junipers, yuccas and cactus, was only a few minutes' walk from 

the boundaries of a park known as Garden of the Gods, once a sacred place of the Ute 

Indians. Here, in the summer of my sixth year, before going into grade one, I was allowed 

to roam alone and tree. 

Unbeknownst to my parents, I found it easy to climb the slanting sandstone slabs to 

heights of twenty metres or more, and loved to perch on the rounded ridge-like summits or 

ledges of these rocks with my feet dangling over the edge. From there I could look out over 

the trees and other rocks to the mountains and sky beyond. Perched halfway between earth 

and sky, I experienced a soaring sensation and a deep communion with all that surrounded 

me. All was still. Then I discovered there was a rhythm to the stillness, a kind of sym­

phony of birds, sky, mountains, rocks and trees. I could feel the cadence of this rhythm 

within me. Its pulsation seemed to unite me with the natural environment of my surround­

ings in a joyful and eternal dance. 
11 
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Out of the rhythm in the stillness I felt a closeness to all that lay within the reach of 

my senses, and I remember after the stillness passed I would talk to the rocks, the trees, the 

mountains, and the sky. As I walked the narrow trails between rock formations, I talked to 

the wild grasses and the dry, sandy stream-beds. I talked, as well, to the ants working 

around their sandpile communities and to the magpies cawing to me from their perches 

among the ponderosas. Even the bark of these shapely pines held special meaning in the 

puzzle-like patterns of its overlapping forms. As well, every scrub oak I passed in my daily 

walks and runs along the narrow trails had its own quality, character, and secret name. 

It was a delight to explore these places alone in my own way, unencumbered by the 

conceptual frameworks of the adult culture. I experienced a poetic state of mind that joined 

together the inner world of the imagination and the outer world of perceived phenomena. 

Researchers tell us from their observations of children diat this kind of thinking and aware­

ness is a universal experience of children regardless of what environment they explore.1 

The style of thinking at that age is often referred to as magical because there is no particular 

distinction between a thing named and the thing itself. By calling or whispering the secret 

names of rock ledges and dry creek beds, within the context of what might be called a 

personal ritual system, I remember making a bridge, as it were, between the ineffable 

world of oneness with nature, and the world of my thoughts and language. This magical 

bridge had something to do with my experience of distinct rhythms in me stillness. This 

awareness allowed me to maintain a sense of communion with the natural environment that 

surrounded me. 

Part of my thesis in what is to follow, in the body of this work, is that this integra­

tion of primary and secondary process, this 'forgotten language of childhood,' or state of 

mind similar to it, yet more fully developed, is available to us as adults and teachers. It may 

seem that the freshness, excitement, and profoundly open quality of a child's perception of 

the world is buried and forgotten in our busy adult lives. Yet what I attempt to show is that 

this 'fresh perception of a child' can be reawakened through opening to our experience of 
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our senses, our inner life, and the subtle rhythm of emotional energies experienced through 

our bodies. An awareness of our bodies, our minds and our emotional energies can 

develop into what I refer to in this work as elemental wisdom. 

Elemental wisdom is simply maintaining a direct and uncomplicated relationship 

with our environment. We are linked to our environment by our senses, yet much of the 

time our senses are perverted by a dualistic style of consciousness and cluttered with 

preconceptions.2 Fundamentally we are not separate from our environment. Speaking 

metaphorically, I could say that our senses as well as our body, mind and communicative 

emotional system are composed of the same subtle elemental energies or patterns of rhythm 

as the environment surrounding us. We are linked in an intimate way with all the fluctua­

tions and changes from moment to moment. If we find a certain kind of stillness within 

ourselves we can gradually learn to read the variations in these subtle elements and claim 

the wisdom that has always been there, the wisdom that is our birthright. At the same time 

- and this is fundamental to teaching - we are equally linked to the others who inhabit our 

environment with us. They share and take part in the same swirling dance of the subtle 

elements. If we can still our chattering minds, empathy becomes automatic as we find that 

we are already intimately connected to others around us.3 

Most of us lose our sensitivity to this elemental wisdom as part of the process of 

growing up and being conditioned within a culture that doesn't recognize, emphasize or 

cultivate such a subde and non-verbal awareness. I will argue, nonetheless, that it can be 

reawakened with the proper training. I will come back to this later. For now, I return to my 

personal story for one example of how this fresh perception of childhood is lost, and then 

on to my own attempts to gradually reawaken it. 

When that summer of exploration and magic ended, I found myself being herded 

off to school with all the other children my age. The contrast between my free play and 

discovery among the rocks and trees, my open and intuitive connection with nature, and the 

rigid claustrophobia of indoor classrooms, desks, blackboards, teachers, and the chaos of 
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many other children was more than I could tolerate. Angry that my joy of self-directed 

discovery had been cut short, disoriented and overwhelmed by the complexity and hectic, 

busy quality of new stimuli, I withdrew into a self-made shell. I was angry at having to be 

shut up indoors on beautiful days when I could have been climbing rocks and digging in 

creek beds. I hated being herded in lines to lunch, to the auditorium and even to the 

bathroom. I felt dark find heavy at school. I was paranoid as I sensed that there were 

expectations of me, but no one would say what they were.4 

I learned to shut out what I could not cope with, reforming the world of the 

classroom into a muted and dull experience. I felt misunderstood, betrayed and manipulated 

so I closed down and protected myself. I was slower than other children to pick up on the 

instructions, slow to figure out what was going on. Always a few beats behind what was 

happening, I would lose track and the whole experience of being at school became a 

meaningless blur. 

The stillness I had experienced alone on the rocks was impossible for me to 

recapture in a classroom buzzing with thirty other children. Moving my body was essential 

if I was to keep my mind engaged and alert in that chaotic environment. Climbing, running, 

jumping, touching and feeling were modes of knowing that worked for me. The classroom 

was not set up for learning in these ways and the teacher could not tolerate my constant 

movement, so it had to be suppressed. What would later be called my hyperactivity5 seems 

now to have been my way of coping with the pressures of an unfamiliar environment, 

which at the time seemed to be threatening my way of understanding myself and my world. 

Perhaps I was overly sensitive to the emotional tone of the classroom, which was primarily 

one of control and domination through subtle intimidation and fear.6 

On the other hand, I found that if I was still for very long, within the charged 

atmosphere of the classroom, I would become dull and sleepy. Cutting myself off from my 

surroundings, I would stare into space with a blank look on my face. Remembering it now, 

it seems that if I was not allowed to meet the intensity of the emotional tone of the 
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classroom iirough constant movement like rocking or fidgeting, I would begin to feel over­

whelmed. Then the only way to deal with the intense current of feelings was to selectively 

tune out most of what was going on around me by some internal means that I now recall as 

being a kind of foggy confusion, a state of mind with which I am still familiar to this day. 

As the years went on I was labelled as a hyperactive child and was given a dosage 

of Ritalin7 to slow me down; while my sleepy dull stales were labelled as petit mal 

seizures, and I was given Dylantin for those. These chemical solutions never worked veiy 

well for me, and because I made such a fuss every morning before taking the pills, my 

parents decided after a year and a half that it was not worth the trouble. 

When visual symbols representing speech were presented in grade one I didn't pay 

much attention. Up until that time I had learned from the spoken word. I didn't see the need 

for all those strange, squiggly lines which tended to blur together8 and randomly changed 

direction on me, flipping back and forth from b to d, p to q, etc. At the time I was not 

aware of these specific learning problems, as such, because I had no basis for comparison 

in my experience. (Later I would learn that these problems had names like 'dyslexia' and 

'learning disabilities.'9) All I knew at that time was that it was difficult to focus on those 

little squiggly lines, and that trying to made me angry! 

Sitting in a tight little desk, trying to keep still, while also trying to focus on those 

little black marks that would blur, flip and slide all over the page generated more frustration 

than I could tolerate. The more I tried to look at them and decipher them, the more 

frustrated and angry I became. I felt like a volcano about to blow my top. The worst part 

was that I had no desire to read. I was more interested in real things that I could see and 

touch. I wanted to build things. I wanted to listen to someone who could teach me from 

their own experience. I wanted to hear some good stories. 

Nevertheless, abstract visual symbols seemed to be the most important thing in the 

world to my teachers and parents, and everyone started to worry when I didn't pick up the 

knack of reading as easily as most others did. I remember in grade two being given one of 
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those faded blue mimeographed pieces of paper with one side covered with tiny faded 

letters. My resnonse was to turn the page over to the blank side and draw a picture of 

mountains and sky on it, completely ignoring the meaningless symbols on the other side. 

With this scenario a warning call went out to my parents, and this gave way to a chain 

reaction of endless batteries of tests, educational strategies, therapies, conceptual labels and 

stigmas. I was labelled dyslexic, hyperactive, learning disabled, minimally brain 

dysfunctioned, socially inappropriate, psychologically disturbed, stupid, dumb, retarded, 

slow, exceptional and bright.10 

That year, in grade two, I was pulled out of class and put through a lot of testing. 

The testing itself was fun and challenging, particularly because I had the full attention of the 

person administering the tests,11 and she patienfly explained everything until I knew what 

was expected of me. The end result seemed to indicate (as I found out mostly through 

eavesdropping on my parents and teachers) that I was intelligent, but that I seemed to have 

several significant learning problems. 

I found that teachers would fit into either of two categories. There were calm 

teachers who noticed my strengths and weaknesses in an intuitive way, and I knew that 

they would be my allies. They were able to patiently train me in areas where I was 

deficient, seeming to have no trouble with my slowness. At the same time they would draw 

on my verbal and other strengths to devise educational activities in which my unique 

abilities could shine.12 These teachers were few and far between. 

The majority of the teachers I experienced seemed to maintain their ideas about how 

and at what pace children should learn. I, for one, did not follow their lesson plan. I 

wanted to come up with my own way of doing things, and I always needed more time than 

was allotted to finish assignments. Time and time again I felt pressured by the teachers to 

conform to the accepted normal ways and time restrictions. I would try to do it their way, 

become thoroughly confused, frustrated and angry, act out in defiance of the teacher and 

wind up in the principal's office. Looking back, this scenario seems to have repeated itself 
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over and over during the first eight or nine years of my education. It seems to me that many 

learning and behavioural problems could have been avoided if my teachers had taken an 

interest, first, in learning from me how I learned and at what pace. 

After leaving elementary school I began to put more energy into the physical 

discipline of sports. This helped me to synchronize my mind with my body and provided a 

way to work with bound-up emotional energy. Meanwhile, some of the exceptional 

teachers mentioned earlier began to steer me in the direction of acting and theatre exercises. 

This proved to be a refreshing new way to relate with emotional energies, and it awakened 

in me a different kind of intelligence and sensibility. Looking back, I see that theatre 

became a passion for me partly because it was the only place where I was encouraged to 

feel and express my emotions. Acting in plays, I could escape the rigid right-and-wrong 

style of thinking that seemed to dominate the rest of my school experience and enter a 

colourful world where I could explore different ways of being. 

I experienced a kind of healing by working with the various theatre disciplines. 

Through movement, dance, mime, voice, memorization, character development and 

interpretative skills I was trained to respect my internal experience and increase my 

awareness of my body, my speech, and my mind.13 In this way, some of my difficulties 

with learning were naturally resolved. The experience of learning how to relax into stage 

fright, the heightened sense of being watched and somehow developing an internal 

watcher, as well as exploring once again that inner stillness as a way to project a stage 

presence were all powerful lessons. These lessons, though easily forgotten during times of 

stress in my life, would become for me like an underground stream that would bubble up to 

the surface again and again along my journey. My enjoyment of acting and theatre seemed 

much more therapeutic than any other remedial work or educational strategy that I had been 

subjected to in my primary education. 

Through high school and college I spent much of my time acting, and then 

embarked on an intensive one-year actor training program in London, England. It was 
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through acting that I discovered the power of emotions to provoke personal insight and 

transformation. During improvisation classes, characters like a Vietnam war veteran from 

the southern United States suffering from post-traumatic stress, or an English nobleman 

obsessed with gardening and cloud shapes, would arise within me, teaching me that I had 

observed and recorded much more detail than I had thought possible. The discipline of 

pretending to be someone else had a liberating effect on me.14 

The discipline of carefully observing how my inner experience of thoughts and 

feelings manifested in my body and speech as the instruments of expression awakened in 

me a spiritual yearning. By this I mean that I glimpsed, while acting, a feeling of what it is 

to be whole, to be fully integrated and synchronized, and I yearned to expand that glimpse 

into my daily life.15 

Memorizing lines from Shakespeare, T. S. Eliot, Williams and other dramatic 

literature, I began to appreciate a good turn of phrase, particularly the way the words would 

feel in my mouth as I spoke them. The elegance of their rhythm would resonate in my 

body. I discovered that the rhythm and sounds of words could reawaken in me the 

sensitivity I had experienced while sitting high on the sandstone slabs back home in 

Colorado. Through solitude and a quiet respectful listening, I found there were times when 

my internal rhythm and the rhydim of external circumstances would join, and from tliis 

experience I began to play at writing poetry. I also kept a journal and experimented with 

automatic writing. I had always maintained a mild fear of reading based in my early 

negative experiences of learning to read and therefore had not studied literature at 

university. After finishing my year at acting school, however, poetry became my great 

passion. I attempted to pursue poetry primarily from listening to tapes and live readings, as 

I found it very difficult to find meaning or to bring poetry to life off the page by myself. 

These two interests - poetry and spirituality - eventually brought me in 1980 to the 

Naropa Institute in Boulder, Colorado, to study poetry with Alan Ginsburg, as well as 

other Beat Generation and contemporary poets. At Naropa there was a distinct atmosphere 
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of openness and discovery. It was as if the teachers there had separated themselves from 

the pressures of the typical North American preoccupation with goal orientation and 

rushing to accomplish something. Instead, the faculty and students seemed to cultivate an 

acute awareness and appreciation for the process of learning itself and the ever-changing 

qualities of moment-to-moment experience.16 For example, in a dance class we would 

spend an hour and a half in a silent, structured improvisation and then a half hour sharing 

our internal experiences with one another. This atmosphere was set in motion by the 

founder of Naropa Institute, Chogyam Trungpa, a Tibetan Buddhist meditation master. I 

would also learn that the emphasis on process was kept alive within the community of the 

Institute through the practice of meditation.17 

As an American raised to value 'independent thinking' and 'freedom' above all else, 

soaked in the various myths of the American independent spirit of Puritan refugees, 

colonial rebels, valiant explorers, pioneers, cowboys and even the white man's version of 

the noble savage, visionary shaman or native medicine man, I was suspicious of anything 

that seemed vaguely like a cult or an organized religion. As an aspiring poet, I took people 

like Whitman and Thoreau as models for how I might proceed as a fiercely independent 

seeker of truth. I was uneasy with the idea of being a follower rather than a trail blazer. 

Despite my strong aversion and scepticism, I found that the atmosphere of non-

judgemental openness and flourishing creative energy at Naropa made a strong impression 

on me. By attempting to critically observe the community of faculty and students, I 

perceived in them a level of insight and emotional sensitivity that I had not known before. 

Yet, in another way, this contemplative culture seemed as familiar to me as the rhythms of 

my own mind. The topics of conversation and the language people used seemed to me to 

come out of that place of stillness that I vaguely remembered from childhood, and 

expressed a unique sensitivity to the ebb and flow of mental states. While in the presence of 

some of these people I felt acutely aware of my own anxiety, pressured by thoughts and 

unable to relax. It was as if their sense of calm acted like a mirror that reflected back to me 
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my own agitation and discomfort. After maintaining a noncommittal distance to critically 

examine what I found at Naropa, I decided to request an interview to receive meditation 

instruction. 

I had taken some comparative religion courses in college, as well as Chinese 

philosophy, and had read a lot about Zen meditation both from the Chinese and Japanese 

perspectives. I had tried to meditate based on what I had read in books, but this did not 

work for me. When I first received personal instruction from someone who knew about the 

experience of meditation, something more than the words was transmitted. It was as if I 

had been shown how to dig a well to reach that underground stream, and the memory of 

the rhythm of stillness was reawakened in me. Instead of having to wait for those chance 

occurrences when I would come across a bubbling spring on my journey, now I could 

learn to reach into the subterranean source of stillness through my own efforts. Applying 

the meditation technique felt to me like coming home to rest after a long journey away. 

I found the practice of meditation compelling. It seemed to me to be the underlying 

discipline of all disciplines. It satisfied a deep need that I had always felt, the need to 

explore my own mind and my own experience directly, to gradually clear away the outside 

influences and seek for myself my own wisdom from within. To do this I found that I 

needed first to tame the wildness of my mind. Observing my mind, I was shocked to see 

how much I was buffetted by contradictory thought patterns and internal emotional 

conflicts. Sitting quietly with myself, trying to be present, sometimes seemed like watching 

the drama of O'Neill's 'Long Day's Journey Into Night' (O'Neill, 1988) being played out 

within me. 

As I continued with meditation, I slowed down and learned to appreciate the simple 

experiences of everyday life. This slowing down allowed me to be more honest with 

myself, and I opened up to deeper levels of my own confusion as well as opening to that of 

others. In the midst of all of this confusion I also noticed an undercurrent of unshakable 
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sanity. Like the sandstone perches of my childhood and the sky above this sanity was 

natural and ordinary. 

I realized paradoxically that, although I had been searching for those elusive and 

rare experiences when the underground spring bubbled up, I had been, at the same time, 

blind to those springs of stillness and simplicity that could occur naturally in my life. A 

deep fear of inactivity fueled my anxiety and kept me searching in external events for those 

elusive experiences of insight and joy that could not be found there. I was driven by the 

pressures from outside myself, from my family and culture. The drive for success was all-

important, whether it was to be successful in the eyes of others, to compete against others, 

to win the love of others or simply to devour more and more experiences of excitement and 

entertainment. I mistakenly believed that what I was searching for lay outside myself. 

I gradually began to realize that these were all distractions and that this drive for 

excitement was nothing more than a way of running away from myself, which only created 

further neurotic confusion. I realized there was enough confusion in the world and that I 

didn't want to add to it. At this time I felt inspired to go further in learning how to work 

with my own confusion as well as learning how to work with the confusion and 

psychological pain of others. For these reasons, the experience of meditation led me to 

enroll in the Naropa Institute Masters Program in Contemplative Psychotherapy. 

What intrigued me most about the program was a three month contemplative group 

retreat in the Colorado Rockies called the Maitri Space Awareness Program. I had been 

working with a small theatre group in the evenings while studying poetry at Naropa. As 

part of this group I had been introduced to the five wisdom principles of maitri space 

awareness practice. Each of the five wisdom principles had been represented by a large 

swatch of brighdy coloured material laid on the studio floor and we were asked to move 

from one colour to the next and embody the emotional tone of each colour in turn. 

I spoke to people who had done the full retreat. From what I could gather, this 

retreat had a powerful healing effect on those who had participated. All I knew was that the 
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participants and faculty formed a therapeutic community for one another and that the 

specific meditation practice involved coloured rooms that allowed people to experience theL-

emotions in an intensified manner. I learned that the Sanskrit word maitri meant loving 

kindness and related specifically with developing loving kindness towards oneself. I 

imagined that this therapeutic community retreat would be a safe place for me to face my 

fear of going insane. Also, I imagined that it might serve as an ideal non-judgemental 

environment in which to heal myself by learning to accept, and even appreciate, my most 

intense emotions. 

The Maitri Space Awareness retreat is designed to train therapists to work with 

intensified states of mind of five different emotional styles or personality types of the 

Tibetan Buddhist tradition. This system delineates five styles of intuitive wisdom or 

personality type and has been developed and refined for over a thousand years (Trungpa, 

1973,1976; Chogyam, 1986; Snelgrove, 1987). In this system, five general patterns of 

emotional energy called 'buddha families' are associated with colours, parts of the body, 

ways of thinking and perceiving, phases of psychological development, personality styles 

and the five elements of earth, water, fire, air and space. Each of these patterns of energy 

can be experienced in a confused or neurotic manner, or they can be experienced from a 

mature perspective which I call the five elemental wisdoms. 

In 1970 Chogyam Trungpa, a Tibetan meditation master, and Shunryu Suzuki, a 

Japanese Zen Master, two of the first genuine Buddhist teachers to introduce their 

respective traditions to North American students (Fields, 1984) met together and shared 

ideas about how to adapt the practice of meditation in a way which would convey the 

essence of the experience to Westerners who were not able to sit cross-legged for many 

hours, day after day. What they came up with at that time was a set of five rooms, each of a 

different colour, with different sizes and shapes of windows. One room is blue with a few 

crystalline-blue slits for windows, another yellow with golden light pouring in from two 

large round sun-like windows, another intensely red illuminated by two softly glowing red 
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rectangular windows, another bright green with green light radiating from one small 

window at the top of a steeply sloping four-sided pyramidal ceiling, and finally, there is a 

nondescript square room of basic flat white, awash with a muted and indirect white light. 

By taking a specific posture in each room and engaging in the simple practice of 

'being there' the participant works to remain open and alert, allowing for an interaction to 

occur between one's body/mind and the environment. By practicing for two fifty-minute 

sessions a day in one of these rooms, for a week or more, one's awareness is intensified 

witliin one of *hs five elemental styles, and one can learn things about oneself as one 

interacts with others in the community outside the room. These emotional states, normally 

obscured from one's awareness of oneself, are heightened to the point where one cannot 

avoid experiencing both the 'neurotic' and the 'wisdom' aspects. 

After experiencing the five styles as isolated and intensified experiences, one 

develops an ability to discriminate the more subtle aspects of how each style is formed, and 

one discovers a deeper appreciation of the underlying qualities. My class began this retreat 

in early April of 1981 after spending the winter in classes studying psychopathology, the 

psychology of meditation and the psychology of dreams. 

I remember driving up to the mountain retreat centre after a heavy snowfall. The 

road was not plowed and we had to walk the last mile, which seemed at the time an appro­

priate way to enter this rugged landscape that I sensed would soon become the backdrop 

for an exploration of my own uncharted internal landscape. 

I began this exploration lying on my back with my arms and legs spread wide open, 

in the yellow room, one large, sun-like window, just in view, on the wall above me at my 

feet and another over my head. Like most of the others in my class I was sceptical that just 

by doing this for fifty minutes twice a day I would find any real change in my experience. 

After a few days, though, I noticed a subtle sense of warmthi simplicity and relaxation. I 

felt happy to be in the mountains and I took hikes through the snow to craggy rocks to sec 
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higher peaks in the distance. I wrote a lot of poems; 1 felt well taken care of, well fed and 

surrounded by caring people. 

However, as I continued taking my posture in the yellow room twice a day this 

state of mind was gradually interrupted by feelings of inadequacy: 'maybe I am missing the 

point of this retreat, maybe I am not sensitive enough to learn anything from this.' I wanted 

more experience. I felt that T was too stupid to understand what was happening, and I 

wanted someone to take me by the hand to show me and reassure me. There seemed to be 

no one there to fill this need for me, which made me yearn for it all the more. I felt needy 

and unfulfilled. As this experience intensified, I isolated myself from others, embarrassed 

thait I was not worthy or clever enough to know what was happening. I felt lonely, 

dejected, hungry and cold. I couldn't get enough to eat and my digestion stopped working 

properly, leaving me bloated and uncomfortable but still hungry. The interesting thing was 

thai: through all of this I could see what I was doing to create this state of mind. Every now 

and then it would clear, briefly giving me a strong sense of contrast between the 

claustrophobic, neurotic, self-involved state of mind and the simple sanity of feeling the 

earth beneath my feet. The experience was familiar to me as my own way of getting caught 

up, but it was overwhelming at the time. The colour of my needy and self-pitying thoughts 

surrounded me, and it is only with hindsight that I can say that I learned anything by going 

through such a painful experience. 

My experience of how I was affected by the other four rooms followed a similar 

pattern, yet each was different in the qualities of moodiness and excitement. While 

practicing in the red room I alternated between feeling sleepy and dopey, entertaining 

dreams and fantasies of epic proportions on the one hand and a kind of agitated state of 

unrequited romantic love on the other. I became infatuated with a girl in my class and 

pursued her in my shy and unappealing manner. This culminated in an intensely awkward 

and unresolvable encounter in her car. We talked through the night till dawn broke over the 

snowy ridge. 
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While practicing in the green room 1 found myself possessed with boundless 

energy and a desire to engage myself with everyone in the community all the time. I was 

lightheaded and needed less sleep and involved myself in multiple activities. As time went 

on, however, I also rediscovered a mean streak that I had not experienced since junior high 

school. In talking with people I found myself enjoying a cruel sense of humour designed to 

put them down and make me look good. It would slip out against my will ^nd better 

judgement. I would feel remorse, but I also noticed that a part of me felt very clever and 

thrilled by the swift repartee. Eventually, this state of mind intensified into paranoia where I 

couldn't trust others and, most importantly, I couldn't trust myself. I never knew when I 

might say something in an underhanded way to hurt someone or what sort of nasty trick I 

might pull next. Looking back, I can see that through all of this there was a part of my 

awareness, trained in meditation practice, that could watch the entire process unfold and 

could learn from my experience. 

While practicing in the blue room I initially enjoyed a sense of simplicity and clear 

thinking that was unfamiliar to me. Even what I could see with my eyes seemed more 

precise and detailed. This soon gave way to a feeling of being oppressed by the intensity of 

this heightened perception of detail. The sense of pressure coming from the outside world 

eventually gave way to an intensely annoying physical sensation of pressure on my chest, 

and a frightening feeling that my chest could not expand enough to breathe. 

When I experienced this shortness of breath I would reassure myself that it was 

only my mind and gently focus awareness on my breathing, in and out, in and out, 

carefully and gendy; I found that all was well with my lungs and that I only needed to pay 

attention to assure myself of this. The physical sense of pressure seemed to come from my 

incredible sensitivity and irritation with imperfections in my environment. The smallest 

things like sitting too close to someone or being in too tight a space caused a feeling of 

claustrophobia that could quickly escalate, bringing shortness of breath. The only way that 

I could overcome this sense of claustrophobia, feeling that all my perceptions of the world 
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were pressing in on me, was to push the world away with an equal force of anger, as a 

means of self defense. Not being accustomed to dealing with my anger, I found myself 

imploding it toward myself instead of directing it outward. This caused me mild depres­

sion, and again I withdrew from others to hide behind a frozen armour of defensiveness. 

While doing my two sessions a day in the white room, I experienced what was 

probably the most profound sense of simplicity and open psychological space. One 

morning after leaving the room nothing was happening in my mind. That is to say, there 

were no thoughts extraneous to the present moment distracting me from being fully present 

with what I was doing. While I put on my shoes and tied them I was simply aware of my 

actions and the space around me in the room. There was no little voice in my head, none at 

all. I had overstayed my time, and the others who had been practicing had already left. I 

was totally alone, which helped me to maintain this simple awareness. Although we were 

instructed to remain silent upon leaving the rooms together, to help foster this kind of 

awareness, I often found that the presence of othe;o around me had the effect of shrinking 

my awareness into self-consciousness. On this day, however, as I walked up the trail in 

solitude and calm back to the main building to have lunch I noticed how I moved through 

the space and, as I walked, I noticed how the trees seemed to pass by me as I moved 

forward. 

Such a simple thing as this, which I normally would miss as my mind oscillates 

quickly back and forth between inner thoughts and a merely perfunctory awareness of 

where I am going, generated in me a sense of awe and wonder. I stepped out of the woods 

into a small meadow, and this feeling intensified as my awareness expanded into the open 

space all around me. My sense of body and my walking became only a small fraction of 

what was happening, as I felt that my mind was alive in the space all around me. It was 

somewhat as if I was watching myself from above or all around, yet not exactly, because at 

the same time I was fully present in my body, feeling my footsteps, breathing each breath, 

and seeing out through my eyes. It was as if my body and its activity of walking, seeing, 
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hearing and sensing was suspended in a bigger mind which had no limit. What I 

experienced as my mind was somehow not separate from this bigger mind. 

After a short while, the small trail came up through the meadow to a dirt road, and I 

remember how pleased I was with finally having an experience that seemed to confirm that 

all this meditation practice was worthwhile. 'It is paying off,' I thought. This thought dis­

turbed my awareness ever so slighdy and it gradually began to diminish despite my 

attempts to maintain it. Then I saw, a little way up the road, a person coming towards me. 

He was a friend of mine, and as I approached him more and more thoughts began to 

bounce around inside my brain and my sense of the space around me came crashing in 

upon me, almost like a violent kind of implosion, until at the point when we met on the 

road I was right back at what I considered my normal, everyday sense of being. 

As I continued to practice in the white room I had a few more glimpses of this kind 

of experience. When I wasn't having one of these experiences I was, for the most part, 

falling into a kind of dull and sleepy stupor, so totally absorbed in my own thoughts and 

dullness that I could not perform even the simplest task without losing track of what I was 

doing. I constantly misplaced things or forgot to take things with me when I left in the 

morning. Upon discovering that I had forgotten something, like my notebook, I would 

have to walk back up the trail a half mile or so to the cabin to get it. Upon arriving there my 

mind would be so filled with the thoughts that entertained me on my walk that I would not 

recall my reason for coming back. Most of my day seemed to be spent making up for lost 

time, that is, time when I was not present enough to maintain an awareness of what I was 

doing.18 

Each person experienced different effects from practicing in the coloured rooms, 

and we compared notes to try to sharpen our awareness of what was happening. For the 

most part, howev< r, we were all too close to the lessons we were learning to make any 

immediate evalual on. The real awakening occurred when we left the retreat and began our 

clinical internships in various branches of the mental health field. I did my internship in a 
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psychiatric halfway house known by mental health professionals as the revolving door 

between the street and the psychiatric hospital. 

Up until that time I had never been exposed to people who carried the burden of 

clinical diagnosis such as schizophrenia, bipolar manic depressive disorder and borderline 

personality disorder. For two and a half days a week I would manage the cases and talk 

with those clients who were assigned to me. I found them to be, for the most part, intelli­

gent and interesting people with a tremendous amount of personal integrity. Yet they were 

swallowed up in the turbulent energy of their unresolved emotions, which fueled distorted 

thoughts to the point where their perceptual reality was distorted. Their denied emotional 

experiences became the external threats perceived in their paranoid delusions.19 

I felt their pain and sensed that I could begin to glimpse an understanding of their 

struggle and personal predicament. Though my own experiences of distorted realities on 

the retreat were not psychotic in their intensity, it was easy to see a continuity between my 

clients' experience and my own. The process of projecting a distorted reality, believing in 

it, and getting lost in it was the same. 

Like a dreamer immersed in the dream, I knew these distorted realities could seem 

very solid and unquestionably 'real.' I also knew that it was possible to wake from the 

dream, even if only for an instant, and that these instants of waking could be repeated over 

and over. My experience of the retreat gave me the sensitivity and empathy to join with my 

clients in their pain, as well as the confidence to help guide them through it. 

My classmates also found that having experienced intensified emotional energies and 

slightly distorted states of mind, in the context of interpersonal relationships during the 

retreat, had better prepared them to work with clients in the mental health field. In our 

discussions after classes, in cafes and pubs, or in cars driving to and from our clinical 

internships, we unanimously agreed that by opening to deeper levels of emotional 

awareness within ourselves we felt more able to experience accurate empathic resonance 

with our clients. 
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While working as beginning therapists in clinical internships we also continued in 

our studies and contemplative self-awareness practices with psychology courses, group 

psychotherapy, on-going meditation practice and clinical supervision. 

The group psychotherapy sessions were led by experienced clinicians trained in a 

variety of group psychotherapeutic disciplines ranging from the formlessness of the 

Tavistock process to the more structured Gestalt techniques.20 In these intimate therapy 

groups my fellow students and I were encouraged to share with one another our inner 

struggles and challenges during all phases of the program from the beginning term of class 

work through the maitri space awareness retreat, the clinical internship, and the final term 

of thesis writing. 

Clinical supervision involved presenting the clinical work from our internships to 

two experienced clinicians. This occurred in small groups of three students and two 

supervisors meeting once a week. We were instructed in a very detailed manner of case 

presentation designed to reveal hidden aspects of the client, our relationship with the client, 

and most importantly ourselves (Rabin & Walker, 1987). I remember time and time again 

feeling exposed within the supervision group when my blind spots and unconscious 

habitual tendencies were gently pointed out. 

The final phase of the Naropa Contemplative Psychotherapy program involved 

writing up a case presentation together with theoretical material as a Master's thesis. The 

small supervision groups also served as intimate advisory committees to facilitate in the 

research and writing process. 

Altogether, I found that the curriculum at Naropa Institute was designed to join 

together academic study and ongoing personal development. I found that by keeping a daily 

discipline of meditation practice for the entire two and a half year period, my awareness of 

myself and my environment was heightened. This helped me to intensify and internalize the 

overall learning experience. 
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After graduating from the program, and while working in the mental health field, I 

returned twice to participate in the maitri space awareness retreat as part of the teaching 

staff. I felt then, as I do now, that the maitri space awareness practice could be a valuable 

method for training teachers. 

The maitri space awareness practice might help teachers to contact the five styles of 

awareness within their own experience and so give them superior ability to empathize with 

their students and thereby intuitively feel and. know what students need to enhance their 

growth and learning. Bringing teachers and educators into contact with this powerful 

learning experience is the main inspiration for this work. In addition, I feel that many other 

insights gained in my training and professional development as a clinical psychologist are 

not only appropriate for teachers and educators, but very much needed as part of teacher 

training. 

In order to gain personal insight into the process of mind itself, and to apply that 

insight in clinical practice as well as in everyday life, I have found no better tool than the 

daily practice of meditation. Meditation fostered a heightened awareness of internal 

experience, thoughts and emotions, which gradually gave me the ability to observe how my 

internal experience shapes my experience of the world. 

In the Buddhist tradition, study is regarded as only one half of a full educational 

experience. In the Tibetan Buddhist tradition it is said that study and meditation practice 

complement each other like the two wings of a bird. It is my belief that the integration of 

contemplative awareness techniques and meditation practice into teacher education could 

profoundly improve the teacher's ability to guide students onto their own life-long journeys 

of learning. 

If meditation practice is, in fact, a valuable tool for training teachers there is still the 

significant problem of bridging the cultural gap so that young people training to be teachers 

may come to understand why it is of value and yearn to practice it. Before teachers in 

training could benefit from a program that introduces them to the deeply personal aware-

I 
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ness of elemental wisdom energies, they would need to follow a curriculum that would 

train them in certain specific concepts and theories from a number of contemporary schools 

of psychotherapy. In particular, I believe that a brief introduction to some of the concepts 

and working theories of family systems therapy, as well as the theory of archetypes in 

Jungian psychology, would prepare teachers in training to explore themselves with critical 

intelligence. The cultural gap between our North American scientifically-oriented academic 

institutions and the Eastern approach utilizing meditation could, I believe, be bridged by 

such a curriculum. 

To my mind, the ideal place to begin to introduce teachers in training to the idea of 

examining themselves as part of their personal and professional development as a teacher 

begins with an examination of who they are as a product of their family of origin. The 

curriculum I envision would teach them not only the concepts of family systems therapy but 

also guide them through an experience of applying these principles to themselves and their 

fellow students within the classroom community of teachers in training. Likewise, an 

introduction to the concept of Jungian archetypal psychology would be done in an 

introspective way that would encourage teachers in training to examine themselves as well 

as their classmates. The Jungian archetypal psychology in its cross-cultural emphasis could 

serve to prepare teachers in training for the contemplative approach of Buddhist psychology. 

As to my own journey, I decided, after working in the mental health field for a few 

years and continuing to serve on the staff of the Maitri Space Awareness Retreat Programs, 

that I needed to add to my training some more in-depth and practical training in Western 

psychology. I chose to study family systems therapy through a Certificate Program in 

Family Systems Therapy at the Kantor Family Institute in Sommerville, Massachusetts. 

Designed to train professional therapists and social workers in family therapy, this 

program, like the Naropa program, demanded and fostered intensive personal development 

as part of that training. 

I 



32 

It is widely accepted within the field of family therapy that a therapist's ability to 

alter dysfunctional family structures and help individuals and families in their development 

is directly related to his or her own degree of individuation and freedom from disabling 

behavioural structures held over from his or her own family of origin (Bowen, 1978; 

Framo, 1972; Madanes, 1981; Minuchin & Fishman, 1981; Napier & Whitiker, 1978). 

Aside from the academic study of the theories and techniques of family therapy, the core of 

the Kantor Institute program was to carefully analyze oneself as a product of one's family 

of origin in order to become more fully aware of one's strengths and weaknesses as a 

family therapist, and ultimately to turn one's weaknesses into one's strengths. 

While studying family therapy I was working with troubled adolescent boys and 

their families in a south Boston junior high school. While doing this work I became more 

and more painfully aware of my own personal confusion that was a result of the roles I had 

played in my family of origin, roles I played in response to my mother's drinking and 

unpredictable behaviour. Very slowly I began to identify myself as an 'adult child of an 

alcoholic' and, as best as I could at the time, began to read some of the books on this topic 

that were just beginning to come out. Most of the boys I worked witri also came from 

families where one or both of their parents were alcoholics or drug addicts. This situation 

forced me to look again at myself and begin to heal myself if I wished to offer any help to 

the boys and families I was attempting to serve. 

For example, I worked with one boy who had a reputation for skipping school and 

getting into fights. His father had been in prison but was due back within a few months of 

our first getting together. One day his mother came into our afternoon interview drunk. I 

told her we could not continue that session, and she left. In our next interview I found 

myself provoking her into a defensive rage. In going back over the session with my 

supervisor I became aware of the unresolved anger that I felt with my own mother and how 

I acted it out with this woman in a passive-aggressive style, trying to make her feel guilty. 
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I was fortunate enough to have a very astute supervisor assigned by the Kantor 

Institute. Gradually, she and I began to chart on a special graph called a boundary profile, 

devised by David Kantor, the founder of the Institute, some of my more basic tendencies 

arising from the roles I had played in my family of origin. From a psychoanalytic point of 

view, this chart might be described as a tool to prevent the danger of counter-transference 

in the healing relationship. The psychosynthesis school of therapy originating in the work 

of the Italian psychiatrist Roberto Assagioli uses a similar technique of mapping sub-

personalities as a means toward self-awareness and personal growth (Assagioli, 1983; 

Rowan, 1990). Whatever one calls it, this work of humbly acknowledging who one is and 

how one tends to act as a result of one's family background is a powerful tool for 

heightening one's awareness of oneself. I believe that teachers in their training could utilize 

such techniques to first acknowledge limitations in their personalities and then to gradually 

overcome them. 

In the final phase of the training at the Kantor Institute I was asked to move on from 

the experience of coming to grips with my boundary profile into the work of developing 

my own personal style as a family therapist. The thrust in this final phase for me was to 

develop confidence by assimilating all that I had learned. Going back over the divergent 

theories and techniques of family therapy that I had studied, knowing them more intimately 

through trial and error in clinical experience, I began to choose from these various styles of 

family therapy those that best reflected my own style. The lessons I had learned from 

working with my boundary profile were incorporated into this choice, and the final phase 

was to draw upon the diverse techniques and styles to create my own individual therapeutic 

style that worked for me. I believe it would be usefull for teachers to go through a similar 

process so they can develop their own personal style of teaching that works for them.21 

I have presented a portion of my experience with these two training programs in 

chnical psychology, the Naropa Institute's M. A. Program in Contemplative Psychotherapy 

and the Certificate Program in Family Therapy at the Kantor Family Institute, because they 
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both combined academic studies with rigorously structured programs for developing self-

awareness and personal development. I think that teachers would be well served by a 

similar training program designed to help them observe themselves and thereby develop a 

highly personal style of teaching that is sensitive to the individual needs of students as well 

as the emotional challenges present within the social environment of learning. 

When I left the red rocks, ponderosas and sandy dry creek beds in the fall of my 

sixth year to go to school I lost more than just my innocence. I lost my sense of wonder 

and confidence in my intuitive ability to pick up on the cues in my environment. I lost my 

trust in myself and my ability to rest in the rhythm of stillness which connected me to all 

that surrounded me. I also gained. Gradually I gained the skills that enable me to write 

these pages now. I gained the skills that enable me to read the thoughts of people I will 

never meet, and pursue the pleasures of higher education. However, it is my conviction 

that I didn't have to give up on my intuition in order to cultivate my intellect. 

Because most of the teachers I encountered had been fooled into losing trust in 

themselves and their own intuition long before I met them, they blindly indoctrinated me in 

the same system. If they could not trust their own inner wisdom, how could they ever have 

encouraged me to trust mine? The journey I have taken to begin to regain my sense of trust 

in my perceptions and inner wisdom has not been an easy one. It is a humbling journey of 

constantly admitting what I don't know and constantly expanding what negativity I am 

willing to see in myself. I find that I am not always pleased with what I see. Yet by facing 

it honesdy and with compassion, I heal myself and move on to see more and more. As I 

heal myself by opening to the elemental energies of my emotions, I am more able to open to 

the power of these energies in others and to encourage them along on their own journeys of 

healing. 

These slices from my own educational journey reveal my personal biases 

concerning what I feel is generally lacking in teacher training and how I believe this might 

be remedied. In presenting what is to follow I have no interest in assuming a stance of 

I ' 
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pseudo-scientific objectivity. On the contrary, the insights and deeply held convictions 

derived from my subjective experience form the heart of what I write, and I hope that by 

making these clear to the reader at the beginning, there will be no misunderstanding. 

... Science has been affected by a point of view which tries to be 
value-free. This is of course mere prejudice. 

David Bohm (1980, pp. 174-175) 

My primary bias has to do with my personal experience of 'learning disabilities' 

and being a difficult student. In my experience, those teachers who were comfortable with 

themselves were not threatened by me and were able to teach me. This experience has 

impelled me to work toward developing teacher training that facilitates self-knowledge and 

the cultivation of intuitive wisdom. 

Joan Halifax, an anthropologist studying shamanism, has brought attention to the 

archetype of the 'wounded healer' (Halifax, 1979). Many of us suffer some degree of 

emotional wounding as children in our families of origin and as a result of the process of 

socialization and cultural conditioning (Miller, 1984)- The process by which we acknow­

ledge and incorporate our wounds into our hves from one breath to the next, opening to the 

teaching power inherent in the wound itself, constitutes the journey of healing and 

awakening personal wisdom. By accepting our woundedness, we become more sensitive 

to the wounds of others, and by healing ourselves we free up vast resources of energy to 

work toward helping others to heal themselves. 

The wounds I experienced as a child, being mocked and laughed at for being slow, 

for having to take 'brain pills' and for having to go to special remedial and therapeutic 

sessions, are still with me. However, it is my experience that the residual feelings of 

insecurity, fear and resentment are gradually being transformed into a heightened sensitivity 

and firm resolve to work toward preventing other children from having to experience the 

same thing. Though I feel that I have been only partially able to achieve this transformation 
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and do not in any way claim to be an expert at it, I nevertheless feel compelled to offer what 

I do know about the transformative process of the wounded healer to others, and especially 

to potential teachers, who may benefit from merely hearing about it as a possibility or, 

better yet, by engaging it as a learning p rocess. 

There are many different ways to facilitate a healing process and many different 

ways to train teachers to heighten their innate intuitive awareness. My own experience of 

healing has led me to work with two of these ways, which I have come to see as comple­

mentary. One is through psychotherapy and the family systems approach, which identifies 

any rigid roles inappropriately still being played out in life as a result of dysfunctional 

communication and relationship patterns in one's family of origin. The second is the path 

of meditation and contemplative practice involving the five elemental wisdoms of Buddhist 

psychology. There exists a significant body of literature examining the underlying philo­

sophy and practice of family systems and family therapy (Ackerman, 1966a, b; Bowen, 

1978; Haley, 1980; Madanes, 1981; Minuchen, 1974; Minuchin & Fishman, 1981; Napier 

& Whitiker, 1978; Satir, 1972). However, there is very little current literature that looks at 

the philosophical and psychological issues underlying the use of meditation and 

contemplative methods to heighten awareness of the five elemental wisdoms in an 

educational setting. 

Aside from my personal experience I write, like anyone else, from a specific 

cultural context and from the context of my training. Being an American writing in Canada 

I am immersed within the general North American culture; however, more significandy, 

since 19801 have been a student of Tibetan Vajrayana Buddhism as it has been introduced 

into North America by the late Chogyam Trungpa (1939-1987). The experience of 

meditation and the experience of making a personal connection with a teacher of a wisdom 

lineage is not something that is openly acknowledged or particularly encouraged in our 

North American cultural heritage. 

I 
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In the West, and particularly within academic circles, there is a scepticism, partly 

healthy and partly xenophobic, with regard to what it means to be a follower of a 

meditation master or 'guru.' The negative attitudes about the nature of such a relationship 

seem to be centred on notions of dependency versus autonomy.22 Autonomy and free 

thinking are values esteemed in North America, where ideas of rugged individualism and 

intellectual independence are what we seem to regard as freedom. Ironically, in Tibetan 

Buddhism it is one's relationship with the teacher, the guru, that puts one face*to-face with 

the depths of one's existential aloneness and the consequential freedom derived from that 

realization.23 

The close association between student and master in the Tibetan tradition is 

described as a meeting of minds. Trungpa describes this meeting of minds in very simple, 

concrete terms as what happens when both teacher and student create a situation of open 

communication. "It is a matter of being what you really are and of relating to the spiritual 

friend as he or she is."24 The ego is tenacious, and there is no end to the trickery and 

deception it can play if one sincerely embarks upon a path of transformation. What is 

needed is a person to play the part of a mirror. By engendering respect and yearning for the 

wisdom and compassion of the master, one is able to step beyond the games of ego and 

discover the teacher within. In the Tibetan tradition the outer guru is known as the guru of 

example, while the ultimate guru is the teacher within or one's own wisdom mind. The 

meeting of minds is, in fact, a vivid experience of the Buddhist teaching of no self, as well 

as the Buddhist view that from the ultimate perspective the mind of the teacher and the 

student are already one. 

Ideally, the relationship between teacher and student should always come from this 

deep sense of communion or ultimate oneness. This is only possible to the extent that the 

teacher is open to the mind and heart of the student, and vice versa. 

This study represents one possible way to train teachers to heal their emotional 

wounds and transform those very wounds into an open heart of wisdom. Other possible 
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perspectives and philosophical approaches abound. There are many different ways to 

organize, explain and implement such a program, aiming at the same purpose of 

encouraging teachers to look deep within themselves in order to become better teachers. My 

own bias is evident. Because I was trained in Buddhist psychology and continue to practice 

Buddhist meditation and contemplative psychotherapy, I am interested in promoting those 

practical methods I have found useful in my own training. It is my aspiration that these 

methods will also prove to be of value in helping teachers to recognize the elemental 

wisdom of their emotions. 

Jung (1969) believed that we as Westerners should search within our own cultural 

heritage and tradition to find the light of wisdom teachings and spiritual direction that has 

grown so dim in the modern era. He believed that to graft Eastern wisdom teachings on to a 

Western mentality was unnatural and ultimately fruitless. I have recentiy begun to respect 

this view to a certain degree; however, since I came to Buddhism first and only later began 

to appreciate the depth of wisdom existing in my own Western heritage from the vantage 

point of my Buddhist training, I believe that it is perhaps this kind of cross-fertilization 

around issues of meditation and intuitive insight that strengthens and enriches the tree of 

wisdom to bear good fruit.25 
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CHAPTER 1 NOTES 

1 This phase or style of consciousness lies somewhere between primary process and secondary process 
and forms an important link between the two distinct and practically antithetical modes. It has been 
described by many different observers in a variety of ways. Freud refers to it as prclogical in his 
Interpretation of Dreams, while Piagei (1961,1977) terms a similar notion precausal. Ferenczi (1956) 
speaks of the magic words and thoughts as animistic, while Arieti (1967) speaks of paleological, and 
Sullivan (1953) refers to the use of language in this magical way as autistic language. Finally, Lacan 
(1968), who has investigated this phase or way of thinking extensively, calls it simply the 'forgotten 
language of childhood' (see also Schafer, 1978). 

2 By dualisuc consciousness, I mean consciousness arising out of the split between subject and object, 
self and other, this and mat. For a thorough description of how our senses are perverted by dualisuc 
consciousness and cluttered by preconception, see Hay ward (1987). A friend of mine once spoke a haiku 
which, if I remember it correctly, went something like this: 

Buddhism. Sit. 
Subject-object. Subjectiobject. 

Eniiiiiiiui. Ahhhhhhhh... 
Sit 

3 I say 'speaking metaphorically' here because in using terms like 'subtle elements' and 'elemental ener­
gies' I am trying to describe something for which we do not have precise words in our contemporary 
English usage. Perhaps 'circuits of information' or 'fluctuating wave patterns of differences' might be 
more accurate. It is the purpose of this entire work to define and describe what I mean by elemental 
energies. Let me, however, be perfectly clear at the outset that by 'elements' I mean nothing material, 
or nothing remotely connected with the periodic chart of elements which perhaps you may recall as 
hanging in a place of reverence over your chemistry teacher's desk in high school. And by 'energy' I 
don't exactly mean that which does the work of pushing around billiard balls through space. On the 
contrary, these words are more suggestive of something which cannot be precisely stated with ease, 
something subtle, intuitive, and something rooted in a refined and intimate experience of our bodies, 
our minds and our emotions. If these ideas seem far-fetched or absurd, please read on. However, as a 
temporary measure I offer this quotation from Bateson (1972) and refer the reader to his article 'Form, 
Substance, and Difference,' in Steps to an Ecology of Mind. "The individual mind is immanent but not 
only in the body. It is immanent also in the pathways and messages outside the body; and there is a 
larger Mind of which the individual mind is only a subsystem. This larger mind is comparable to 
"God," but it is still immanent in the total interconnected social system and planetary ecology.' (p.461) 

4 The type of oppression and alienation I describe here was observed and documented by the social critics 
of the Sixties and early Seventies. John Holt described in How Children Fail (1964) how the tyranny of 
'right answers' systematically suppresses a child's natural inquisitiveness. He described the classroom 
as an arbitrary and rigid environment producing anxiety, tension and a fear of being wrong. Kozol 
(1967, p. 14) noted that the unacknowledged r61e of teachers seemed to be 'to suppress and pulverize 
any sparks of humanity or independence or originality in children.' He also saw indoctrination in 
obedience to authority as 'the moral ether of our lives.' Kohl (1969) pointed out the insanity and 
hypocrisy of teaching ideals such as democracy in environments of suppression and totalitarian control. 
In the Sudbury Valley School Report from Massachusetts, The Crisis in American Education (1970, 
p. 31), schools were compared with prisons because students had no right to free speech or dissent, 
Radicals like Ivan Illich (1970) attacked the culture of professionalism for perpetuating itself with blind 
disregard for true humanitarian ends and advocated the Deschooling of Society. Perhaps Herndon (1969) 
best described the pressure of schooling on children in this way: 'Being bottled up for seven hours a day 
in a place where you decide nothing, having your success or failure depend, a hundred times a day, on 
the plan, invention, and whim of someone else, being put in a position where most of your real desires 
are not only ignored but actively penalized, undertaking nothing for its own sake but only for that 
illusory carrot of the future - maybe you can do it, and maybe you can't, but either way, it's probably 
done you some harm' (Herndon, 1969, p. 197). This kind of critique is nothing new. Fielding (1967), 
the novelist, wrote in 1742, 'Public schools are the nurseries of all vice and immorality' (p. 230), 
while the aristocratic view on public education was summed up well by Thomas Jefferson when he 
wrote 'twenty of the best geniuses will be raked from the rubbish annually' (1964, p. 140). 
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5 This is the identified problem most frequently referred to child guidance clinics in the U.S. (Barkley, 
1981). Despite controversy over the ethics of Creating psychological, social, family, spiritual, moral, 
educational and political problems with medicine that can permanently alter the natural development of 
a child's brain and mind (Breggin, 1991a, b), hyperactivity is still frequently treated with stimulant 
medication such as Ritalin, Dexedrine, and Cylert (Barkley, 1983; Gittelman, 1983). Exact prevalence 
data do not exist, yet various estimates concur that in any given year nearly 2% of all school children 
in the United Slates receive medication for hyperactivity. Because this medication alters brain 
chemistry, hyperactivity was for a lime referred to as 'minimal brain dysfunction' (Cantwell, 1977), 
despite the fact that Taylor and Fletcher (1983) assert that there is no real validation of a single 
syndrome that groups neurological, academic and behavioural characteristics or that shares a common 
etiology, treatment course or prognosis. Nonetheless, the need to apply a psychiatric label persists and 
the one currently in fashion is 'ADD' - Attention Deficit Disorder. Douglas (1980,1983) interprets the 
research to show that hyperactivity is more of a cognitive than a motoric problem originating in 
deficits of sustained attention, poor inhibitory control and faulty modulation of arousal levels necessary 
for meeting task demands, also described as an inability to stop, look, listen and think. In the American 
Psychiatric Association's (l9S0)Diagnostic and Statistical Manual III, ADD refers to: behavioural 
syndromes in children characterized by inattention and impulsivity, with or without hyperactive features 
such as running, climbing, fidgeting and a difficulty in staying seated. All of this careful analysis and 
scientific terminology from my perspective fails to acknowledge the basic healthiness expressed in a 
child's movement and the disastrous effects of restricting it. Maybe the clinicians and researchers who 
insist on using such labels should go to a zoo and watch the tiger pacing in its cage, and then ask 
themselves: Is the tiger hyperactive'.' Breggin (1991b) uses the term 'psycho-pharmaceutical complex' 
to describe how economic and political forces link the billion dollar drug companies with what he calls 
biopsychiatry. This link occurs particularly through the power of drug money to exert control over 
editorial policies of medical journals and medical research, as well as the power to create a strong 
political lobby. For the past twenty-five years or more this process has effectively created a closed 
system of circular logic fundamentally based on maintaining and increasing drug sales. That doctors, 
researchers and consumers alike have been hoodwinked into believing that so-called hyperactivity is a 
genetic brain dysfunction is merely one symptom, according to Breggin, of this systemic sickness in 
our medical culture. He recounts the case of a young boy previously diagnosed as having ADD, who 
spent very little lime with his parents, both hard-working professional people, and suggests that a more 
accurate diagnosis to replace ADD might be DADD "Dad Attention Deficit Disorder". 

6 The literature on stress (Selye, 1974; Benson, 1975; Pelletier, 1977; Kabat-Zinn, 1990) has described 
the autonomic physiological response to a perceived threat as the flight or fright mechanism, which 
includes hyperarousal, hyperkinesis, hyper-aggressiveness and increased hormonal excitation. 
Documentation has shown that if such a state of hyperarousal is prolonged, problems with health, 
perception, memory, attention, cognition and concentration can result Krisnamurti (1953) has this to 
say about fear in education: 'Fear prevents intelligence and is one of the causes of self-centered action. 
Discipline may suppress fear but does not eradicate it, and the superficial knowledge we receive in 
modem education only further conceals it. When we are young, fear is instilled into most of us both at 
home and at school. Neither parents nor teachers have the patience, the time or the wisdom to dispel 
the instinctive fears of childhood which, as we grow up, dominate our attitudes and judgement and 
create a great many problems, (p. 34)' 

7 Sec note 5. The use of Ritalin to treat children who are not well served by the educational system and 
thereby stand out as a management problem is part of a larger problem in modern society. This 
problem is one of a blind faith in the biomedical model as a panacea for psychological, social, family, 
spiritual, moral, educational and political problems. The practice of treating people who act differently 
as having a 'medical problem' has a long history (Podvol, 1990; Bynum, Porter & Shepherd, 1985). It 
is so widespread and so ingrained as part of modem culture that it is hardly ever questioned. There have 
been insightful and compassionate radicals such as R.D. Laing (1959,1968,1969a, b), Cooper (1967), 
and Thomas Szasz (1961,1970) who have pointed out that it is a sick society that labels extraordinary 
people as sick. More recenUy, Breggin (1979,1983a, b, 1991a, b) has pointed out that through an 
economically-driven process of haphazard circumstances involving insurance companies, the billion-
dollar, multinational pharmaceutical companies with their powerful lobbies, the American Psychiatric 
Association, and U.S. government agencies such as the Food and Drug Administration and the National 
Institute of Mental Health, the influence of psychologically-oriented professionals has been forced into 
a minor role while the genetically- and biochemically-oriented psychiatrists have consolidated power in 
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hospitals and mental health agencies. Breggin (1991b) calls this the psycho-pharmaceutical complex 
and explains that effectively 'Psychiatrists have become salesmen for the drug companies and 
psychiatry itself has become an extension of the pharmaceutical industry' (p. 18). He explains that 
biopsychiatry plays upon the worst tendencies of people, that is, the compulsive need to find a quick 
fix for complex problems and to abdicate any responsibility for one's mental state by blaming genetics 
and biochemical imbalances in the brain that are beyond one's control. He explains that this is the very 
reason for the relative economic success of biopsychiatry: 'it panders to the most self-destructive 
tendencies in human nature, especially the tendency to forsake self-determination and personal 
responsibility' (p. 19). He carefully surveys the brain research and claims that despite the rhetoric of tine 
drug companies there is no known genetic influence in any disorder described as mental illness and that 
there is no known biochemical defect causing such disorders as schizophrenia, manic-depressive disorder 
and ADD. According to Breggin the research is inconclusive and has been grossly distorted in the 
popular literature and promotional material to enhance the public image of the dnig companies. While 
in truth, says Breggin, these drugs 'don't cure anything. They produce brain dysfunction and mental 
disability. At least they blunt the mind. At the worst, they permanently damage the mind, For 
example, the neuroleptics or antipsychotics, the so called "miracle drugs" of psychiatry, produce a 
chemical lobotomy by disrupting nerve transmission to the frontal lobes and emotion-regulating limbic 
structures. They also produce a permanent movement disorder, tardive dyskinesia, in at least 10-20% of 
routinely treated patients and at least 40% of long-term patients. Mounting research indicates they also 
produce dementia or deterioration of the brain and mind in a large percentage of long-term patients' (p. 
20). Although it may be argued that the use of stimulant medication to treat ADD and hyperactivity is 
more benign and the benefits of calming down a child outweigh the risks of altering brain chemistry 
and brain functioning, this does not address the fundamental ethical issues. Do parents, doctors and 
educators have the right to manipulate the brain chemistry of children to suit their own needs? For all 
we know, the hyperactivity, or chaotic mental energy, of these children may be the spawning ground of 
creative genius. How can we ever know the overall effects that such an invasive and controlling 
manipulation has on a child's overall development? For my own part, I would estimate that 3% of my 
brain is still working. 

8 By grade six I was diagnosed as having astigmatism. 
9 Experts have found that the term 'learning disabilities' is difficult to define (Vaughan & Hodges, 1973) 

because no typical syndrome of behaviours is evident, and each learning disabled child has his or her 
own unique learning pattern, and because symptoms included in learning disabilities can have many 
other possible overlapping causes such as perceptual impairments, emotional disturbances, health 
problems, cultural differences and even poor instruction. Despite these problems and others which make 
learning disabilities a questionably coherent concept, a federal legal definition was established in the 
U.S. for the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975. It reads: 'those children who have a 
disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in using 
language, spoken or written, which disorder may manifest itself in imperfect ability lo listen, think, 
speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical calculations. Such disorders include conditions as 
perceptual handicaps, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. 
Such term docs not include children who have learning problems which arc primarily the result of 
visual, hearing, or motor handicaps, of mental retardation, of emotional disturbance, or environmental, 
cultural or economic disadvantage (Federal Register, 1977, in McLoughlin & Nctick, 1983)' To justify 
existing curriculum and methodology, school professionals, parents and the medical profession have 
found it convenient to label deviant children as inadequate learners rather than open to any deep 
questioning of the Schooling culture itself (Sodhi, 1974). Perhaps educators and psychologists should 
look in the mirror and turn their diagnostic attention on themselves to find their teaching disabilities 
and uproot their limited assumptions as to what learning is, and what it is relevant to learn. 

10 There seem to be two camps among the people involved in special education with regard to the 
negative effects of ascribing labels to children. There are those who take a philosophical position that 
labelling is harmful because labels distort a child's self image as well as the expectations of teachers 
and educators, the two of which create a loop of distorted expectations (Hobbs, 1975; Dunn 1968; 
Mercer, 1973,1979; Gottlieb, 1980). And there are those who minimalize the negative effects of 
labels, wishing to maintain their right to diagnose and label (perhaps because they have invested 
money, time and mental energy in a university education that instilled in them faith in such labels and 
because their jobs depend on diagnostic labels). The first group tries to communicate to the second 
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group by using the methods of communication that the second group will understand. They cite Social 
Deviance Theory (Becker, 1963) which shows how the label 'juvenile delinquent' affected the behaviour 
of teenagers and the study published by Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968) showing how powerful a few 
words can be in influencing the expectations of teachers and thereby the intellectual growth of children 
in their care. Armed with these studies, the first group tries to prove how diagnostic labels function as 
a self-fulfilling prophecy. Their critics in the second group, however, point to flaws in the research 
methodology of such studies and claim there is no conclusive evidence showing direct negative effects 
of special education labels. Meanwhile, the courts became involved when parents and ethnic leaders 
became outraged at the gross discriminatory educational practices hidden behind the apparent legitimacy 
of standardized tests and diagnostic labels (Hall, 1970; Bushnell, Jones & Olmstead, 1970, Ross, 
De Young & Cohen, 1971) summarized in Sodhi (1986). The overall result has been a turn toward 
mainstrcaming of exceptional children (Gottlieb, 1980) partially because the legal and ethical 
ramifications have become too controversial; nevertheless the labelling continues, though it may be 
more subtle and perhaps more insidious, like bar-codes at the supermarket 

11 It is interesting to note that the mere presence of someone who takes a genuine interest in the idio­
syncratic qualities of a child's intelligence, aided by clever and stimulating devices like the Rorschach 
test and others, can have a profound effect on a child's self-esteem. It seems that the intimate human 
contact, the patience, the gentleness, the precision and careful attention to minute details in the process 
of testing is more beneficial to the child than conclusions derived from the test results. The studies of 
Skeels and Dye (1939) and the follow-up study by Skeels (1965) dramatically demonstrate the power of 
a positive stimulating environment on development Skeels and Dye moved thirteen infants from the 
minimally stimulating environment of an orphanage nursery to the more stimulating environment of a 
residential ward for mentally retarded adolescent girls. Using IQ testing, their study showed an average 
increase of 27.5 points in IQ for those moved after a nineteen-month period, and an average loss of 
27.2 in IQ for the control group. IQ testing aside, the remarkable evidence was in the follow-up study, 
which found that the thirteen lucky ones were all self-supporting and represented a wide variety of 
occupational positions ranging from professional and semi-professional to semi-skilled labour and 
domestic work, while only 50% of the control group were employed and, with one exception, all of 
these were unskilled laborers. The median school grade attained by the experimental group was the 
twelfth; by the control group the third (Skeels, 1965). I suppose that Skeels and Dye have felt secure in 
knowing that members of the control group, with more or less a third grade education, would be 
unlikely to come across the published paper describing this unconscionable experiment 

1 2 A few resources on good leaching that I recommend are Moustakas (1966,1972,1973), McCarthy 
(1980), Duck (1981), Williams (1983), Brookficld (1990), and Material on Active Learning by 
DeNicolo, Entwistle and Hounsell (1992). 

* 3 For a comprehensive treatment of drama in education, see Way (1967). His simple definition of drama 
as 'to practise living (p. 6)' gets to the heart of what education is really about. Furthermore, he tells us 
that education through drama 'leads the inquirer to moments of direct experience, transcending mere 
knowledge, enriching the imagination, possibly touching heart and soul as well as the mind (p. 1).' 
Way's book is filled with sample exercises for training awareness, sensitivity, intuition, wonder and 
appreciation. 

1 4 In my clinical work I have recently been involved with someone who has multiple personalities, and I 
have become aware of the extent to which many of us, including myself, have parts to our personalities 
which can function in opposition to one another or in a harmonious unified effort. For a description of 
the history and current practice of subpersonality theory see Rowan (1990). 

15 At this time in the mid-'70s I read Abraham Maslow (1971). His notion of 'peak experience' seemed to 
mc to be precisely what I glimpsed occasionally through the experience of acting. Also, the newly 
translated works of Artaud (1977) and Grotowski (1975), both of which treat acting as a path of 
awakening and spiritual transformation, had an influence on me at that time as well as influencing the 
teachers of die theatre school where I studied. For a full treatment of acting as a spiritual path see Bates 
(1988). Perhaps we are all actors. "This life is like a bubble/ a dream/ a rainbow/ someone else's 
fantasy/ of what they think/ we're supposed to do' (from the closing of a recent letter from my friend 
arid former chnical supervisor Jeffrey Fortuna). 

1 6 Herbert Guenther explains 'Attention to mind and getting hold of it by means of inspection and 
cognitive alertness reveals it to be a process phenomenon. This awareness enables a person to discard 
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such reductionistic views as presented by ego-logical assumptions, ctcrnalistic claims, and 
substantialistic dogmas' (1989, p. 80). 

17 As I write this, a group of fundamentalist Christians of the Branch Davidians sub-sect of the Seventh 
Day Adventist Church, under the seemingly deranged but charismatic leadership of David Korcsh who 
believes that he is the messiah, have fortified themselves, with a fair-sized arsenal, in ihcir compound 
outside Waco, Texas, against a small army of U.S. Federal agents, the National Guard and U.S. 
military. They are waiting for the end of the world, which may occur for them as it did for a commun­
ity of religious fanatics in Jonestown, Guyana, in 1978, when they committed mass suicide by drink­
ing poisonous Kool-Aid. These kinds of cults may come to mind for some readers when they come 
across words like meditation, and meditation master or guru. However, there are also in this world 
legitimate religious communities engaged in meditation practices led by legitimate yet powerfully 
charismatic and selfless, humble leaders. For a narrative history of Buddhism in North America, see 
Fields (1984). Chogyam Trungpa, as an important teacher of Buddhism in North America, did not 
escape controversy, rather he seemed to thrive on it For a sharp critique of his personality, teaching 
style and lifestyle, see Butler (1990) and Clark (1980). Despite these criticisms, Trungpa's teachings 
continue to speak for themselves. For a clear description of meditation, see Trungpa (1973,1976, 
1981, 1988, 1991). 

18 This kind of distracted mind has been investigated and well documented in Dissociation, Progress in the 
Dissociative Disorders: The Official Journal of the International Society for the Study of Multiple 
Personality and Dissociation. The basic theory of dissociation is consistent with many olhcr 
psychotherapeutic theories, including psychoanalysis, psychosynthesis, transactional analysis, ego state 
therapy and others. Very simply, normal child development involves the assimilation of many diverse 
aspects of personality into a cohesive unit, while any trauma experienced tends to cause a disturbance in 
this process, causing a splitting off of various functional and temporal units of personality (i.e. part 
selves that perform different functions - nurturing, punishing, guilt ridden, social adept, etc. - and part 
selves associated with various memories and specific ages). The discontinuity between these various 
part selves is the cause of dissociation. Everyone experiences dissociation to some extent, particularly 
under stress. This may manifest as suddenly waking up from a daydream while driving or walking and 
not having any memory of how you got from one place to another. In more severe cases, as in those of 
multiple personality disorder, a person can switch states and lose track of hours and days through stale-
specific memory blackouts. A scale for measuring the severity of dissociation has been published in the 
above-mentioned journal. See Ross, Norton and Anderson (1988). 

1 9 For a fuller description of this view of mental illness, see Podvoll (1990) and Scarlcs (1979). 
2 0 For more on the varieties of group psychotherapy, see Corey (1982). 
21 This approach, at the Kantor Institute, which emphasizes self-knowledge and the development of a 

personal style, underscores the view that the theories of famous family therapists available in the 
literature are not so much discoveries of objective truths but ralher personal insights that reflect the 
personality and cultural-familial history of each individual theorist. Acknowledging this, one sees thai 
certain theorists strike a chord inside oneself whereas others don't Finally, one takes pride in emulating 
the great theorists through the process of devising one's own style of doing therapy, borrowing where 
appropriate. I myself took an interest in the work of Jay Haley and Carl Whitakcr. Sec Haley (1963, 
1973,1977,1980) and Napier and Whitaker (1978). Whitaker has been known to fall asleep in the 
middle of a family therapy session and upon awakening to tell his dream to the family as an allegory of 
their particular family conundrum. 

2 2 The phenomenon of cult followers becoming addicted to their leader is well known (sec Galantcr, 1989; 
Deikman, 1990; Lindholm, 1990). To my mind the best way of understanding the difference between 
master/disciple as a pathological dependency, and as a legitimate path to spiritual awakening is from 
Wilber's developmental perspective. Very simply put, people struggling with particular developmental 
fixations or layers of incomplete or perverted developmental solutions are vulnerable to master/disciple 
pathological dependency, while if these lower levels of development arc more or less successfully 
completed, a person is ready for a healthy master/disciple relationship that points the way toward 
spiritual or transpersonal development. The pathological master/disciple relationship can be seen as an 
aspect of narcissistic personality disorder where the structure consists, as Wilber says, 'of a grandiosc-
self-plus-omnipotent-object as a fused unit (1986, p. 109).' For a thorough description of Wilber's full 
spectrum of development and the potential pathological side tracks, sec Wilber, Engcr and Brown 
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(1986), 'The Spectrum of Psycho-Pathology.' Also in the same volume see 'Psychiatric 
Complications of Meditation Practice' by Mark Epstein and Jonathan Lieff, as well as Jack Engler's 
"Therapeutic Aims in Psychotherapy and Meditation: Developmental Stages in the Representation of 
Self, especially the section entitled 'The Attraction of Buddhism for Persons with Self-Pathology.' 
From my own experience of various Buddhist communities in North America, India and Nepal, I would 
agree that a lot of people are blindly trying to get rid of their self before they have even found it or 
developed it In my own community there is a lot of controversy around this issue and the value of 
psychotherapy altogether. Those against psychotherapy argue that the self is an illusion, so why bother 
to develop it in the first place? My answer: A well-developed illusory self makes a better bodhisattva 
(one who postpones full enlightenment in order to help others). 

2 3 From an Eastern cultural perspective and from the perspective of some aboriginal cultures from around 
the world, devotion and respect toward wise elders is known to be essential if the transmission of 
wisdom from one generation to the next is to take place (Suzuki & Knudtson, 1992). The relationship 
between teacher and student is central to the teaching and learning process and central to the awakening 
of elemental wisdom. In the Tibetan tradition (Trungpa, 1973), the apparent contradiction between 
believing that wisdom exists inherently and uniquely within each person to be found only through 
deeply felt personal experiences, and the belief that a wise elder is necessary to transmit or point out the 
essence of this wisdom within, is understood not as a contradiction but as an essential and ultimate 
unity. This unity of the self-discovery process and the necessity of a guide or mentor who points the 
way is a theme that runs through the history of Buddhism. Sogyal tells us that in the tantras it is 
written: 'Of all the Buddhas who have ever attained enlightenment, not a single one accomplished this 
without relying on a master, and of all the thousand Buddhas that will appear in this eon, none of them 
will attain enlit ...'enment without relying on a master (Sogyal, 1992, p. 133).' 

2 4 For further elucidation of this idea and the relationship between teacher and student in the Tibetan 
Buddhist tradition, see Trungpa (1973), chapters 3,4,5, The Guru, Initiation, and Self-Deception; also 
see Sogyal (1992), chapter 9, and Nalanda Translation Committee (1980) especially "The Song of 
LodroThaye,'pp. 81-90. 

2 5 My experience of Buddhist and Christian dialogues based in contemplative and meditative experience, 
rather than intellectual speculation or dry 'theology,' especially during four years (1981-1985) of 
conferences on Buddhist and Christian Meditation at the Naropa Institute, have perhaps been the most 
profoundly useful experiences for helping me to recognize and integrate my previously unacknowledged 
need for a western perspective. Listening to the dialogue and practicing different methods allows for a 
freedom to uproot unconscious tendencies and expose some of the strong forces I find binding in our 
contemporary cultural context I find dialogue gives me a perspective outside my own tradition with 
which to examine biases and prejudices that lie therein. These conferences have been edited into a book; 
see Walker (1987). 



Chapter 2 
Occidental Orientations 

• Jesus's children • Turning around to clean house • Wilber's circle • Jung 
and the restless • Re-decision • Tart's trance • Shaking loose • God-child • 
Inner-child • Transcendence • Death and the ego • Inner guide • Wisdom 
seeking wisdom • Emptiness seeing emptiness • 

At that time the disciples came to Jesus and asked who is the greatest 
in the kingdom of heaven. 

He called a child, set the child in front of him, and said 
I tell you this, unless you turn round and become like children you 

will never enter the kingdom of heaven. 
Humble yourself until you are like a child and you will be the greatest 

in the kingdom of heaven. 
(Matthew 18:1-4) 

All of us were once children and perhaps all of us have some vague intuition that if 

we were to become fully grown up we would in some way become once more like 

children, that is, open to the wonder of our being.1 Goethe tells us that 'the highest to 

which we can attain is wonder.'2 Existential and humanistic writers like Rollo May (1953) 

and Abraham Maslow (1971) agree that the most mature and creative adults, whether 

scientists like Einstein or artists like Matisse, somehow are able to maintain or reawaken the 

child's capacity for wonder and awe.3 

In the last chapter I described two experiences from my own life with which I hope 

most people, if not everyone, can identify. The first is the joy, wonder and sense of inner 

freedom of being a child at play. The second is somehow losing that. 

In the process of growing up and being conditioned into our particular culture wc 

all experience a sense of loss, and a kind of psychic wounding. Whether this wounding is 
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due to actual abuse, neglect, abandonment, consistent emotional hurtfulness and confusing 

messages, or whether it is just a consequence of our survival and the natural developmental 

process of growing up and taking on ever-increasing responsibilities, we all lose the simple 

and joyful mind of childhood. We lose the child's sense of openness, fresh perception and 

deep wonder, as well as a child's uninhibited curiosity and spontaneous playfulness. Some 

of us lose more than others, and some have managed to reawaken part of the wonder of 

childhood. Yet I have found, in my experience as a counsellor, educator and friend, that we 

as adults, for the most part, have a definite feeling that something has been lost, something 

very precious, something that we once had and took for granted. 

The words of Jesus that I have quoted above raise within us what I understand to 

be a universal yearning, the yearning to become like a child again. The word 'like' is, of 

course, very important here as we do not wish to promote childishness, but childlikeness.4 

From a strictly chronological perspective, our experience of childhood is lost forever. Even 

if it were not, it would not be sensible to actually become a child again, to be naively 

dependent and emotionally compulsive. This would be to remain childish rather than to 

become childlike. However, through a certain capacity for timelessness within the non­

sequential and non-temporal mode of our minds,5 we as adults, with all that we have 

gained as adults -our knowledge, skills, abilities and confidence - can 'turn round' and 

become like little children, losing nothing of value that we have gained as a person. Instead 

we only lose our self-consciousness, our inhibitions, our conditioned repressiveness and, 

most importantiy, our singular and egocentric reference point. Then, with the same 

enthusiastic energy, joyful wonder and vulnerable intensity of a child we can begin to open 

to the universe as a web of interconnections and cultivate intuitive wisdom. 

'Humble yourself until you are like a child.' One way to interpret this turning 

around is to say that we need to backtrack over ground we have covered in developing our 

ego, and in learning how to be an adult. Turning around, we look at ourselves and we find 

that we need to clean house. We see that we need to disidentify from the limited forms of 
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thought, personality and being with which we have identified, in order to become 

functioning adults. To free ourselves to grow into the wisdom that has always been there, 

the intuitive wisdom and spontaneous action we have known ever since we were a child; 

we need to peel away that accumulated tendency to take ourselves too seriously as adults. 

To become humble is to admit that, whereas we once thought we knew the answers, now 

we are aware that we do not know. And to be humble also means we are willing to stay in 

that open space of not knowing, as that is the optimal place from which to grow and learn, 

The developmental scheme of Ken Wilber (1980) attempts to blend the insights of 

multiple strains of Western developmental psychology and psychotherapy with insights 

from the world's religious, mystical and meditative traditions. Wilber draws a circle (see 

figure 1), putting ego-development as ascending up through childhood on the left and 

spiritual or transpersonal development as descending on the right. In this scheme, the top 

of the circle represents that precarious and ultimately unstable, anxiety-provoking position 

that most of us somehow manage to maintain as 'normal' adults - egohood. 

SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS 
(egolc, mental) 

SUBCONSCIOUSNESS 
(pleromatic, uroboric, 

typhonlc) 

Figure 1 (i) General Life Cycle 

There is something intriguing in Wilber's elegandy symmetrical model, especially 

intriguing from the perspective of training teachers to be more aware of children and more 

SUPERCONSCIOUSNESS 
(subtle, causal, 

ultimate) 
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empathic to the emotional experiences of children. For Wilber, the second half of 

development, which he calls the inward arc, is the transpersonal journey beyond ego. It is 

in some ways a kind of mirror image of the first half, which he calls the outward arc. 

According to the contemporary perspective, childhood development seems to proceed in 

various stages toward the full integration of a relatively well-adjusted and well-defined 

personal self, a healthy individual ego. In the second half of development, according to 

Wilber's transpersonal theories, the process is reversed as one progresses beyond levels of 

self-actualization through various stages of spiritual growth that involve a progressive 

dissolving of the boundaries felt to exist between self and other, between the duality of 

subject and object in experience. 

.^ Normality « ^ 

Ego/ Persona Mature ego 

/ \ 
Membership self / Membership-cognition (gross-oriented) \ Biosocial Bands 

Pre-verbal 
Trans-verbal 

Bodyego \ Axial-constructs (self vs. not-self) / Centaur 

Pre-personal structures 
(pleroma, uroboros) Trans-personal structures 

(subtle, causal) 

Figure l.(ii) 
Highlights of Life Cycle: Pre- vs. Trans-

From the perspective of these transpersonal levels, the achievements of the outward 

arc which are essential for everyday survival and intellectual ability are never lost, they are 
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simply subsumed or integrated within the broader perspective of non-dual wisdom. For 

Wilber, the ground of all development is a non-dual experience of being. From this ground 

as a child we gradually develop the duality of consciousness, defining ourselves as separate 

from our experience. However, eventually, through the process of maturation, adult 

development and spiritual growth, we return to this non-dual ground. We return to the 

direct and uncomplicated experience of a small child unencumbered by the restrictions of 

self consciousness. 

What I refer to as elemental wisdom has to do with transforming the raw energy of 

childish emotions. Elemental wisdom is one way to understand and organize what might be. 

called an archetypal intuitive awareness that begins to operate in the early and middle levels 

of spiritual development. However, it is important to note that the energy of emotions and 

the intuitive communication process of elemental wisdom are ultimately one-iiHhe-same, 

and therefore wisdom is available throughout all levels of development. It is the degree of 

sensitivity and maturity of mind's awareness that perceives and organizss the elemental 

energies as either raw emotions or intuitive wisdom. 

Wilber's comprehensive developmental scheme is in accordance with that of Jung 

(1968a, b, 1972) who characterized the first half of life as concerned with individuation 

while the second half of life presents the challenge of transcendence. In individuation, the 

various aspects of the individual psyche reach their fullest degree of differentiation. The 

process of transcendence for Jung implied integrating the system of diverse archetypes into 

the self, with the goal of harmonious functioning, wholeness in diversity, and through a 

progressive integration of elements from the collective unconscious an intimate identifica­

tion with all of humanity.6 

Charles Tart (1987) refers to ego-consciousness, the apex of development in 

conventional psychology, as the 'consensus trance' or 'the sleep of everyday life' 

(pp. 62-106). He likens the process of enculturation to that of trance induction or hypnosis. 

He explains, however, that since the process of enculturation is constant and occurs day in 
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and day out for years and years throughout childhood and adulthood, it is thousands of 

times more numbing and pervasively controlling than the average hypnotic suggestion of 

the clinic or stage hypnotist. Tart's perspective comes not only from years of experience 

investigating hypnosis and other altered states of consciousness as a scientifically trained 

psychologist, but also from years of immersing himself in the study and practice of the 

systems and techniques of liberation designed and taught by Gurdjieff (1950-63,1973) and 

his primary student, Ouspensky (1977). Simply put, what Tart says is that we lose our 

childhood wonder because we are bombarded by lies and deceptions; we believe them, and 

quickly forget that we ever knew anything different. 

Psychotherapy and counselling7 is one way of backtracking over the steps taken in 

becoming an adult, to overcome at least a few of the maladaptive habit patterns that might 

have formed in that painful process of growing up. One clear way of conceptualizing this 

process is through the theory and techniques of Redecision Therapy, a hybrid branch of 

Transactional Analysis influenced by Gestalt Therapy and pioneered by R. and M. 

Goulding (1972,1976,1982) and McNeel (1975). 

Put very simply, this theory asserts that children adapt to stress in the family, or 

elsewhere in their lives, by making decisions about how to be, how to act, and who they 

are. These decisions stick, and unless a person consciously releases them they can continue 

to bind at least a part of the self, causing cycles of self-sabotaging and neurotic behaviour. 

These early childhood decisions may or may not be influenced by what are called 

injunctions, consistently repeated verbal and non-verbal messages from parents or other 

important authority figures, such as 'be quiet,' 'hurry up,' 'try harder.' 

A child who is consistently told to 'hurry up' may conclude that she is fundamen­

tally slower than everyone else and therefore she must always hurry. As a consequence of 

this, in her adult life she may often feel compelled to rush around, driven by that inner 

voice that says hurry, hurry. When she hurries she is not aware of the present moment, 

does not attend properly to things that need to be done, and seldom finishes things. In 
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redecision therapy a skilled therapist might lead her into remembering what it felt like as a 

little girl to be told 'hurry up, hurry up, you're always running late.' 

Remembering the feelings and perhaps visualizing a particular scene from her child­

hood, part of her can return to being a little girl at that time and discover what decisions she 

made about herself. Then the therapist guides her at the same time to access her mature and 

compassionate adult ego states to reparent the little girl. The nurturing parent and the 

rational adult parts of herself can give the little girl permission to change the decision and 

help her come up with a better alternative or perhaps none at all other than the freedom to 

respond to each new situation. Most importantly, the little girl needs to get the message that 

she can love herself just the way she is without having to adapt to outside forces in order to 

be loveable. Thereby she is able to relax the mental and physical energy that has been tied 

up in hurrying as a way to please someone else. 

Since most of the injunctions and malfunctioning decisions were laid down in 

childhood at various different stages of development, it seems necessary, according to this 

model, to access the child ego state through regression or some form of emotional re-

experiencing in order to achieve release. It seems that it does no good to go through these 

same steps in an intellectual way through a discussion or while reading, without accessing 

the feeling states, and the child's way of thinking, expressing and understanding. In the 

past ten years or so this kind of therapeutic work has been written about in popular 

psychology and self-help books as inner child work and as reclaiming the inner child.8 

When Eric Berne (1964,1974) invented his simple and accessible terminology 

(which in some ways could be seen to replace Freud's Super Ego, Ego and Id), as the 

Parent, Adult and Child ego states, the child ego state not only contained the powerful 

instinctual drives, but also all that is positive within the child, including the creative poten­

tial of emotional energies as well as a child's sense of wonder, uncomplicated perception, 

and the ability to be spontaneous and playful. The positive aspects of the child are dubbed 

the Natural Child or Free Child in Transactional Analysis, while the Accommodating Child 
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or Adaptive Child stands for that tendency to doubt this positive energy of the Natural 

Child or go against it in the face of conflict or fear of conflict. This conflict could come 

from outside pressures of the family and social environment or intrapsychically from these 

same principles introjectedinto the parent ego state known as the Critical Parent. 

The journey of shaking oneself loose from conditioning and one's own peculiar 

adaptations to the environmental pressures experienced in childhood seems to be a common 

theme running throughout many of the various theories and practices of psychotherapy. In 

Jung's notion of the Persona as the actor's mask, we again find a compromise formation 

between the individual and society. Like Berne's Accommodating Child ego state, Jung's 

Persona is the archetype of adaptation. Jung also recognized the significance of the 

recurring God-Child or Holy-Infant in world mythology and religion as a strong archetype 

representing unlimited potential as well as what he called 'futurity,' a kind of 

foreshadowing of greater things to come. The Divine-Child archetype9 for Jung is the seed 

of the Self, which is Jung's ultimate archetype of integration and transcendence. The self is 

the archetype of God within, symbolized as the figure of Christ, Buddha, the Wise Old 

Man, the Philosopher's stone, the jewel or the treasure that is difficult to find. 

The notion of 'freedom' and 'authenticity' in existential philosophy and existential 

psychotherapy also has this same tone of breaking free from one's own constricting 

adherence to the pressures of social conditioning, to discover a deeper truth and guiding 

force from within. In existential psychotherapy neurosis is a sign of something brewing, 

a sign that one's higher potential is ready to burst forth yet still somehow turned against 

itself. Rollo May (1953) puts it quite simply: 

If any organism fails to fulfill its potentialities, it becomes sick, just as 
your legs would wither if you never walked. But the power of your 
legs is not all you would lose. The flowing of your blood, your heart 
action, your whole organism would be the weaker. And in the same 
way if man does not fulfill his potentialities as a person, he becomes 
to that extent constricted and ill. This is the essence of neurosis - the 
person's unused potentialities, blocked by hostile conditions in the 
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environment (past or present) and by his own internalized conflicts, 
turn inward and cause morbidity, (p. 95) 

May's language of 'organism' and 'potentiality' is reminiscent of language 

developed by Carl Rogers (1977a) and his followers, during roughly the same period, to 

describe what they observed through their attentive, client-centred mode of counselling and 

psychotherapy: 

We came to see the troubled or neurotic individual as one whose self 
concept had become structured in ways incongruent with his 
organismic experience.10 

Perhaps the following passage from R. D. Laing (1968), writing within the 

turbulent ethos of the late 1960s, best describes what I focus on as die important turning 

point in the development of consciousness: 

True sanity entails in one way or another the dissolution of the normal 
ego, that false self completely adjusted to our alienated reality; the 
emergence of the 'inner' archetypal mediators of divine power, and 
through the death a rebirth, and the eventual reestablishment of a new 
kind of ego functioning, the ego now being the servant of the divine, 
no longer its betrayer, (p. 119)11 

This statement of Laing's, I believe, summarizes a broad range of nineteenth and 

twentieth century Western thought. In making such a statement, Laing stands on the 

shoulders of many giants. His statement was influenced by Jung's archetypal psychology 

as well as the philosophical perspectives of existential phenomenology in the writings of 

such thinkers as Nietzsche (1956), Kierkegaard (1944,1954), Heidegger (1950,1962), 

Sartre (1956,1966), Buber (1958), Tillich (1952), Binswanger (1963) and Boss (1963). 

From another perspective, however, Laing is merely restating what has been expressed by 

great minds, by saints and sages, since the dawn of history. 

Returning to the task of defining elemental wisdom, compare Laing's statement 

with the following, a casual formulation of the Buddhist journey toward wisdom made by 
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the contemporary, English-speaking, Tibetan meditation master and interpreter of Tibetan 

Buddhism to the West, Sogyal Rinpoche12 (1992): 

Two people have been living in you all your life. One is the ego, 
garrulous, demanding, hysterical, calculating; the other is the hidden 
spiritual being, whose still voice of wisdom you have only rarely 
heard or attended to. As you listen more and more to the teachings, 
contemplate them, and integrate them into your life, your inner voice, 
your innate wisdom of discernment, what we call in Buddhism 
"discriminating awareness,"13 is awakened and strengthened, and you 
start to begin to distinguish between its guidance and the various 
clamorous and enthralling voices of ego. The memory of your real 
nature, with all its splendor and confidence, begins to return to you. 
You will find, in fact, that you have uncovered in yourself your own 
wise guide. Because he or she knows you through and through, since 
he or she is you, your guide can help you, with increasing clarity and 
humor, negotiate all the difficulties of your thoughts and emotions... 

The more often you listen to this wise guide, the more easily you will 
be able to change your negative moods yourself, see through them, 
and even laugh at them for the absurd dramas and ridiculous illusions 
that they are. Gradually you will find yourself able to free yourself 
more and more quickly from the dark emotions that have ruled your 
life, and this ability to do so is the greatest miracle of all. (p. 120) 

Meditation, which cultivates mindfulness and awareness, is the basis for training 

teachers in elemental wisdom. Meditation here does not refer to meditating on something in 

order to create a deep state of concentration or trance-like state of mind. Rather, meditation 

in Buddhist psychology refers to the practice of training the mind to become aware of itself 

as a process. Meditation is simply one direct and highly personal way of using the mind to 

learn about the mind or, as Shunryu Suzuki has said, "It is wisdom that is seeking for 

wisdom" (1970, p. 19). 

The discipline of meditation according to Wilber (1980) fosters the ongoing 

developmental process especially with respect to the transpersonal phases beyond the 

limitations of ego awareness. Though there are extensive teachings concerning the phases 
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of realization and stages of meditative awareness within all Buddhist schools, strictly 

speaking, meditation is an end in itself and not a goal-oriented or teleological activity. From 

the timeless perspective of the Buddha's enlightenment there is no such thing as develop­

ment. There is only the eternally awakened mind of the present moment. If you take on the 

posture of the Buddha and are fully present in the 'now' you are the Buddha. Shunryu 

Suzuki (1970) explains this point in discussing the posture of meditation: 

Enlightenment is not some good feeling or some particular state of 
mind. The state of mind that exists when you sit in the right posture 
is, itself, enlightenment. If you can not be satisfied with the state of 
mind that you have in zazen, it means your mind is still wandering 
about. Our body and mind should not be wandering about. In this 
posture there is no need to talk about the right state of mind. You 
already have it. This is the conclusion of Buddhism, (p. 28) 

Anyone can have a glimpse of the enlightenment experience of the Buddha if only 

for a fraction of EH instant. In fact, it is not a rare occurrence and happens frequently 

throughout the experiences of our daily lives. The path of meditation has to do with first 

learning to recognize this natural state of mind, then learning how to maintain it, and finally 

learning how to integrate it into the nitty-gritty details of life. From the relative perspective 

of the undisciplined mind and our more common experience of confusion, it is nonetheless 

useful to speak of meditation as a process of development that uncovers our awakened 

mind of innate intuitive wisdom.14 

Most of us are usually so engrossed in the content of mind or so completely dis­

tracted by the outwardly appearing projections of mind that we have no awareness of how 

mind actually works. Meditation practice allows us to gently disengage ourselves from the 

content of mind so that we can observe the process of mind. This allows us to open our­

selves to learning things about ourselves that we never knew, and then to gradually make 

friends with all aspects of ourselves, which eventually leads to becoming fully who we are. 
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This style of insight meditation is not purely a mental exercise. In this practice the 

body is equally as important as the mind. Because mind is fickle, formless and generally 

hard to pin down, meditation practice uses the body to anchor the mind. Normally, when 

we engage our mind in something we ignore our body. The first step in meditation is to 

bring the mind fully into the experience of the body in the present moment, to gradually 

synchronize body and mind. Most people find their minds to be racing ahead or away from 

their bodies. The discipline of meditation brings some peace to the mind so that body and 

mind work together. This is called mindfulness or the practice of bringing back a wander­

ing mind so that it is grounded in the body and in the present moment. From my experience 

of working with myself and with others in various professional contexts I have come to 

believe that the potential value of introducing mindfulness as a technique in education is 

inestimable.15 William James (1961) has said: 

The faculty of voluntarily bringing back a wandering mind, over and 
over again, is the very root of judgement, character and will. No one 
is compos sui if he have it not. An education which should improve 
this faculty would be the education par excellence, (p. 424)16 

Mindfulness is the basic discipline of meditation. From mindfulness, awareness 

naturally develops. The term awareness in this specific sense refers to the ability to observe 

the process of mind in a more objective and dispassionate manner within the broader con­

text of everyday actions and relationships.17 From this comes a kind penetrating insight, an 

intuitive wisdom known in Buddhism as the highest knowing or prajna in Sanskrit (pra-

highestj'/ia-knowing) and as sherab (s/ze-knowing, rap-best) in Tibetan. This is the 

capacity referred to in the passage above by Sogyal as the 'innate wisdom of discernment' 

and 'discriminating awareness.' 

Often translated as discriminating awareness, prajna does not refer to (^criminating 

in the sense of developing bias. Rather, it is discrimination that sorts out confusion and 

neurotic habit patterns from clear and straightforward thought and action. Prajna is a higher 

i 
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form of intelHgence neither limited by what we want for ourselves nor by what we tliink we 

know. 

Prajna is said to be the highest knowing because it is knowing about the process of 

knowing. In our normal mode of knowing we tend to cling to concepts. In Buddhism, 

prajna is said to be a free and open cognition that is not perverted in its clarity either by the 

cognizer or the object of cognition. It is not the process of using concepts held in the 

memory to interpret reality. Rather, it is insight that dawns fresh in every instant and is 

therefore never out of step with the changing world. Teachers trained in this kind of 

awareness would ideally see their students rather than their preconceptions. 

Prajna, the pivotal concept of Mahayana Buddhism,18 is also essential in 

transforming childish emotions into elemental wisdoms. If our school teachers of today had 

the opportunity to practice meditation in their training they might find that diey could 

gradually cultivate this natural sharpness in their intrinsic awareness and then, with further 

training, expand it by uncovering their own unique style of diverse wisdom qualities 

associated with the five elements. 

To fully understanu how prajna works we need to look more deeply into Buddhist 

philosophy. The centrepiece of the Mahayana wisdom teachings19 is an extension of a 

doctrine known in the earlier and more conservative Hinayana school of Buddhism as 

dependent origination (pratitya-samutpada),20 which explains that all causes and conditions 

of existence are chainlinked in a cycle and arise as interdependent. In the Mahayana this 

becomes the realization of shunyata, emptiness, the realization that nothing exists in and of 

itself. All things are devoid of their 'own being' (svabhava) because they depend upon the 

universal totality in the nexus of causal conditions. In these teachings, prajna is said to be 

that wisdom which sees shunyata, emptiness. As Trungpa (1973) says: 

Prajna is intelligence, the all seeing eye, the opposite of the ego's 
watching itself doing everything (p. 178). 



I 
58 

Seeing the interdependent unity of all things, the multiplicity ofdharmas (tiniest 

atoms of experience) are empty. Likewise all the various components of complex 

psychological processes described in the Buddha's teachings known as the Abhidharma21 

are empty 'Form is emptiness and emptiness is form. Emptiness is no other than form and 

form is no other than emptiness' reads the Heart Sutra, a condensed version of the 

Maliaprajnaparamita Sutra (great wisdom perfection scripture). Therefore all things 

experienced in this world are seen as nothing other than reifications of conceptual and 

linguistic distinctions formed in an energetic and creative process. This process of 

projecting our experience, characterized in the Buddhist teachings as ignorance, avidya22 

begins with the first flicker of duality which separates 'that' from 'this.' 

Prajna in its highest form sees through the illusion of any apparently solid existence 

as if it were merely a dream. However, this perfection of wisdom is also not biased into 

accepting any rigid nihilistic interpretation of reality, either. For this is regarded, in the 

subtleties of Buddhist philosophy and meditative realization, as the mistake of regarding 

emptiness itself as real. To quote the great Indian poet and Mahasiddha (rea'ized master) 

Saraha: 

Those who postulate particular existents are stupid like cattle, 
But those who postulate particular non-existents are stupider than 
these. (Guenther, 1989, p. 97) 

This non-dual insight is the essence of the Buddhist 'Middle Way' and was chiefly 

espoused in the teachings of Nagarjuna, the founding father of mahayana philosophy, 

who, as legends would have it, is said to have recovered the Buddha's original teachings 

on die wisdom of emptiness from a king of the water serpents after hundreds of years of 

safekeeping in the depths of his watery realm. These teachings on the wisdom of emptiness 

were hotly debated throughout India during most of the first millennium, giving rise to 

many various schools of thought that held a variety of slightly differing views.23 
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The original Buddhist teachings concerning nirvana as an end of suffering and the 

cessation of the tendency to give rise to the causes that fuel samsara (the cycles of recurring 

existence and suffering) were raised to a new level by this perspective of non-dual wisdom. 

Nagarjuna tells us that: 'There is not the slightest difference between samsara and nirvana, 

... The perimeter of nirvana is also the perimeter of samsara, In between them not the 

slightest shade of difference is found' (Guenther, 1989, p. 96). From this non-dual 

perspective the only thing that separates a Buddha or awakened one from all the rest of us 

who wander in samsara is the perfection of wisdom or prajnaparamita. It is this non-

dualistic philosophy which I am advocating as the ground of contemplative education and 

contemplative teacher training. In my experience, the non-dualistic perspective developed 

through meditation allows the student and the teacher to open fully to themselves and to 

each other, accepting the chaotic emotional energies that arise in the process of learning, 

because they know intuitively and experientially that within the confusion and discomfort 

of these emotions, there is wisdom. 

Chogyam Trungpa's explanation of two-fold prajna,, described while speaking to 

North Americans in the early 1970s, summarizes the non-dualistic way: 

The bodhisattva transmutes the watcher or ego into discriminating 
knowledge, prajna paramita. 'Pra' means 'super,' 'jna' means 
'knowing: super-knowledge, complete, accurate knowledge which 
sees everything. Consciousness fixed on 'this and 'that' has been cut 
through, which produces the twofold knowledge, the prajna of 
knowing and the prajna of seeing. 

The prajna of knowing deals with emotions. It is the cutting through 
of conflicting emotions - the attitudes that one has towards oneself-
thereby revealing what one is. The prajna of seeing is the transcen­
dence of primitive preconceptions of the world. It is seeing situations 
as they are. Therefore the prajna of seeing allows for dealing with 
situations in as balanced a way as possible.... The bodhisattva no 
longer experiences the irritating quality that comes from distinguishing 
between this and that. He (she) just sails through situations without 
needing to check back. (1973, p. 178) 
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According to this Buddhist understanding of wisdom, teachers experienced in the 

prajna of knowing will be aware of the excess baggage of their personal unfinished 

emotional business from their past and any other negative emotion based on indulgent self-

consciousness. Teachers experienced in the prajna of seeing will not misinterpret the needs 

of students based on preconceptions but will be sensitive and responsive to the needs of 

students as they arise, able to learn from the students themselves ways to teach which are 

appropriate and suited to the moment. 

In the sacred traditions of the world, the process of uncovering inherent wisdom by 

gradually peeling away the layers of conditioning has been practiced for thousands of 

years, spawning a great diversity of techniques and methods. These are the contemplative 

traditions which according to Aldous Huxley represent the highest development of human 

culture.24 Great institutions of higher learning throughout history such as Nalanda in India 

and the great universities of Medieval Europe such as Oxford and Cambridge in England 

and their equivalents on the Continent, as well as the overall tradition of liberal arts colleges 

in North America were originally inspired and maintained as contemplative communities 

designed to transmit and protect various kinds of sacred teachings having to do with 

contemplation and the cultivation of wisdom.25 Yet in our universities and colleges of 

today this search for inner wisdom and intuition has been, to a large extent, lost in the 

fervor of rationalism, scientism and the materialistic view of knowledge. 

We cannot be fully active except we be partly contemplative, nor fully 
contemplative (at least on earth) without being partly active. Active life 
is begun and ended in this life; not so the contemplative. It begins in 
this life and goes on eternally. 

The Cloud of Unknowing26 

The gradual cultivation of intuition, or what I am calling elemental wisdom, would 

allow teachers to trust themselves and their own perception, in order to connect on a more 

direct and intimate level with the children diey teach. Psychological theories of learning, 
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cognition and development can be helpful, yet compared to the immediacy of intuition and 

direct experience, these theories can seem cumbersome. Teachers can uncover their own 

inherent ability to perceive their students accurately. They can creatively develop lesson 

plans to address what is needed in order to draw out each individual child's ability to learn 

and grow. By training their intuition through practising contemplative exercises designed to 

heighten their experience of the five styles of elemental wisdom, teachers can begin to 

uncover those special qualities of wonder and spontaneity in themselves to join in a parallel 

experience with the children they teach. 

We are thinking reeds but our great works are done when we are not 
calculating and thinking, "Childlikeness" has to be restored with long 
years of training in the art of self-forgetfulness. When this is attained, 
we think yet we do not think. We think like showers coming down 
from the sky: we think like the waves rolling on the ocean; we think 
like the stars illuminating the nightly heavens; we think like the green 
foliage shooting forth in the relaxing spring breeze. Indeed we are the 
showers, the ocean, the stars, the foliage. 

D. T. Suzuki27 
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CHAPTER 2 NOTES 

1 I wish to acknowledge my debt to a talk given at a conference on Christian and Buddhist meditation at 
Mount St. Vincent University in Halifax, N.S., in March of 1993 by Father Laurence Freeman of the 
Benedictine Christian order. Father Laurence used this passage to introduce uie healing power of 
Christian meditation. Father Laurence is a student of John Main, an important figure in the revival of 
meditation in the Catholic tradition. John Main has written several books on Christian meditation 
(1985,1988,1990,1991), as has Father Laurence Freeman (1986,1989). 

2 Quoted in R, May (1953), p. 212. To remove the gender bias from this quotation I have replaced the 
term 'man' with the first person plural 'we.' Goethe also wrote in the Prelude to Faust (1926),'Age 
does not make us childish, as they say. It only finds us true children still,' and in Hermann und 
Dorothea (1968), 'We can't form our children on our own concepts; we must take them and love them 
as God gives them to us.' For an interesting treatment of Goethe's spiritual understanding of nature and 
methods for training observation and thought, see Lehrs (1958), a book written within the 
anthroposophical tradition of Rudolf Stciner, the founder of Waldorf schools. In addition to having his 
own mystical visions, Steincr was a Goethe scholar and derived much of his inspiration from Goethe's 
metaphysics describing an interconnected relationship between mind and nature. 

3 Einstein is reported to have said, 'One cannot but be in awe when (one) contemplates the mysteries of 
eternity, of life, of the marvelous structure of reality. It is enough if one tries to merely comprehend a 
little of this mystery each day. Never lose a holy curiosity. (Clark, 1971, p. 243)' Nikos Kazantzakis 
(1967), in his celebrated novel of earthy spirituality, Zorba the Greek, also tells us, 'The highest point 
a [person] can attain is not Knowledge, or Virtue, or Goodness, or Victory, but something even greater, 
more heroic and more despairing: Sacred Awe! (p. 24).' 

4 R. May (1953, p. 112) says that the statement by Jesus has nothing to do with 'childishness' or 
'infantilism.' In contemporary psychotherapy, 'healing the inner child' involves identifying childish 
behaviours and tendencies lo indulge childish emotions in adults as discrete ego states fixated, or frozen 
in development, as a reflection of the child's 'survival' response to trauma. If the child ego state can be 
reassured, through therapeutic interventions, that he or she is now safe, protected and loved by the adult 
ego state, then the bound-up energy of the child is released, and the capacity of wonder and creativity 
can begin to blossom in the adult. The simplicity of this conceptualization of uie therapeutic process 
has allowed it to become extremely popular in the self-help literature; see notes 9 and 10 below. 

5 The different modes of our consciousness of time have been discussed by many. Still a classic in this 
regard is the chapter 'The Temporal Dimensions of Consciousness' in Ornstein (1972). Piaget (1954, 
1977) found that our sense of time is built in four distinct steps. In Gestalt Psychology, Lewin (1951) 
also speaks of our sense of time being built up. He imagines it like a house with the floor being 'real' 
time and the roof an imaginary or psychological dme built of hopes and fears; together these fcrm what 
he called the reality-irreality dimension of time. Whorf (1956), the linguist, noted an absence of tenses 
in the Hopi language. Lee (1949), an antliropologist, found that Trobriand islanders had no word for 
history and observed mat they were not at all interested in communicating what we would refer to as 
chronological sequence. Fraser (1966) tells us that Newton conceived of two types of time, as did 
Leibnitz and Bergson. Loye (1983) theorizes three types of time: timeless time of mystics and psychic 
precognition, which he associates with the 'holographic universe' of Bohm (1980) and the holographic 
mind theory of Pribram, Nuwerand Baron (1974); spatial time, associated with me Gestalt theories of 
Kohlcr (1970) and the 'right-brain' theories of Sperry (1985a, b); and finally, our familiar serial time, 
the kind that rules our lives with the tick tick ticking of clocks. 

6 Jung spoke of individuation as teleological, purposive, synthetic and constructive. The tendency for the 
psyche or soul to develop towards wholeness and the balance of opposite forces results in a unique 
personality, deep and rich, unified and coherent. See Jung (1968a), especially 'Conscious, Unconscious 
and Individuation,' and 'A Study in the Process of Individuation.' The section entitled 'Concerning 
Mandala Symbolism' also deals with individuation. Other authors who deal with the topic of individua­
tion in a similar manner include Jacobi (1967), Adler (1961) and Wheelwright (1981). The spiritual 
path of transcendence in Jung's work is primarily found in his writings on alchemy. Jung understood 
alchemy as a psychic projection of an inner spiritual transformation onto the chemical substances of 
the outer alchemical laboratory. In the hermetic language of alchemy he found a complex symbolic 
psychology. Built upon an apparently irrational structure with bizarre imagery, Jung found alchemy to 
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be a highly refined system completely in accordance with his investigations of dreams, cross-cultural 
mythology and the structural process of psychotherapy. Reading Jung is difficult enough, but the 
alchemical works are particularly challenging, filled as they arc with strange imagery and obscure Latin 
and Greek terms drawn from ancient Gnostic and Hermetic sources. To learn about alchemy in Jung's 
writing, Hopcke (1989) has some suggestions on how to proceed. In the complete works of Jung, see 
Psychology and Alchemy, Vol. 12, especially Part 1, 'Introduction to the Religious and Psychological 
Problems of Alchemy'; and in Part 3, 'Religious Ideas in Alchemy,' the sections on 'Basic Concepts 
in Alchemy,' 'The Psychic Nature of the Alchemical Work,' "The Work,' and 'The Prima Materia.' 
Others who have written on alchemy from this Jungian perspective include Von Franz (1979,1980) 
and Edinger (1985). Jung may have found that it is hard for Westerners to fully appreciate wisdom frc "i 
Eastern cultures, yet in my own experience, at least, I find Buddhist and Taoist teachings much easier 
to understand and swallow than those of alchemy, which I suppose arc just not my cup of tea. 

Therapy as such is not my topic here, although I work as a psychotherapist specializing in helping 
people to heal from childhood traumas such as sexual, physical and emotional abuse (Black, 1981; 
Bradshaw, 1988; Butler, 1985; Davis, 1990; Ernst & Goodison, 1981; Gil, 1988; Herman, 1992; 
Maltz, 1991; Miller, 1983; Porter, 1986; Russell, 1986; Woititz, 1985; Zimpfcr, 1987). Although I 
certainly think that teachers could benefit from therapy, the contemplative approach I advocate is more 
self-directed and involves working directly with emotions from moment to moment with heightened 
awareness. I believe that integrating a certain amount of therapeutic process into teacher training is 
essential, yet a full course of therapy is probably not practical or necessarily advisable. The contempla* 
tive approach described here is meant to give teachers the tools (meditation practice, contemplative 
exercises and an introduction to self-healing, as well as a conceptual map of lrani,pcrsonai psj chology 
and spiritual growth) to help them to continue the process of awakening on their own. 

Beginning in the rcdecision and reparenting work of Transactional Analysis (sec Goulding, R. 1972; 
Goulding & Goulding, 1972,1976,1982), through the literature on separation and ego stale therapy 
(Kristen & Robertiello, 1978; Watkins & Watkins, 1978,1979) into works on adult children of 
alcoholics (Scixas & Youcha, 1985) and co-dependency (Cermak, 1986), through to the works by 
authors such as Mills and Crowley (1986), Whitfield (1987), Wickes (1988), Oaklandcr (1989), and 
Bradshaw (1990), the notion of the inner child as an independently structured ego state operating witliin 
the adult who was traumatized as a child has gained wide acceptance, particularly as a technique lor 
helping people overcome negative and self-defeating behaviours, Some have criticized this movement, 
saying that people end up using their inner child as an excuse for iheir negative behaviours rather than 
using the technique to heighten awareness and step out of them. C'est la vie. 

Known as thepuer in men and me kore or maiden in women, Jung's Divine-child archetype, derived 
predominantly from classical mythology, resembles Pan the pastoral piper and his descendcnl Peter Pan 
who refuses to grow up. This archetype is closely associated with the Mother archetype and only finds 
fruition or transformation in the successful separation from the Mother. See Jung (1968a), 'The 
Psychology of the Child Archetype,' and 'Psychological Aspects of the Mother Archetype,' and in 
Jung (1967) 'The Psychological Aspects of the Koie'; as well as Von Franz (1981), Hillman et al 
(1979) and Kerenyi (1963). Also Stevens (1983) deals with the puer well while theorizing about a 
possible biological basis for Jung's archetypes. The puer has also taken a central place in the recent 
books dealing with the psychology of being male. Bly (1990), Keen (1991), and Moore and Gillette 
(1990) all use the Jungian concept in grappling with the problem of how boys become men. 
Rogers, 'Theory of Therapy, Personality and Interpersonal Relationships, as Developed in the Client-
Centred Framework,' quoted in Corsini (1977a, p. 192). The theoretical models of Rogers seem 
exceedingly complex, perhaps in direct proportion to the directness and simplicity of his therapeutic 
methods. One cannot help but think that this complexity of theory was in defense of such simple and 
yet effective therapeutic methods in a culture where simplicity is often perceived suspiciously to be 
anti-intellectual, or worse, to be too obvious to have any real value. 

Laing's view that schizophrenia is a sane response to a sick society was also proclaimed by H. S. 
Sullivan who, according to Laing, used to tell young psychiatrists: 'I want you to remember that in the 
present state of our society, the patient is right, and you are wrong' (p. 91). 
The term Rinpoche is a Tibetan word meaning precious one and is an honorific term almost always 
added after a teacher's or meditation master's name to signify that he or she is a respected teacher, a 
guru or lama. 

I 



i 
64 

13 Prajna, a Sanskrit term often translated as transcendent knowledge, was described as 'discriminating 
awareness wisdom' by Trungpa in the early 1970s, and Sogyal is following this. Prajna is often 
described as having two levels: 1. Ordinary or lower prajna, which involves penetrating scrutiny of 
inspection and an analytical appreciative understanding; and 2. Higher prajna, which comes as a result 
of perceiving the emptiness of phenomena and Uie emptiness Of self. It is the experience of pure 
cognition as a process without reference to a knower and known as separate aspects of Uie one process. 
Sec Guenther (1972), p. 59. 

14 For some books describing Uie path of Buddhist meditation from a few different traditions as taught to 
Western students by contemporary masters, see ChOdrOn (1991) for a woman's perspective within the 
Tibetan tradition; and the works of Uie celebrated Vietnamese monk Nhat Hanh (1987,1988,1990, 
1991,1592) for talks on various forms of mindfulness meditation, awareness meditation and the 
contemplative process for cultivating peace both within oneself and in Uie outer world; and Goldstein 
and Korntf eld (1987) for a psychologically-oriented perspective of the Indian and South Asian Teravadin 
tradition. 

15 In the past fifteen or twenty years various Buddhist meditation practices and contemplative disciplines 
designed to train mindfulness and awareness have been taught to hospital patients who experience 
severe pain and other debilitating effects of chronic illnesses. The success that these people have had in 
training their minds to be in the present and thereby decrease the psychosomatic components associated 
with their chronic illnesses have been well documented and presented by Kabat-Zinn (1990). I equate 
Uie education of teachers with the training of sick patients, and hope it is a just comparison. 

1 6 In his thorough analysiti of Uie lack of a substantial identity present in the stream of successive states 
of consciousness, James (1961, pp. 212-226) was aware of Uie ^substantiality of self. His approach is 
reminiscent of early Buddhist abhidharma texts that atomized experience into dharmas, or even the later 
Mahayana philosophy of madyamika that uses a systematic logic of deconstruction to prove Uie 
emptiness of self and phenomena (Pabongka, Tharchin & Roach, 1990). James seems to have come to 
this awareness through introspection and a systematic reductive logic. He cites Kant's description of the 
discontinuous self (See Kant, 1950, Smith, Translation) passed on in distinct states of consciousness 
being like billiard balls passh g on a self notion when the/ bounce, but nowhere, as far as I know, docs 
he cite Uie Buddhist doctrines. James concludes '...that Uie states of consciousness are all that psychol­
ogy needs to do her work with. Metaphysics or theology may prove the soul to exist; but for psychol­
ogy the hypothesis of such a substantial principle of unity is superfluous' (James, 1961, p. 14). 

1 7 In the spiritual work taught by Gurdjieff (1950-1963,1973), this kind of awareness practice is termed 
self-remembering: 'One of the practices Gurdjieff taught for self remembering actually functions 
through literally re-remembering ourselves, using deliberate attention to Uie members of our body as a 
reminder of our greater self, to anchor ourselves against Uie powerful currents of automated functioning 
that usually sweep away what little consciousness we have.... The practice is called sensing, looking, 
and listening' (Tart, 1987, p. 198). 

18 Mahayana (Tib. theg-pa-chen-po; greater vehicle), was Uie second major trend in Buddhism which 
appeared in literary form several hundred years after the Buddha's death. The Mahayana expanded Uie 
buddhadharma to the lay population in contrast to the Hlnayana (narrow or inferior vehicle, named thus 
by the followers of Uie Mahayana) schools of Buddhism, primarily practised in monastic communities. 

1 9 The Prajnaparamita Sutras (perfection of wisdom scriptures) forming Uie philosophical foundation of 
Mahayana Buddhism first began to appear between 300 and 100 B.C.E. However, according to Uie 
sutras themselves, Uie transmission lineage goes back to the historical Buddha, who is said to have first 
presented these teachings, also known as Uie second turning of Uie Wheel of Dharma (for a discussion 
of Uie three turnings of Uie Wheel of Dharma, see Snellgrove, 1987, pp. 79-116) on Vulture Peak 
Mountain near Rajagrha to a secret garnering of his most accomplished disciples and an assembly of 
celestial beings. 

2 0 For a concise discussion of pratitya-samutpada, see Simmer-Brown (1987). 
21 For a full description of abhidharma, see Guenther (1976) and Guenther and Kawamura (1975). 
12 A negation of vidya, primordial pristine awareness or Uie wisdom of enlightenment, avidya is described 

by Guenther (1976) as 'Uie inability to see things in their correct perspective and to deal with Uiem 
accordingly' (p. 47). It is a mental challenge to understand the relationship between ignorance and 
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enlightenment in Buddhism, for as Guenther says: 'ignorance (avidya) and enlightenment (bodht) arc. 
one and Uie same though not as a mathematical equation' (p. 235). 

2 3 For more on the history and doctrine of Nagarjuna and Uie other Mahayana schools, sec Jha (1973), 
Streng (1967), Williams (1989), Kaluphana (1976), Pabongka, Tharchin and Roach (1990). 

2 4 Aldous Huxley says: 'In all the Historic formulations of Uic Perennial Philosophy, it is axiomatic that 
the end of human life is contemplation ... that action is the means to that end; that a society is good to 
Uie extent that it renders contemplation possible for its members; and Uiat Uic existence of at least a 
minority of contemplalives is necessary for the well-being of any society' (1944, p. 294). 

2 5 Smith (1971) examines some of the philosophical issues of concern in higher education as the tension 
between opposites: absolutism versus relativism, objectivity versus commitment, freedom versus 
authority, egoism versus altruism, the individual versus Uie state, and sacred versus secular. In the 
tension between each set of opposites he finds a non-dual synthesis which transcends the limitations of 
the polarized concepts. In Uie second part of this work, where he examines the aims of liberal 
education, writing on the motivation to seek self-realization or the highest possible level, he says; 
'Liberal education should inspire students with a lasting impatience with "civilized triviality". It must 
make them determined to integrate their capacities on Uic highest level possible, and must cause theni 
to understand that if they are to do so, three things are needed: an impelling vision of what their lives 
can be, an understanding of the techniques by which this vision can be realized, and Uie personal 
discipline and supporting social context which will enable them to persevere in the practice of these 
techniques' (pp. 203-204). 

2 6 The unknown author of this classic Christian contemplative work was most probably an English priest 
who lived during Uie second half of Uie 14th century. Judging by his language, he is assumed to be a 
country parson of Uie East Midlands. See Wolters (1961), p. 71.1 have altered this quotation, replacing 
Uie word 'man' with 'we' to remove gender bias. 

2 7 Once again I have altered mis quotation, replacing Uie word 'Man' with 'we' to remove Uic gender bias. 
Quoted in Watts (1970), p. 125. 
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Chapter 3 
Sacred Wisdom Roots and The Non-dual Ground 

• Knowledge and action unite • Sophia the wife of God • Therapy with the 
Muses • Temples in the sky • The wisdom womb • The phallus of action • 
Dissolving separation • You are the music • Unperceived goodness • Unity 
and peace/buzz bloom and confusion • Bucke wrapped in flames • Beyond 
the filmiest of screens • No boundary • Feeling others' feelings • This, not 
this • Ancient shamans convert to yoga • Thou art that • Become like water 
• Do nothing and get everything done • Become one body with heaven and 
earth • Dance with intellect and intuition • A way not a what • 

Anyone who tries to describe the ineffable light in language is truly a 
liar - not because he hates the truth, but because of the inadequacy of 
his description. 

St. Gregory of Nyssa1 

Throughout history the ideal of wisdom can be seen as a recurring theme running 

like an underground stream through the various cultures and peoples of the earth. The 

cultivation and transmission of cumulative experience about the art of living, sound 

judgement and practical ability pre-dates any formal philosophy or science. Wisdom is 

most generally defined as the ability to discern what is true, right and just in a situation and 

furthermore to act upon this insight. One is wise if one has sound judgement regarding 

how to conduct one's life-in particular, how to conduct one's life in relation to others.2 

Wisdom is that very trait which allows teachers to perceive their students clearly, without 

bias, and then to guide these students based on what they need as unique individuals, so 

that the students can find their own style of wisdom within themselves. 

Socrates, who, according to Plato, embodied the ideal of wisdom in his being and 

his actions, insisted in his inquiries that knowledge and virtue were one. His lessons seem 
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to indicate that if someone knew what virtue was, in all the subtlety and nuance of each 

situation, proper conduct would automatically follow.3 Wisdom, it seems, has to do with 

this unity of knowledge and action. 

The Indo-European root of the word wisdom uied (also apparent in the Greek word 

idein, 'idea' and in the Latin videre, 'to see') connotes 'perceiving, seeing.' Thus, 

wisdom, though related to knowledge, has more to do with cletu-perception of events in the 

present moment with respect to their context within a greater web of causes and effects. 

Hence the wise are able to perceive the undercurrents affecting a situation directly, without 

pausing to think about it, and thus they are not fooled by illusory appearances or the 

superficial masks of reality. Let us call this the insight aspect of wisdom, where one is 

open to seeing the patterns of how things connect in life and in the world. The other aspect 

of wisdom is putting this insight into direct and effective action, which at times might mean 

no action at all, or what the Taoists call the action of non-action. 

In ancient Greece the term sophia, used to refer to the higher wisdom of the great 

philosophers, was also used in the vernacular to refer to a kind of everyday practical 

wisdom. This practical sophia implied a kind of cleverness, dexterity, and skill in one's 

profession, be it medicine, poetry, carpentry or music. The knack that comes with practice 

involves chiefly a refinement of perception so that one picks up increasingly more detail 

and develops higher levels of sophistication in one's awareness of subtle patterns of 

interconnection, as well as a refinement of dexterity and ability. 

The Greek term sophia was also used as a translation of the Hebrew term 

Hokhamah in the Greek translation of the Hebrew scriptures. Hokhamah, variously 

described as the wife of Yahwe4, the spirit of God, the first level of manifestation outward 

from the utter formlessness of god, and the wisdom of god, later became the Holy Ghost in 

Christian terms and lost its original feminine identity. 

The femininity of this primordial wisdom deity5 has a long and complicated history 

in the pre-Greek and pre-Hebrew Mediterranean, where the goddess representing this first 
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wisdom principle was referred to as Anat, Athirat and Astarte (associated with the later 

Greek goddess Aphrodite). It is believed that the Hebrew Hokhamah is perhaps derived 

from the Egyptian Heq-Matt6 or a similar Canaanite goddess, both of whom were universal 

mothers of creation serving as the cosmic womb that either gives birth spontaneously or 

through enticing the formless potential-laden male God into manifestation. In ancient 

civilizations mythology relating to God's wisdom often seems to involve a feminine 

principle as a necessary intermediary to coax forth the un-manifest into the manifest. 

Quispel (1987) tells us thatSophia is described as an emanation of God's glory, the 

Holy Spirit, the immaculate mirror of his energy, and as the spouse of the lord in a Greek 

version of the apocryphal book The Wisdom of Solomon (written in Alexandria around the 

time of Christ), while in later Gnostic teachings the Holy spirit Sophia was referred to as 

the first Idea of God. Sophia as a feminine personification of wisdom was said to treat a 

wise man at times like a mother doting on her favourite child, while at other times 

suiprising him with unexpected wildness like a young and wanton misti'ess. Also in tiie late 

Gnostic-style Protestant teachings of Jakob Boehme (Stoudt, 1968), Sophia as the Holy 

Spirit was said to be the bride of a wise man. Wisdom in this tradition was achieved by 

uniting with the inner Sophia to achieve an androgynous balance within. Such wisdom was 

then turned outward to enhance balance and movement in human affairs. 

We also find Hokhma in the Hebrew Kabbalistic tradition as the penultimate 

wisdom out of ten diverse 'wisdom' qualities or mind qualities set forth at various levels 

between the ultimate God-head and the rest of creation. These ten qualities known as 

Sephiroth are depicted in the form of a mystical tree that represents the 'World of Union,' a 

kind of circulatory system wherein the process of life flows from divinity into the whole of 

creation and back again.7 

In ancient Greece it was the Muses8 who inspired and presided over all forms of 

thought. Miller (1986) interprets Plato to say, in twentieth-century terms, that the muses 

served a kind of therapeutic purpose, restoring an inner rhythm and harmony to the soul in 
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concordance with the outer rhythm and harmony of the cosmos as witnessed in the stars. 

As intermediaries between human affairs and the cosmic harmonies of heaven, the muses 

were available to those who practiced their chosen discipline in a contemplative manner: 

opening themselves up to energies existing beyond personal ambition. By developing a 

relationship with these energies, personified as female deities, one could unite with a 

source of wisdom greater than one's personal self, a wisdom synchronized with the 

heavenly rhythms of the stars and cosmos at large. Miller explains that the Muses 

performed a choral dance resonant with the "image of the archetypal harmony reflected in 

the choral rounds of the stars' and he quotes Plato to show us that 

we might behold the revolutions of Reason in the Heavens and 
make use of this spectacle for controlling the revolutions of the 
rational faculty that is within us.... For harmony, which has motions 
akin to the revolutions of the soul within us, has been given by the 
muses to him who makes use of the muses intelligently, not for the 
sake of irrational pleasure (as they now seem to be used) but as an 
auxiliary to the revolution of the soul within us, when it has lost its 
harmony, to restore it to its proper order and concord. And Rhythm, 
in turn, was granted to us by the same goddesses and for the same 
reasons, to restore the measure and grace that are lacking in most of 
us. 

Plato, Timaeus 47c-e (translated and quoted in Miller, 1986, p. 29) 

Steindl-Rast (1984), a contemporary Benedictine monk who also practices Zen, 

tells us that the Latin root of the word contemplation, contemplari, comes from the Roman 

augurs, professional seers who would mark off a templum, or an area in the sky, to read in 

the immutable order of the stars signs of patterns in the events below. He tells us that the 

'Sacred order of the temple is merely the reflection of the sacred order above,' (p. 16) and 

explains that the con in contemplari implies bringing the two temples together. This 

corresponds with Eastern notions of contemplation as the primary way to bring together the 

tremendous potential of the un-manifest 'heaven' principle with the 'earth' principle to 

invoke prosperity and harmony. 
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Again, in traditional cultures of the East, the principle of wisdom as insight was 

often associated with a female deity or a feminine mode of consciousness. Insight has to do 

with taking in, or receptivity, hence its early association with female genitalia or the Hindu 

yoni.9 This receptivity is passive in the most positive sense, that is, an opening, a womb, a 

cosmic but fertile void, that receives all things and gives birth to all things. This void or 

opening can also represent a kind of perceptual purity that does not pervert or alter what it 

receives. The active or practical aspect of wisdom, on the other hand, has been traditionally 

associated with a masculine deity, often a war-like god, and the male mode of 

consciousness. Action implies penetrating a situation with energy to introduce an element 

of change. This is represented in the phallus or Hindu lingum.10 

The Sanskrit terms of Mahayana Buddhism, prajna, the insight of non-dual 

awareness, and upaya, skillful action, which follows this insight, acknowledge again these 

two aspects of wisdom, and are in this tradition said to be inseparable. In both Hindu and 

Buddhist tannic teachings and meditation practices, these two aspects of wisdom are 

symbolically joined as female and male deities in sexual union. 

The Too11 of ancient China, still practiced both in the East and West, also acknow­

ledges feminine and masculine components or phases of wisdom. The wisdom of the Tao 

is found through uniting one's being with the process of nature, which is understood to be 

complete in its flow or moving balance between quiet receptivity and energetic activity. 

These two aspects of nature and of human wisdom - yin the dark and receptive, and yang 

the light and active12 - are completely interdependent, like night and day. The process of 

their rise and fall has also been described traditionally as the phases of the moon or the crest 

and trough of a wave. This interdependent relationship is symbolized in the familiar T'ai-

Chi-T'u or Diagram of the Supreme Ultimate, where light and dark embrace in the form of 

a circle with a tiny seed of darkness present in the light and a similar tiny seed of light 

present in the dark.13 
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Perhaps wisdom is not knowledge in the ordinary sense of knowing something; 

rather, wisdom is a process. Wisdom is awareness. It is awareness of mind as an active 

principle linking all things through information pathways. Unlike information stored in a 

book, a computer or the way we tend to think that memories might be 'stored' in the brain, 

wisdom is never static. It is a living and moving process. Wisdom is a way, a way of 

knowing, a way of feeling, a way of perceiving, a way of acting and a way of being.14 

Some hold that this way of wisdom, a way that has been practised and studied throughout 

the world, from a variety of cultural approaches, is a way of entering into the dance of life 

so that, in its highest form, there is no separation between the knower and the known, the 

perceiver and the perceived. 

The knower and the known are one. Simple people imagine that they 
should see God, as if he stood there and they here. This is not so. 
God and I, we are one in knowledge. 

MeisterEckhart15 

I argue that this type of experience, generally thought of as a mystical one, wherein 

the dualistic separation between the knower and the known dissolves, is available to all of 

us as part of our everyday experience. The ground of wisdom, from this perspective, is the 

pre-existing unity of the perceiver and the perceived, the knower and the known.16 

For most of us there is only the unattended 
Moment, the moment in and out of time, 
The distraction fit, lost in a shaft of sunlight, 
The wild thyme unseen, or the winter lightning 
Or the waterfall, or music heard so deeply 
That it is not heard at all, but you are the music 
While the music lasts. 

T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets^1 

According to the wisdom literature of many of the world's literate cultures, the way 

of wisdom is the inherent birthright of every person. It is not something that needs to be 

implanted into each new generation through indoctrination. Nonetheless, latent wisdom 
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does need to be pointed out, cultivated and brought to fruition by teachers who are aware of 

it and nurture it within themselves. Teachers who work to embody wisdom in their own 

being, as well as in the educational environments they create, draw out wisdom from their 

students. 

Goodness needeth not to enter into the soul, for it is there already, 
only it is unperceived. 

Theologia Germanica 18 

The ground of elemental wisdom is unity consciousness. The term unity 

consciousness or unitive consciousness conjures up a sense of oceanic oneness, perhaps 

the transcendent wisdom experience of highly evolved sages and mystics. Or, at the 

opposite end of the spectrum, it may conjure up the experience of a newborn infant 

immersed in pre-developmental ignorance. Consciousness of diversity is the mode we 

experience in our daily lives and the view of the world as we generally know it: buzzing, 

blooming, and confusing. Wisdom lies in experiencing these two, unity and diversity, not 

as separate but as inseparable and simultaneous, two sides of the same coin. 

Both wisdom as insight and as effective action would surely be enhanced if one had 

the ability to maintain both of these views, or modes of awareness, simultaneously. 

Personal accounts of people who have experienced an awareness of being immersed in a 

unitive universe (Bucke, 1969) seem to indicate that a sense of ultimate perspective, peace 

and timeless equanimity pervades one's being, as a result of such an experience. Out of this 

calm, I believe, one can establish a steady base from which to derive insight into the 

complex operations of diversity. Such non-dual wisdom is, I believe, the true basis for 

spontaneous and compassionate action. 

Throughout history there have been unique individuals who have had extraordinary 

experiences wherein, accompanied by an overwhelming sense of well-being and what 

some might call feelings of universal love, they sense their own existence as not being 
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separate in any way from the cosmos and its pulsating energy, which is, they claim, the on­

going life of all beings in the universe.19 

Accounts of such experiences are impressive, having a tendency to evoke in the 

reader a glimpse of their intensity, and tend to spawn commentary and speculation. Some 

accounts are the reports of individuals who suddenly found themselves in a mystical 

experience without any training or practice, while others come from adept masters of 

various mystical traditions. Reviewing such reports, from a cross-cultural perspective, may 

help persuade the reader that there is a ground of elemental wisdom, or at least that there is 

a body of wisdom literature that asserts that this is so. 

One individual who claimed to have had such an experience was the Canadian 

doctor Richard M. Bucke (1837-1901, see Bucke, 1969). While abroad visiting an English 

city in the early spring of his thirty-sixth year, he had been reading the romantic poetry of 

Wordsworth, Shelley, Keats, Browning and his favourite, Whitman, with two friends. 

They parted at midnight and Bucke made his long way home in a hansom. After 

contemplating the ideas, images and emotions of the night's reading and conversation, he 

enjoyed, for a brief moment, a quiet, peaceful and passive state of mind, when suddenly: 

All at once I found myself wrapped in a flame-coloured cloud. For an 
instant I thought of fire, an immense conflagration somewhere close 
by in that great city; the next, I knew that the fire was within myself. 
Directly afterward there came upon me a sense of exultation, of 
immense joyousness accompanied or immediately followed by an 
intellectual illumination impossible to describe. Among other things, I 
did not merely come to believe, but I saw that the universe is not 
composed of dead matter, but is, on the contrary, a living Presence; I 
became conscious in myself of eternal life. It was not a conviction that 
I would have eternal life, but a consciousness that I possessed eternal 
life then; I saw that all (beings) are immortal; that the cosmic order is 
such that without any peradventure all things work together for the 
good of each and all; that the foundation principle of the world, of all 
the worlds, is what we call love, and that the happiness of each and all 
is in the long run absolutely certain. I learned more during the few 
seconds during which the illumination lasted than in previous months 
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or even years of study, and I learned much that no study could ever 
have taught. (Bucke, 1901, pp. 306-307) 

Bucke was so moved by this experience that it altered the course of the rest of his 

life and he wrote the book Cosmic Consciousness (1901) based on the insight that he had 

gained in this experience. In this book Bucke examines the lives and writings or teachings 

of some famous and some not-so-famous people who, according to his specific list of 

criteria, have attained what he refers to as cosmic consciousness. 

In this book, Dr. Bucke explains his theory that there are three distinct forms of 

consciousness: simple consciousness possessed by the more highly evolved animals, self 

consciousness, which is the achievement of humankind and our normal or habitual mode, 

and lastly, cosmic consciousness, which according to Bucke is the mode experienced and 

expressed by the great saints and sages of history but is also becoming more and more 

available in general to all of us as time marches on. Some of the more famous people 

examined by Bucke, who have, according to his notion, attained cosmic consciousness and 

taught from that point of view, include Gautama, Jesus, Paul, Plotinus, Mohammed, 

Dante, William Blake, Hononf De Balzac, Walt Whitman and Edward Carpenter. 

Whether Bucke's description and classification of consciousness is ultimately valid 

or not is moot; however, his book has withstood the test of time, still finding a new 

generation of readers in our age, serving as a straightforward introduction to the study of 

consciousness and the ground of elemental wisdom. 

William James, the seminal figure in the psychology of consciousness, who lived 

and wrote around the turn of the century, had much to say concerning mystical states of 

consciousness. In his famous Gifford lectures delivered at Edinburgh in 1901-1902, James 

listed four characteristics of a mystical experience. 

1. Ineffability: The handiest of the marks by which I classify a state of 
mind as mystical is negative. The subject of it immediately says that it 
defies expression, that no adequate report of its contents can be given 
in words. It follows from this that its quality must be directly experi-
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enced; it cannot be imparted or transferred to others. In this peculiarity 
mystical states are more like states of feeling than like states of intellect. 

2. Noetic quality: Although so similar to states of feeling, mystical 
states seem to those who experience them to be also states of 
knowledge. They are states of insight into depths of truth unplumbed 
by the discursive intellect. 

3. Mystical states cannot be sustained for long. Except in rare 
instances, half an hour, or at most an hour or two, seems to be the 
limit beyond which they fade into the light of common day. 

4. Passivity: ...the mystic feels as if his own will were in abeyance, 
and indeed sometimes as if he were grasped and held by a superior 
power. (James, 1902/1958, p. 293) 

A little later on in the same passage James admits that he has had glimpses of such 

experiences himself, which have convinced him that 

Our normal waking consciousness is but one special type of 
consciousness, while all about it parted from it by the filmiest of 
screens there lie potential forms of consciousness entirely different. 
(1902/1958, p. 298) 

Thus we have the image of our own perhaps haphazard and distracted state of mind 

giving way to a cosmic enbghtening like that of Bucke, or the joyful reverie of Walt 

Whitman, if only we could pass through that 'filmiest of screens' that sets apart our nomial 

state of consciousness from this sublime state of awareness. 

Abraham Maslow's (1971) investigations into the lives of people who had 

experienced what he termed 'Peak Experiences' led him to isolate the following sixteen 

traits as after-effects: 

1. more integrated, whole and unified; 

2. more at one with the world; 
3. as if he were at the peak of his powers, most fully himself; 
4. graceful, without strain, effortless; 
5. creative, active, responsible, self-controlled; 
6. free of inhibitions, blocks, doubts, self-criticisms; 
7. spontaneous, expressive, innocent: 
8. creative, .^'f-confident, flexible; 
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9. unique, individualistic; 
10. free of past and future limits; 
11. free of the world, free to be; 
12. un-driven, unmotivated, non-wishing, beyond needs; 
13. rhapsodic, poetic; 
14. consumed, finished, closed, complete, subjectively final; 
15. playful, good-humoured, childlike; 
16. lucky, fortunate, grateful. 

There are, it seems, a variety of what the transpersonal research psychologist 

Charles Tart (1969) and others have labelled altered states of consciousness. Although 

some of these are generally regarded as different levels of what might be considered 

spiritual experiences, it is essential to make a distinction. Gerald May (1982) distinguishes 

between altered states in which a sense of individual identity is maintained, what he calls 

self-defining experiences, and an experience which is characterized by a loss of self-

definition. 

In terms of understanding the ground of elemental wisdom, the most important 

characteristic of Bucke's 'Cosmic Consciousness,' or what Wilber (1981a) calls 'unity 

consciousness,' and May (1982) calls the 'unitive experience,' is the loss of individual 

identity in an experience of being at one with the entire universe. During such an experience 

one's identity as a separate individual melts into what Sufi mystics call 'Supreme Identity.' 

In these experiences, the artificial boundaries set up between self and environment 

fall away, and identity expands beyond the normal limits of the body to include the 

environment and its other inhabitants. 

The ability to feel what others feel, or what Carl Rogers (1951) dubbed accurate 

empathy, can be seen as a limited degree and specially trained aspect of an awareness 

referred to by Wilber as no-boundary awareness. This experience of being-at-one 

transcends the normal dualistic experience of a perceiving subject and perceived object. 

Thomas Merton (1968) says it in this way: 

Meanwhile, let us remind ourselves that another, metaphysical, 

consciousness is still available to modern man. It starts not from the 
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thinking and self-aware subject but from being, ontologically seen to 
be beyond and prior to the subject-object division, (p. 23) 

Aside from the efforts of some pioneers such as Bucke, William James, Abraham 

Maslow and the transpersonal psychologists such as Charles Tart, Ken Wilber and others, 

this type of experience has, for the most part, been the business of what we tend to call in 

the West, religion. We must remember, however, that the experience is in itself primary 

and for the most part ineffable, while the attempts by religion or esoteric philosophy to 

capture the experience in words of doctrine, dogma or metaphysical speculation will never 

stand up, or compare with the naked (non-conceptual, 'non-languaged' unselfconscious) 

experience. Even the intermediary experiences engendered through cultural myths and 

embodied in ritual are ways of entering or approaching such experiences and should not be 

confused with the experience itselt. Concerning this point, William James (1958) says: 

Religious experience, in other words spontaneously and inevitably 
engenders myths, superstitions, dogmas, creeds and metaphysical 
theologies. But all these intellectual operations, whether they be 
constructive or comparative and critical, presuppose immediate 
experiences as their subject matter, (p. 36) 

As we examine some of the various writings and statements from a few diverse 

religions and cultures throughout history, that attempt to describe the unitive experience or 

express some insight gained within such an experience, we must attempt to see beyond the 

cumbersome language of dogma, metaphysics, theology, metaphor and myth. As is 

indicated in a famous Zen saying, when a finger points to the moon we must recognize that 

it is the moon we are to look at and not the finger. 

Perhaps the oldest continuously surviving tradition of wisdom teachings that deal 

with unitive consciousness and no-boundary awareness are those embodied in the esoteric 

traditions of India that centre on the practice of yoga.20 

Indian Yoga is said to be a tree with many roots, for as it developed it became a 

repository for a great many diverse and ancient wisdom traditions. One historian of the 
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ancient yoga (Feuerstein, 1989) believes that it may have had its origins in early tribal 

shamanism. Shamans, who served their nomadic communities as both healers and priests, 

were well versed in the sacred arts of altering their awareness through various means, 

including monotonous drumming, chanting and dancing or through the ingestion of natural 

hallucinogenic substances. This hypothesis follows that as agricultural city-states grew up 

shamans were perhaps suppressed by the priests of the official agrarian religions and thus 

developed quiet methods for altering consciousness (yoga) instead of loud drumming and 

wild dances.21 Feuerstein also asserts that the shift from shamanism to yoga also corres­

ponds to a general shift in consciousness that he purports is to have occurred at this time, 

that is, a shift from a primitive communal consciousness toward a more individuated self-

awareness. Aside from these roots in prehistoric shamanism, Indian yoga has two distinct 

yet complementary sources in early Indian civilization, one being the early yogic practices 

of Indus Valley natives and the other the polytheistic mythos of the Vedas.22 

Thus, in one way or another the various streams of Indian spirituality were brought 

together in the famous central identification expressed in the Upanishads, tat tvam asi, 

'That art Thou': the ultimate ground of all being (tat, 'That') and the eternal essence of 

one's own being (tvam, 'Thou') are one. In other words, one's being is, always has been, 

and always will be indivisible from the universal ground of being. That is to say, the 

transcendent spiritual ground of all existence is universally immanent. This unity is 

expressed in the Upanishads in various different ways: 

Just as a man embraced by his dear wife knows nothing at all, outside 
or inside, so does the eternal life-monad [purusa], embraced by the 
supreme spiritual Self, know nothing at all, outside or inside. 

Brhada*anyaka Upanishad, IV. 3.21 

As livers flow to their rest in the ocean and there leave behind them 
name and form, so the knower, liberated from name and form, 
reaches that div;ne person beyond the beyond. 

Chandogya Upanishad, 6 
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The tvat tvam asi principle finds further expression down through the centuries in 

teachings of adept Hindu yogins. Perhaps its most pure and eloquent expression occurs in 

the teachings of Shankara, the most renowned teacher of the Advaita Vedanta or I lindu 

school of 'radical non-dualism.' Living in the early eighth century, C. E. Shankara was 

both a learned pundit and an accomplished yogin. He wrote an inspired commentary that 

collected together and systematized the teachings given in the Upanishads and the 

Bhagavad-Gita. This work, called the Viveka-Chudamani or 'Crest Jewel of Wisdom,' is 

filled with various expressions of the tvat tvam asi principle: 

Caste, creed, family and lineage do not exist in Brahman. Brahman 
has neither name nor form, transcends merit and demerit, is beyond 
time, space and the objects of sense experience. Such is Brahman, and 
'thou art That.' Meditate upon this truth within your consciousness... 

Though One, Brahman is the cause of many, there is no other cause. 
And yet Brahman is independent of the law of causation. Such is 
Brahman, and 'thou art that' Meditate upon this truth within your 
consciousness... 

The truth of Brahman may be understood intellectually. But (even in 
those who so understand) the desire for personal separateness is deep-
rooted and powerful, for it exists from beginningless time, it creates 
the notion,' I am the actor, I am he who experiences.' This notion is 
the cause of bondage to conditional existence, birth and death. It can 
be removed only by the earnest effort to live constantly in union with 
Brahman. By the sages, the eradication of this notion and the craving 
for personal separateness is called liberation. 

The Atman is that by which the universe is pervaded, but which 
nothing pervades; which causes all things to shine, but which all 
things cannot make to shine. 

It is ignorance that causes us to identify ourselves with the body, the 
ego, the senses, or anything that is not Atman. He is a wise man who 
overcomes this ignorance by devotion to the Atman.23 

Terms such as Atman and deities or divine principles such as Brahman make up the 

rich fabric that has conveyed and transmitted the wisdom of Hindu yoga for centuries. 
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However, once more we must remember that these terms in themselves are abstract 

symbols used as a means to point to an experience of reality beyond words, an experience 

of the ground of elemental wisdom. 

Like discovering that you are nothing more than a tiny and formless drop in a vast 

and flowing ocean, experiencing the essence of one's being as unified with the 

interpenetrating essence of the entire universe is, needless to say, a humbling experience. 

Such humility is not only a result of such a profound awakening; it has also been taught for 

centuries as the primary virtue or quality that one needs to cultivate in order to achieve such 

an awakening. 

The wise sages of wisdom traditions throughout the world have taught the way of 

humility and selfless service as a path to wisdom. One of these great sages, Lao Tzu,24 

uses the metaphor of water to reveal the wisdom and power of humility: 

The highest form of goodness is like water. 
Water knows how to benefit all things without striving with them. 
It stays in places loathed by all men. 
Therefore, it comes near the Tao. 
In choosing your dwell ing, know how to keep to the ground. 
In cultivating your mind, know how to dive in the hidden deeps.. .;25 

Lao Tzu's way of wisdom also points to a unified ground of being as the mystery 

of a hidden essence that cannot be named: 

Tao can be talked about, but not the Eternal Tao. 
Names can be named, but not the Eternal Name. 
As the origin of heaven-and-earth, it is nameless: 
As' the Mother" of all things, it is nameable. 
So, as ever hidden, we should look at its inner essence: 
As always manifest, we should look at its outer aspects. 
These two flow from the same source, though differently named; 
And both are called mysteries. 
The Mystery of mysteries is the Door of all essence.26 
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He suggests that the aspiring sage merge with this unified ground of being through 

the humble and lowly way of the Tao. Having joined one's own being to the way of all 

things, wisdom and compassionate action become the effortless action of non-action. 

All-under-Heaven have a common Beginning. 
This Beginning is the Mother of the world. 
Having known the Mother, 
We may proceed to know her children. 
Having known the children, 
We should go back and hold on to the Mother. 
In so doing, you will incur no risk 
Even though your body be annihilated....27 

Learning consists in daily accumulating; 
The practice of Tao consists in daily diminishing. 
Keep on diminishing and diminishing, 
Until you reach the state of No-Ado. 
No-Ado, and yet nothing is left undone./ To win the world, one must 
renounce all./ If one still has private ends to serve/ One will never be 
able to win the world28 

The objectives of Chinese philosophy, be it the Tao of Lao Tzu, Chuang Tzu and 

others, or the more conservative humanistic social philosophy of Confucianism29 is, for 

the most part, the cultivation of wisdom and the qualities of a sage whose insight and virtue 

benefit all. The finer points concerning the cultivation of wisdom and virtue were bantered 

about by the various different schools and the great sages of each period, down through the 

centuries. 

One particularly flowering period of this rich wisdom tradition reached its peak 

during the Ming Dynasty in the movement now referred to as Neo-Confucianism, which 

was actually a hybrid mix of Confucianism, Taoism, certain Chan Buddhist30 ideas and, to 

a greater or lesser degree, the whole of Chinese philosophy up to that point. One great 

proponent of Neo-Confucianism was the warrior, scholar, sage, bureaucrat, and part-time 

hermit meditator Wang Yang-ming. In the following excerpt from his 'Inquiry on the Great 

Learning,' written in 1527, one year before his death, we can see a similar teething to what 
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has been explained above: that wisdom arises from the experience of selflessness and a 

deep sense of unity with all things: 

The great man regards Heaven and Earth and the myriad things as one 
body. He regards the world as one family and the country as one 
person. As to those who make a cleavage between objects and 
distinguish between the self and others, they are small men. That the 
great man can regard Heaven, Earth, and the myriad things as one 
body is not because he deliberately wants to do so, but because it is 
natural to the humane nature of his mind that he do so. Forming one 
body with Heaven, Earth, and the myriad things is not only true of the 
great man. Even the mind of the small man is no different. Only he 
himself makes it small. Therefore when he sees a child about to fall 
into a well, he cannot help a feeling of alarm and commiseration.... As 
soon as it is obscured by selfish desires, even the mind of the great 
man will be divided and narrow like that of the small man. Thus the 
learning of the great man consists entirely in getting rid of the 
obscuration of selfish desires in order by his own efforts to make 
manifest his clear character, so as to restore the condition of forming 
one body with Heaven, Earth, and the myriad things, a condition that 
is originally so, that is all. It is not that outside of the original 
substance something can be added. (Chan, 1963, pp. 659-660) 

In the Christian contemplative traditions and in the writings of Christian mystics the 

non-duality of the ultimate Godhead is also proclaimed as the source of all virtue and 

wisdom. The extraordinary revelation of Christ was his proclamation that 'I and the father 

are one,' a similar revelation in Christian terms to the tat tvam asi, 'Thou art That' principle 

revealed in the Upanishads. Meister Eckhart,31 who was labeled a heretic by the Church 

for his teachings, says it in this way: 

Thou must love God as not-God, not-Spirit, not-person, not image, 
but as he is, a sheer, pure absolute one, sundered from all twoness, 
and in whom we must eternally sink from nothingness to nothingness. 

As long as I am this or that, or have this or that, I am not all things 
and I have not all things. Become pure till you neither are nor have 
either this or that; then you are omnipresent and, being neither this nor 
that, are all things.32 
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Likewise, in the teachings of the mystical Sufis of the Islamic tradition, truth and 

wisdom are seen to proceed from the unitive experience, while confusion is the result of 

fundamental duality. This is explained in a simple Sufi saying by the great poet and mystic 

Kabir: 

Behold but one in all things; it is the second that leads you astray.33 

The wisdom of each of these traditions from which I have quoted is based in a non-

dual or unitive experience of the ultimate ground of all being. An intuition into the 

peculiarities of the vast diversity and interdependent relationships of experienced reality 

arises from this experience of unity, an awareness that transcends time and space, be it 

prolonged and profound, or merely an instantaneous glimpse.34 

This intuition35 is distinct from other kinds of knowledge in that it is not 

constructed or put together from various components. It arises complete already out of an 

experience of being one with the object of observation rather than through the experience of 

being a separate observer of something or someone. Good teachers are those who are able 

to observe their students dispassionately and objectively in order to assess their needs as 

well as being able to intuit their students' needs from a feeling of being one with their 

students, fully identifying with their struggles, their joys, and the very personal process by 

which each of them learn as unique individuals. 

The idea of intuition in the Western philosophical tradition has a long and varied 

history. Knowing through direct contact with the environment and the process of 

experience, rather than knowing as mediated through concepts and mental categories, is a 

common theme in the theories of intuition espoused by Spinoza36 and Bergson.37 

In the philosophies of both Spinoza and Bergson intuition is thought to be superior 

to intellect because it is immediate and uncomplicated by the constructive process of reason, 

Reason is abstract and removed from reality as an indivisible and fluid process. Elemental 

wisdom as I define it here occurs when we are not separate from reality as a fluid process. 
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My use of the term wisdom is more or less synonymous with the notion of intuition in 

Spinoza, and with Bergson's notion of 'pure perception'. 

Elemental wisdom is primarily rooted in the body and, through the body, rooted in 

our deep and ongoing connection with our environment. By elemental, I mean wisdom that 

is rudimentary and primary like the forces of nature -powerful, simple, basic and 

essential. Through our physical presence, our organs of perception, our emotions, and our 

sense of being we take part in the ebb and flow of a greater situation than ourselves and our 

thoughts. Elemental wisdom is primary or primordial in that it is, by definition, primary to 

thought, pre-thought, pre-concept. It is what we know before we think. 

By elemental, I am not particularly referring to the elements, as they are understood 

by the culture of contemporary science, in the periodic chart of elements. However, the 

more ancient system that views the cosmos as a dance of the elements - earth, water, fire, 

air and ether - does, as we shall see, have particular relevance to our understanding of 

wisdom, wisdom styles and the education of wisdom. 

In the living wisdom traditions of Tibetan Buddhism,38 which use techniques of 

contemplation, yoga and meditation to uncover primordial wisdom, the transmission of 

wisdom is variously understood to occur all at once in a flash of profound insight, as well 

as gradually in an accumulative process of many years, and even many lifetimes, of 

deepening experiences and transformations through distinct developmental phases. Part of 

this transmission of wisdom, where the teacher points out to the student the wisdom that 

already exists within, has to do with the division of wisdom into five aspects39 . These five 

relate with the traditional elements common to Western thought: earth, water, fire, air and 

ether, which in the Buddhist system is simply referred to as space. 

The teachings concerning these five elemental wisdoms, also associated with 

seasons, colours, landscapes, personality types and cognitive styles, can be conveyed in a 

conceptual way through the medium of words, as I am attempting to do in these pages; 

however, it is essential to point out that words are incapable of conveying the experience. 
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As mentioned earlier, words are like a finger pointing to the moon and, in fact, they arc as 

far removed from the actual experience of wisdom as a finger is from the moon. 

Sketching a preliminary definition of elemental wisdom, we have seen that wisdom 

is different from knowledge in that it implies a way of knowing rather than a what of 

knowing or the knowledge of something. Wisdom, like the Tao, involves respect for 

process and brings together as one the knower and the known. Wisdom also brings 

together what has been understood in such ancient traditions as the feminine mode of 

profound insight and the masculine mode of practical action. I have hinted at the treasure 

trove of teachings that have flourished for thousands of years in the ancient and sacred 

cultures both in the East and in the West. However, I do not wish to proclaim thai ancient 

and sacred wisdom teachings are valid and appropriate to our time merely because they are 

ancient and sacred. We must examine these teachings critically from the perspective of our 

own culture to see if there are contemporary avenues of understanding which validate and 

reclaim these so-called perennial truths for ourselves in our own time. 
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CHAPTER 3 NOTES 

1 Quoted in Ware (1980), p. 30. Gregory of Nyssa was a 4th-century mystic scholar and saint of the 
Eastern Orthodox Church. Further extracts of his writings can be found in Danielou and Musurillo 
(1962). 

2 For a comprehensive definition of wisdom, see Rudolph (1987) and Blanshard (1967). 
3 See Hamilton and Huntington (1961), or Wcsi (1984). A founding father of our Wcsiern conception of 

wisdom, Socrates seems to have had a revolutionary approach to understanding die psyche, making it 
the seat of knowledge and virtue. This approach was different from the pre-Socratics like Heraditus and 
the ^ ,'lhagoreans. Socrates was criLical of his contemporaries and their philosophies based in 
opportunistic materialism. His idea of wisdom or Soplua had to do with ethical conduct. He advocalcd 
the Delphic motto 'know Uiyself,' demanding that introspection was the way to wisdom and virtue, 1 Ic 
taught that it is only through not understanding what is 'good' thai one acts in a way thai causes harm 
to oneself or others. In this respect, his teachings were similar to those of the Buddha, who taught that 
all evil and suffering is a result of ignorance or not understanding a vaster vision of the truth of 
egolessness and the interconnected process of all things. 

4 The wife of Yahwe has also been known as Shekina, who represents wisdom, as well, and is conceived 
in kabbalist texts in sexual union with Yahwe, similar to the union of Shakti and Shiva in Uic Hindu 
tradition. She is also defined as the 'Glory' of God, and rabinic literature says her splendour feeds Uie 
angels and that she can castigate God for his vengefulness (Walker, 1988, p. 219) Kabbalist texts also 
say that she 'draws near whenever sexual intercourse occurs' (Pearson, 1991, p.,134). Sec also Hoffman 
(1981) and Ashlag (1969). 

5 Throughout this chapter, and in the chapters concerning the elements as archetypes of wisdom, I will 
review some of the qualities and characteristics associated with gods and goddesses. By referring to 
wisdom as a deity, I in no way wish the reader to begin lo think that wisdom is therefore disconnected 
from our normal experience or that we have to revive and invoke ancient goddesses in order to cultivate 
wisdom. However, an awareness of the quality of 'deity' altogether or a sacrcdncss in our experience is 
what I advocate. Guenther (1989) says: "The code term "deity" points to an aspect in experience that... 
is found nowhere else than in what has been discussed as body and mind. Specifically, "deity" refers to 
Uie unquestionable existentialily of the experiencer, not in a dualistic manner as interpreted by 
representational, objectifying thinking geared to the human individual's finitcness, but as it is 
experienced as a meaningful presence. This meaningfulness impresses itself on us through possible, 
though not necessarily objcctifiable figures that vitalize feelings and perceptions that thereby tend lo 
reach beyond themselves so as to become open to the very wonder and mystery of Being' (p. 80). 
Buddhism, being non-theistic, does not posit any eternal principle such as a god a soul or an ineffable 
self, yet it makes use of symbolic 'archetypes' of wisdom in anthropomorphic forms lo enliven those 
dormant aspects of our consciousness, which can connect us to Uie vast resources of wisdom within and 
without. Inviting sacred energy principles into our lives is a lilUe like meeting people from another 
culture, as it allows us to extend beyond the boundaries of who we think wc arc. 

6 Heq-Maat is said to be Mother of Uie creative words of power whereby Uie universe was formed 
(Walker, 1988, p. 205). 

7 A cabalistic doctrine set forth in the Book of Splendor (Sefer ha-Zohar), published 1280, 'As numbered 
on the Tree, Uie Sephiroth are: (1) Kether or Keter Elyon, the Supreme Crown; (2) llokhma or 
Chokmah, Wisdom, the Beginning; (3) Bina or Binah, Intelligence, Understanding, Uie Supernal 
Mother of Uie Cosmic Womb; (4) Hesed or Chesed, Love, Mercy; (5) Geburah or Gevura, Power, 
Severity; (6) Rahamin, Compassion, or Tiphareth (Tiferet), Beauty; (7) Nezah or Nelzach, Endurance, 
Victory; (8) Hod, Splendour, Majesty; (9) Yesod, the Foundation; and (10) Malkuth or Malkut, the 
Kingdom, Earth identified with God's Spouse, the Shekina' (from Walker, 1988, p. 103). For more 
about uie Kabbalah, see Ashlag (1969) and Hoffman (1981). 

?' Perhaps originating as three aspects of die goddess Mnemosyne (memory), Uie three muses were later 
multiplied by three to become nine. From the classical period me number of muses was standardized to 
nine, although groupings of three, analogous to Uie graces, were known, notably at Delphi and at 
Sicyon, while at Lesbos there was a cult of seven muses. The standard list cf nine includes Calliope, 
the first of aU in dignity and muse of epic poetry, then Clio, muse of history, Polyhymnia, muse of 
mime, Euterpe, muse of the flute, Terpsichore, muse of light verse and dance, Erato, muse of lyric 
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