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Preface

This book is a story, and it contains a lot of information. It is also a story about using information, not for making points but for making sense. Within the course of this book, I am hoping that you will reorient, as I did, from a kind of ownership of information to a placement of yourself within it. The information in this book is about psychology and about Buddhism, but it doesn’t presuppose any prior knowledge of these topics beyond an interest in them. Mostly this book is about being a sentient human being and finding the heart of what is true about that and what has always been true about that.

The Abhidharma is a vital part of the Buddhist canon and history, but it has not become part of the popular literature yet. This is because it is too formal, intricate, and internally interwoven for easy explanation, and because it is, deservedly, an area of great reverence for many Buddhist scholars. It doesn’t summarize well, and pulling out bits of it unravels its message like a snag in knit fabric. It is extremely difficult to do justice to the brilliance and the complexity of the Abhidharma, and to stay grounded in what is useful and currently meaningful. That is the effort of this presentation: to avoid being cursory or colloquial, yet to plainly bring forward some of the biggest observations possible from the human mind.

I would like to clarify two points at the outset. The first is more minor. I use Pali terms throughout this book, with explanations, because that is the language of the original texts of the Abhidharma to which I refer. There are three exceptions to this, and those are words that have been incorporated into English and are more familiar in a different form: dharma, karma, and nirvana. (This includes the word Abhidharma as an extension of the word dharma.) Those pronunciations derive from Sanskrit. In Pali they would be transliterated as dhamma, kamma, and nibbana.

The other point is about the danger of parallelism, or saying this Buddhist concept equals that Western concept. At times it is clear that the same phenomenon can be viewed from two widely different cultural angles. This is exciting and sheds light on the raw experience itself. But trying to match up concepts—or worse, force one concept into another—defies the purpose of understanding experience. In his book, Contexts and Dialogue, which explains how Buddhist concepts relate to the Western understanding of the unconscious, Tao Jiang says the two views are mirrors to each other: “My purpose is not to reconcile the differences between them. Instead I use those very differences to expose certain taken-for-granted presuppositions of both.”1 

When Buddhist texts use the word incomparable, they don’t mean “best” but “without a basis to begin to evaluate.” The Abhidharma is considered an incomparable body of observation. The Original Buddhist Psychology is meant to be an introduction and overview of this vast study. At times I will put the Abhidharma in a psychological context in order to provide an aperture for exploration and to highlight the ways the material can be personally useful.

The Buddhist view and the Western psychological view are like two different people pointing at the moon, and we want to understand the moon more than the fingers. Ultimately every idea has to go through the filter of your own experience. Every description is an effort to share what we have in common beyond words.




Prologue: Why The Buddhists Got it Right


As human beings, we are constantly present in the truth, but we are doomed not to know the truth exactly. 

—Dainin Katagiri




There never can be a state of facts to which new meaning may not truthfully be added, provided the mind ascend to a more enveloping point of view.

—William James



I have always been my own worst experiment, trying out any cure I could find for any mental dilemma I experienced. With neither a control group for comparison nor a systematic plan, I spent many years driven by the idea that the mind was knowable and fixable. A few decades of that personal research has modified my stance. I’m still driven to explore and improve my mental state, but the process is much more relative, fluid, almost organic. I’ve landed with the Buddhists on this. I think they are my best shot.

My trajectory began with poetry, which segued into psychology. Once I read the works of Sigmund Freud I was hooked. Freud could open his process of thinking directly to the reader. Freud could see into the corners and shadows and name aspects of darkness. Many people, such as Ronald Fairbairn, D. W. Winnicott, Margaret Mahler, and Merton Gill continued his profound revisioning of the human psyche throughout the twentieth century. They also led me to a profession that would have me spending about twenty thousand more hours exploring the minds of other people.

In the process of becoming a therapist, I tried every modality of treatment I would later deliver to others: I took a Rorschach test before learning how to score them; I gave myself biofeedback; and I kept a personal journal all along the way, my personal lab notebooks. I was piling up the data.

The Rorschach—the old ink-blot test with strange, symmetrical shapes on cardboard rectangles, stereotypically held by a bearded old man saying “Tell me what you see”—was actually a beautiful instrument. Use of the Rorschach has sadly died away with changes in psychology’s focus, restrictions in insurance coverage, and the fact that very few people know how to use it. If you gave a lot of Rorschachs, you could develop a feel for the personalness of perception, for the raw ways we invent a story, a reality, a comforting structure out of simply anything. The Rorschach was the nearest I got to Buddhism before my study of it began.

But meanwhile I worked hard in session after session after session, another medium for reading the construction of the world that people call reality. Freud said that the goal of therapy was to convert neurotic misery into common unhappiness, and his statement seemed to hold in a discouraging way. I often told clients that every time we take a swipe at pain a bigger chunk dissolves, but it never fully goes away. I also frequently advised, “Don’t try to decide. Just try to figure out what’s happening.” But after witnessing clients repeatedly disavowing their obvious feelings and breaking their own behavioral resolutions, I saw that we were overemphasizing the idea of control over mental processes.

What I was learning at work and in my personal research was to lighten the focus on the mental goal. There were no directional markers for success, and my focus leaned toward understanding more than solution. But there were improvements. People felt better, and I got more comfortable in my own life. The warmth and acceptance of the therapeutic process opened people up like flower buds; they were soothed by apt descriptions and a sense of meaning in their lives. Sometimes I felt like I was delivering phrases for a living. Sometimes it felt like enough, but other times it felt like the process hit a ceiling and stopped.

After many years of my own therapy, poetry therapy, visits to psychics and astrologers, research, and working in the field, I felt that something at the core of myself and my clients was still aching; the diminished, but residual, pain reminded me of that piece of cake in the kitchen that everyone keeps nibbling at and no one will finish. I read a book about the Dalai Lama meeting with a group of Western philosophers and neuroscientists, discussing emotions. I thought, I should see what meditation is like. I searched online and found a place nearby where you could learn to meditate on Sunday mornings. 

That Sunday I walked into the red storefront of the Chinese Cultural Academy, and a fresh-faced young man wearing black robes told me to sit facing the wall. The room was dilapidated, floorboards unfinished, elegant Asian scrolls hanging askew on the walls. Along the walls and down the center of the room were rows of square black mats with round black cushions on them. A couple of people were sitting on these cushions, so I did a quick scan, picked a place not in the corner but not in the center, not too close to others but not too far, and plopped myself down. I tried to sit cross-legged, as “guru” as I could. I could hear people coming in and sitting down behind me, and the back of my neck prickled; I was in a strange, new situation where I couldn’t watch what was going on. I strained to listen for cues and wondered what in the world was going to happen next.

That was the beginning of my infancy as a meditator. I didn’t question who was ringing the gong or delivering instructions for meditation. When I heard people stand, I peeped sideways to see what they were doing and imitated them, and when they passed around chant cards, I chanted the words on them with an equal lack of comprehension, whether they were in English or in languages I didn’t know. Eventually I got the pattern of the sitting and services, and I started meditating at home. I had hilarious episodes with egg timers: I would be thinking my mind would crack because I had been sitting so long, only to find I’d sat for ten minutes, or I would wait for the timer to stop me and suddenly realize it was broken and I had accidentally sat for an hour. 

After about three years there, I felt my unruly mind (“Join the club!” the fresh-faced monk had told me when I initially complained of it) settling down. My interior stillness and observation were reorienting my world; instead of moving in a bubble of mental processes through the world, I was now moving through a world that included my mental processes. I wanted to learn more, and I joined a Zen center where I could study the Buddhist background of this practice. 

What do the Buddhists know that Freud and the psychologists don’t? Freud understood that we don’t own our minds. He was onto the relative puniness of consciousness in relation to experience. But he didn’t see the fluidity and changeability of the internal constellations. He kept trying to pin them down (and that’s why his theories kept changing), instead of letting the mind itself do what it does: react and evolve and reform and dissipate, as the variables that compose it arise and break up. 

Buddhism adds two game-changing insights to our view of the mind. As disparate as the sects of Buddhism are, the two tenets that almost all sects hold are “no self” and “interdependent origination.” “No self” denies a fixed, unitary, unmanufactured self—an immutable “I.” When the self isn’t treated like the tenured manager of our internal life, we suddenly have much more flexibility in our movements and reactions. We aren’t busy making up stories that preserve last year’s self. The mind is more like our skin than it is like our other organs. Locating it centrally dismisses the way the mind interacts with the world through a permeable filter of perception and reaction.

The concept of “interdependent origination” further describes a mind in motion: everything depends on something and causes something. We may not see or understand them, but there are always multiple, complex causes and effects brewing. Events occur like sheaths of wheat bundled and leaning on one another; moving one stalk disrupts the system. An old Buddhist story says that an enlightened person is not beyond cause and effect but understands and respects them deeply. Interdependent origination keeps the mind in its place as part of the show and not its director. 

This concept kicked in for me on the train one evening as I ruminated on a repetitive theme in my life, internally revising ever more incisive explanations for how I felt and what I would tell my husband the next time he made me mad. I realized I was on an old loop and did my usual breathing, analyzing, redirecting myself, affirmations. Then I started right back in on it. I heard my Buddhist teacher’s advice about giving emotions space—and suddenly I stopped trying to pin it down and solve it. I felt a small bubble of extra cushion inside; the old theme was a little bit less solid, no less real but less potent. I wasn’t going to make it go away, and it wasn’t going to make me go away. I could look out the window; the city was going by. I was no longer enveloped in my cloud of bad feeling.

When we get stuck in that cloud, therapy can falter. The mind is a law of nature. The Buddhist view turns therapeutic goals into dynamic, interactive events. To lessen our “neurotic misery” we can try to move with a simpler reality: let the world come to us as it is, instead of corralling it into our manufactured views.

I still do therapy, and I do not proselytize about meditation or Buddhism. I still see lives improve, and I witness the incredible relaxing of posture when people feel understood and less lost in their own mental worlds. I try to imply a vastness with my words now. I don’t try to nail it; I just keep opening it up, trying to help people ride a broader universe through the lifetime they are given. I know that has changed my own laboratory. I feel like the experiments are flowing through me now instead of going strictly by the books.






1

Entering the Abhidharma




The Abhidharma catches the very essence of the Dharma, which means that its sound can operate almost as a charm or spell.

—Rupert Gethin




It is a matter of living everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps you will then gradually, without noticing it, one distant day live right into the answer.

—Rainer Maria Rilke



First Exposure

My early experience with Buddhism was tentative. By the time I started meditating there was plenty of empirical evidence for its benefits, but the Buddhist background of the practice drew me into a new frame of reference. I was discovering a novel and clear avenue of introspective exploration, reinforced by a definite improvement in my mental state and behavior as my Buddhist practice developed. A Zen monk once said that you could determine how your practice was going by asking people with whom you live. Everything was getting a little smoother.

I studied Buddhism in a class at a Zen center and in private teaching with the center’s head, or roshi. My own studies were random at first, following where the class went and picking books off shelves in the center. At one point the roshi told me that she had an area of focus for me. She was at a stage in her career where she wanted different students to take over and master particular subject areas from her decades of extensive Buddhist study and training. My area was to be the Abhidharma. I had no idea what it was, but I liked the heft of the word and was honored to be included in this kind of transmission.

For people immersed in the Buddhist world, it is odd to hear of a Zen student studying the Theravadan Abhidharma. The Zen school of Buddhism differs from the Theravadan Abhidharma in terms of the era and location of its origination, as well as the emphasis of the teaching. But my teacher had very broad training and a profound appreciation for original Buddhism. Naively oblivious to potential conceptual conflicts, I jumped in, and the studies interpenetrated without clashing.

My assignment was substantial. The Abhidharma is one of the “three baskets,” or major categories of material, within the original Buddhist canon. It developed along two different lines, leading to two systems of seven different volumes each, with each system containing about eight thousand pages. One line, the Theravadan Abhidharma, derives from original Pali manuscripts, while the other major line, the Sarvastivadin Abhidharma, originates from Sanskrit and Chinese translations. My study has been of the Theravadan Abhidharma. It was clear that I had to focus on just one branch, and this one was considered by my teacher to be closest to original Buddhism. She recommended a book to start my studies and then let me run in the directions I found compelling.

The Abhidharma is not a prose text; it contains matrices and lists of the principles that the Buddha taught and the systems he derived for comprehending and explaining the phenomena of the universe, especially in terms of human psychology. It is monstrously complicated. When I agreed to take on this study, I had no idea how far I would be going. But I have never been sorry that I did.

The Abhidharma’s Origins

It is said that the Buddha’s enlightenment occurred during seven weeks of sitting under the Bodhi Tree near Bodh Gaya in India. During the fourth week he entered the “House of Jewels,” so named because there he conceived of the Abhidharma, a systematic, detailed explanation of all realities. After this feat he emanated rays of light from every pore of his body in indigo, golden, red, white, yellow, and dazzling clear. A few years later he went to the heavenly abode of the thirty-three gods and taught them the doctrine of the Abhidharma before returning to Earth and continuing his forty-five years of teaching and helping people.

The actual books of the Abhidharma became some of the earliest written materials of Buddhism, although they were originally orally transmitted.2 Some scholars believe that the spoken or mnemonic lists originated in Buddhist councils of followers that met to preserve Buddha’s teachings3 within a few generations of his death (approximately 400 BCE).4 One “basket” of the early Buddhist canon is the Vinaya, a listing of monastic rules that has a practical base and, at times, a legalistic tone. Another “basket,” the Sutras, is composed of discourses and stories about what Buddha said, filled with parable, didactic explanation, and dialogue. The final collection from original Buddhism, the Abhidharma, derived from the lists used to memorize Buddha’s teachings and from his own diagrams of the workings of reality. A dharma is an elemental truth while abhi is often translated as “higher” or “further,” although its meaning is complex and originally closer to “with reference to.”5 The Abhidharma is stripped down, essential, concentrated Buddhist doctrine.

Wading In

My relationship with the Abhidharma has a life of its own. I have an almost infantile amnesia for the early stages of my study. I remember starting with an academic book written by a German monk and then spending about two years reading a complex pamphlet about causality that was only eighty-two pages long. In the beginning it was much like entering dense woods without a trail. I had no way to organize the variety of impressions and details; I just started walking.

I found the Abhidharma overwhelming at first and had no choice but to trust in unconscious process. I poked around. I read lists and commentaries. I waded in and through. I recall a period of wrestling for control. I started taking notes in very tiny handwriting and making charts of my own from the charts I examined. One practice I developed and highly recommend was taking the title of a list and the number of items and trying to guess what was on the list before looking. This engaged my imagination within the Abhidharma structure.

All of this work added up to something like finding a field guide in the woods. I was starting to own it. Information started to catch my eye, and I would recognize or enjoy phrases or lists I read. Some things started to match my experience or make me laugh, such as when I spent a long time searching out the definition of javana and finally found a text that said “Javana is a technical term of Abhidharma usage that is best left untranslated.”6 Concepts started fitting together like children’s plastic beads. I also noticed a strange correlation of immersion in the Abhidharma and little boosts in mood, perceptual acuity, or insight. It has an effect on me.

Down to the Roots

Buddhism originated in India, flourished for an era in China, and then developed further in Japan. European and American Buddhism has been gaining momentum for several generations, starting with both Asian immigration and Western academic interest, and becoming more popular in the mid-twentieth-century Beat and intellectual cultures. Now, publicity about the psychological and health benefits of meditation has heightened interest in Buddhism, bringing one of the oldest sciences of the mind face to face with Western sensibilities. Buddhism has changed profoundly with each step and, unlike most religions, is designed to allow change. Buddha’s concluding statement is often quoted as “Be a light unto yourself.”7 The religion is founded on personal empiricism. Meditation uncovers the underlying processes of experience and is not directed toward a dogmatic goal. 

American Buddhism has run with the process of meditation and mindfulness training. About fifteen million people in America meditate, and there are almost a million American converts to Buddhism.8 Scientifically oriented Westerners tend to put more stock in experience that someone has officially researched, and empiricism backs up the popularity of meditation and mindfulness training. What has been deemphasized in this incarnation of Buddhism is the original root understanding of meditation’s usefulness and its context in human psychology. If articles about meditation in popular magazines are on one end of the continuum, the Abhidharma is on the other. Both bring us something useful. Both address what works about meditation.

The Abhidharma is comparable to a periodic table of experience. In complex graphic arrangements, the smallest bits of describable, dynamic experience are arranged and categorized, and the combinations that derive from the charts are infinite. (As the system is designed to allow permutation, and most lists have miscellaneous categories, it can go on forever.) The information of the Abhidharma has a unique potency because it is so densely presented, without narrative voice, and so close to the Buddha’s original ideas. It is derived from the purest, most brilliant introspection. The Abhidharma contains the plain seed from which almost every branch and theory of Buddhism grows. 

Early Context of the Abhidharma

The word “Buddha” was originally more of a title than a name. It is frequently translated as “one who has woken up,” although originally the usage meant “enlightened one, bearer of understanding and light.”9 The historical Buddha grew up in a culture that already valued meditative and contemplative techniques. Before the Buddha’s time, there was a respected tradition of “renouncers” across the Indian subcontinent. Renouncers left home, wandered and begged for their sustenance, and practiced various forms of asceticism and meditation in order to plunge into the depths of human understanding.10

After the Buddha left his own comfortable home, he joined with this established mode of philosophical quest. He experimented with extreme bodily mortification, such as fasting (nearly starving himself to death) and leaving his skin exposed to any temperature or element, but he ended up rejecting these practices. He relied solely on the methods of meditation to lead to his eventual total enlightenment. Through his meditation he realized the intricacies of the human mind and the ways its particular constructions interact with the universe of possibilities.

Buddha was one of the most therapeutically and philosophically gifted people who ever existed. Though he was a spiritual savant, he did not intend to start a religion. He refused to answer some questions about life after death and rejected deification. His focus was unswerving and powerful; he wanted people to feel better, and he believed that people feel better when they understand more. The inevitable suffering of human life is relieved by awareness, not by avoidance, suppression, or distraction. All of these are strategies, called “ignorance” in Buddhism, that intensify the very problem they intend to address. 

The system that derives from this basic message became very complex. It involves understanding the apparatus of the mind, the ways we interact with the universe, and particularly the ways we misinterpret it. Buddha used both hemispheres of the brain; he spoke in story and poetry, and he thought in diagram and structure. He delivered his message in a variety of verbal forms and also in a complex circular chart.

This chart, the “Wheel of Life and Death,” is believed by some teachers to be his only visual aid in a lifetime of teaching people.11 The wheel lays out twelve circular links of “interdependent origination,” explaining the laws of physical and psychic cause and effect. The scale of the wheel is indeterminate. It can describe a moment, a lifetime, or more. The outer rim of the wheel shows the links of causation, with ignorance leading to efforts to construct a view of reality, which leads to reactivity and grasping. Grasping to our view of reality and desires brings about creation of certain phenomena, and that ultimately leads to destruction of those phenomena, or death, and back to basic ignorance. These causal links will be discussed more in later chapters.

The six realms, inside what look like spokes of the wheel, are states of existence ranging from hell zones to exultation. The hub of the wheel contains the driving forces of human misery: greed, hate, and delusion (or ignorance). The lists that compose the Abhidharma start with the interactive elements of the wheel and emphasize the processes and implications of human consciousness. 

As the Abhidharma developed, Buddhists monks transcribed, memorized, embellished, codified, and provided commentary. For several centuries the



Where to Enter




Why Enter?






	(related to developing concentration)




	Minor Zest: can raise hairs on the body

	Momentary Zest: like flashes of lightning

	Showering Zest: breaks over the body over and over like waves on the seashore

	Uplifting Zest: can cause the body to levitate

	Pervading Zest: pervades the whole body as an inundation fills a cavern
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