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Introduction


In the middle of the path through life,

I suddenly found myself in a dark wood.

DANTE, DIVINE COMEDY






When I was seventeen, I went on a canoe trip with two friends in the wilderness of northern Ontario. We were on our own, with little more than our canoes and some dried rations. None of us were experienced travelers.

We thought we could do the trip without any help, relying on nothing more than our own resourcefulness and some good maps. But five days into the trip, we found ourselves utterly lost. We looked to our maps and we backtracked over our path, but still the landmarks we expected were nowhere to be found. A long rapids and waterfall were not where they were supposed to be, and there seemed to be a lake where one shouldn’t have been. We were lost in unfamiliar territory, and our maps, and all the other resources we depended on within ourselves, were useless.

When at thirty-seven I found myself in a severe depression, the experience was much like being on that camping trip. I was again lost in unfamiliar territory, in a frightening yet beautiful place. All the landmarks were gone. Obstacles suddenly appeared where they shouldn’t have been. The maps I had come to depend on showed nothing of the territory in which I found myself. Worst of all, I didn’t even know myself that I was lost. And if I didn’t know, how could anyone else know or offer help?

I had always depended on my practice of Buddhism to help me in difficult situations. But in this case it didn’t seem enough, or relevant to what I was going through. Depression had stolen the life out of all I had found life-giving, and spiritual practice was no exception. Yet there seemed to be little that religious or spiritual teachings had to say about the experience of depression.

That isn’t surprising, given the fact that so much of spirituality is based on the idea of transcendence and escape. And if there is one thing depression is not about, it is transcendence. It is instead an experience of being stuck in the mud, unable to rise up through the muck like the lotus flower so often used as a metaphor in spiritual teaching.

But I had always believed in a spiritual practice that was about settling deeply into life, going into the depths if necessary. So I persisted, trying to find a way to connect this practice to what was happening with me. Ultimately I discovered that in the downward movement of depression I could settle more fully into my life, and that in that settling there was great opportunity for learning, opening, and growing.

My practice and path are Zen Buddhism. I found I was finally able to bring my depression into the vastness of my practice, and I learned that others can, too—whatever their own spiritual leanings.

Depression is an illness not just of the body and mind, but also of the heart. Depression offers us an opportunity to deepen our spirit, our lives, and our hearts. There is much that we can learn about ourselves and our world through this journey. Through attentive, compassionate practice with the depression, it is possible to experience an even deeper healing, and grow in our spiritual lives.

This book is a guide to the wilderness that is depression, written by someone who knows the territory and has seen that a map alone is not enough. It is a guide to using our own inner resources, and to learning how to read and listen to the signs around us. It is ultimately a guide to growth, insight, and realization.

There is a story about Buddha in which one of his students asks him a highly speculative, theoretical question. Buddha responds with a story of a man who has been shot with a poisoned arrow. Buddha then asks, “Would this man say, ‘I will not allow this arrow to be removed until I know from what tribe the man who shot it came, or from what family he came, or what he did for a living, or what wood was used in the shaft’? In the same way I have not answered those who want to know is the universe finite or infinite, is there a God or not, or other such questions. And what have I revealed? The cause of suffering and the path to its relief.”

It is in this spirit that I make the offering of this book, in the hope of giving practical help to others in the pain of depression. May you use this book to guide you through that pain, and perhaps through the greater suffering of this life we all share.

A Note on the Explorations

The explorations you will find at the end of the chapters are opportunities for you to more deeply investigate the ideas in the chapter. They are not something to feel guilty about not doing, or failing to do “right.” Use them if they resonate with you—if not, move on. They are invitations, not prescriptions.

Most of the meditations and visualizations are based on traditional Zen and Buddhist practices. You may find they work best for you if you do them in a quiet place, sitting straight-backed on a cushion or in a chair, but again, use them in a way that works best for you.

The verses are based on traditional practice poems called gathas. Rather than prayers or affirmations, they are used to bring us back to the present moment, and to help us remember how we want to live when faced with an obstacle or opportunity.

The other explorations are also for you to take or leave, as you see fit. Be gentle with yourself. Remember, this is your path to walk, and you are the one to decide which way to take.

I wish you well on your journey.









Stopping to Listen


When one needs to listen to a strange sound, doesn’t one naturally stop making noise? One cannot listen carefully as long as one is talking, thinking, or moving about inattentively. The need to listen carefully creates its own stillness. When one actually realizes how inattentive one is and begins to wonder about what is going on inside and out, doesn’t one have to look and listen quietly?

TONI PACKER






The gray place that depression is can be frightening and disorienting. Whether or not you have been there before, each time it is different. It may sometimes seem that you are in a cold, lifeless, lonely desert. Other times it may feel like a dark, overgrown forest, filled with terrible animals lurking just out of sight in the shadows. Or you may feel you’re at the bottom of the ocean; the water holds you captive, the pressure is unbearable, and you cannot breathe. Whatever the place or the terrain, it feels as if there is no way out. You are truly lost.

When we are lost, frightened, or facing something new or unknown, our first impulse is usually to either run or fight. Years of evolution have built that into us. Though at times the moment calls for one of those responses, at other times running from our condition or fighting against it will only increase our pain and our sense of being trapped. Stumbling in fear and panic, we become more lost. In depression we often run until we become swallowed up in the darkness that has become our life. What may be crucial to our healing is, first, to do nothing.


This practice can be difficult, because it seems to go against all we believe. Yet to do nothing—to “sit down and shut up,” as Katagiri Roshi would say—is the essential practice of Buddhism. Indeed, it was the experience of Buddha himself. He sat down under the Bodhi tree and vowed not to move until he had solved for himself the question he had been asking for many years.

This decision is often looked at as heroic, and when a person sees such a situation through to its end, it can be. But it is also an act of surrender, even an act of desperation. Buddha had already tried everything else in the world there was to try at that time. He had gone through the extremes of sensual pleasures, self-denial, and self-mortification. None of those paths had brought him the insight he sought. And so he decided to stop his seeking and just sit down.

There was in his decision a very real element of desperation, of his back being against the wall. There was also some curiosity in his decision. He wanted to find out what human life really was. Rather than study various philosophies and try to make them fit the circumstances he encountered, he made a study of himself. He vowed to unflinchingly face himself and his life and to see this deep investigation through to its end, wherever that led him. (That is what brings many of us to a spiritual path in the first place—a combination of desperation and curiosity.)

In depression our back is often against the wall. Indeed, nothing describes depression so well as that feeling of having nowhere to turn, nothing left to do. Yet such a place is incredibly ripe, filled with possibility. It gives us the opportunity to really pay attention and just see what happens. When we’ve done everything, when nothing we know and believe seems to fit, there is finally the opportunity to see things anew, to look differently at what has become stale and familiar to us. Sometimes, when our back is against the wall, the best thing we can do is to sit down and be quiet.

When we are lost in the woods, we can stop, look at our situation, and see where we are. And when we are in the midst of depression, we can stop and look at where we are and how we came to be here. We can look coolly and fearlessly at ourselves, our life, and our pain, without any thought of remedying them.

Zen Buddhists developed a method for working with the heart and mind in meditation through the use of what they called koans. Koans are often described as tools intended to shut down our thinking so that we can experience something deeper within ourselves. The word koan comes from a Chinese term that refers to a public proclamation or royal message. Koans give us a strong taste of our everyday mind, as well as a glimpse of what enlightened mind is.

Depression also comes to us as a royal message. In stopping and listening to depression, we can hear the message it brings. Zen Master Dogen’s best-known writing is the Genjokoan, or the “Koan of Everyday Life.” Dogen felt that the very questions of daily life—Why are we born? Why must we suffer and die? Who are we? How shall we live in this moment?—provide all we need to help us find the freedom we seek.

Depression calls all of these questions more strongly into our lives. These questions, and the strong taste of pain and suffering that accompanies them, are the seeds of our freedom.

Although it is often painful and frightening to approach depression, we can do so. We can stand and not run. We can even allow it in and let ourselves learn what it has to tell us.

Buddha sought the fundamental basis of his life, faced it squarely, and named it. We can do the same with our depression. To do so is not to give in to depression, but rather to take the first step in healing our pain and suffering.

Depression is not just a step further along the continuum of grief and sadness. Anyone who has experienced it knows that it is qualitatively different from our everyday consciousness. Depression brings to us strong feelings of hopelessness, a sense of worthlessness, and a more insistent awareness of death. But before we seek solutions, we must look at the naked feelings themselves. Facing depression lets us look closely, for perhaps the first time, at the deepest problems and feelings in our life.

We have a fundamental choice. We can run from these feelings, which will only make them stronger. We can try to fit them into a framework of belief—either our own or someone else’s. We can see depression in moral terms and believe that it is a sign of weakness. We can view it in medical terms and seek treatment with a physician. We can believe it is psychological and seek in our past for the answers.

Or, before seeking any concept or explanation, we can do as Buddha did and look at things as they are. We can look compassionately at what is happening to us in depression. We can examine ourselves without running, without fighting, without preconceptions, before any thought of a solution.

Further Exploration


In a quiet place, sit either cross-legged on a cushion, or in a straight-backed chair. Fold your hands in your lap, and allow your gaze to drop to a spot on the floor a few feet in front of you. Sit upright, with your spine comfortably settled into your hips, and tuck your chin in a bit. Now let your attention move from your head, through your neck, shoulders, and chest, to settle in your belly. Feel the rising and falling of your belly as you breathe in and out. If you wish, you may think “in” and “out” with your breathing.

Become aware of the space around you. Feel that this is your space, your ground, your home. You are like a pebble sinking down through a river to settle on the bottom, where the waves and currents can’t touch you. Envision yourself sitting on a throne, or a mountaintop—anywhere that seems a powerful place to you. Say three times to yourself, “This is where I make my stand.” You are immovable here. You are strong and safe in this spot. All fears, all grief, all pain can come and wash over and through you, and not wash you away.

Now come back again to your breath, following it in and out, as your belly rises and falls. Your breath is the anchor that is always there, that will hold you in this place. Become aware that this place where you sit is immense and extends into all directions. It is large enough to contain whatever you choose to invite in. Welcome your feelings of fear, your pain, your depression into this place. Tell the depression that it need not feel excluded from this place, that in this place it will receive understanding and compassion. Invite into this place as well any deities, or energies, that you wish. Especially those that give you strength—but also, if you would like, those that may bring you fear. Again come back to your breath, and feel the immensity of the place within which you sit like a mountain.

When you are ready to return, remind all those you have invited in that they are welcome to return again when you come back. Remind yourself that this place waits for you, at any time you wish it. Sit, enjoying this place you have created. Let your attention rise through your chest, shoulders, and neck, and slowly open your eyes.







Exploring the Territory


Stand still. The trees and bushes beside you are not lost. Wherever you are is called Here. And you must treat it as a powerful stranger, must ask permission to know it and be known. The forest breathes. Listen.

NATIVE AMERICAN ELDER






When we stop running, we can begin to look at what is happening with us. We may be terrified, but we can set aside our fear for a moment. We can just explore the situation.

We may have had preconceptions about depression—but we will find that these are of no use to us, because they are nothing like the direct experience of depression itself.

In depression we are in a world we have never seen before. We may feel that we are different from other people. It can seem as though everyone is speaking a language we don’t understand. Our minds struggle to keep up with all that is happening around us. Even the air and the light seem different from what we have known before.

Depression is not merely a deeper experience of our normal emotions of sadness, suffering, or grief. Those emotions are of course present. But depression is an experience entirely different, in both body and mind, from anything we have known before.

We need to learn the lay of this land called depression, both to help us find our way out, and to help us survive while we are here. For the path out of here may be difficult, and may take us a while to find.

So it makes sense for us to begin to get our bearings, and explore this territory we find ourselves in.


Intense emotions are present in us: hopelessness, worthlessness, and a profound and unexplained sadness. We feel that we are all alone. Thoughts of death intrude into our consciousness. We may even be filled with thoughts of suicide.

Our mind feels as though it isn’t working right. It is difficult for us to form thoughts, to speak, even to make simple decisions. We feel a mental exhaustion, and our memory often doesn’t seem to work. There is a slowing of our body and mind. Yet at the same time there is a speeding up of that voice in our head, screaming terrible things about us and the rest of the world. Depression robs us of our attention and judgment at the very time when we need them most.

We also feel a physical exhaustion. We feel weighed down, as though we were moving through water, or in heavy gravity. We move slowly and often feel that, whatever it is we may want to do, it is not worth the effort we have to expend just to move. We may feel that all we want to do is sleep.

The world around us seems different, too. It is as though someone had slowly turned down the lights, until it is difficult to see. All around we see filth and decay, hopelessness and death. We are exquisitely attuned to the sadness in the world—both our own pain and the pain of others.

This place may feel as cold and lifeless as the moon, or as deadly and oppressive as a barren desert. Or it may be a dark, menacing, overgrown forest where we can’t see any way out, or even know in which direction to turn. Or we may feel like we are on the bottom of the ocean, where no light can penetrate, we can’t breathe, and the pressure bears down heavily on us.

Depression can come on slowly. It can be like the light fading at the end of the day: you scarcely notice it until suddenly you can’t see your own hand in front of your face. Or it can be like walking in a mist: you don’t notice how wet it is until suddenly you realize you’re drenched to the bone.

But we have chosen not to run away, so we stay with all of this. We pay attention to our feelings and thoughts, as well as to our secondary reactions—our desire to run away, to forget about our pain. We choose to face our life squarely, with awareness and compassion.

Though depression is different for each of us, it has many elements that are common to all of us. These confirm that there is a physical process at work. Depression does seem to be an illness, a disease of both mind and body.

Depression
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