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Summary 

"Journey Beyond Belief'isan autobiographical acccuntol theexperiences 
andunderstinding3 thatemerged from apersonal exploration ofavar~eN 
of growth disciplines. The author traces his trajectorylrom a hard-nosed 
neuroscientist with no faith in things subjective or emotional through the 
repeatedahatteringofhis beliefsystems toe reeognllionofthevast reaches 
and varieties of inner experience. Beginning with psychotherapy and 
p:ogr&sing through a number of humanistic, group, and meditative 
disciplinee, he began toappreciatethe IimiLed and limiting natureofmany 
of his own and the culture's beliefs, experiences, and behaviors. He was 
repeatedly shocked by the extent to which he had undemtimated the 
varmes atid richness of the inner univeree, by the extent to which the 
untrained mind is out of control and continuously creates encompassing 

. - and entrapping illusory realities, by the amount ofunneeessawsuffering 
which this causes, by the fact that it ia possiblerotrain the mind todegreea 

. considerably beyond t h e  usually recognized by Western psychology, and 
by the faet that, at least at their usually unrecognized esoteric core, the 
world'sgreat religionsrepresent rnadmapSfor mental trainlngdesimed to 

. i .  , . induce transcendent states. :,. ,, , . . . . . .  . 
Around the turn of the century in a little Russian village, there - . i lived aJewish rabbi whopondereddeeply for many yearsthe basic 

questionsol existenceand u7as forced to acknowledge that hecould 
not answer with cerbinty even the mostelemenbry questions. He 
was forced to acknowledge that he just didn't know. 

One day, as he was crbssing the village square to pray in the 
temple, he was accosted by the village cossack who was i n  a bad 
mood and greeted him gruffly with. 

"Hi Rabbi, where are you going?" 
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. "Don't know." said the rabbi. 
. . - , "What?" roared the cossack. "What do you mean you don't 

know? Every morning for twenty years you've gotten up and 
crossed this square on the way lo  he temple to pray, and now 
you're telling me you  don!^ know where you're going?" 

.. I With that hegrabbed the rabbi and hauled himoff to thevillage 
! .  
1 

jail, and just as he was about U, throw him into the cell, the rebbi 
turned and said, 

i "See, you just don't know." 

I For  some seven years now, I have lived in a state of chronic 

I shock and disbelief. One after  another ,  my most cherished, 
I stable, sensible, common, ordinary,  taken-for-granted, and 

culturally shared beliefs have been shattered. Time and time 
again I have taken the pieces of my  shattered belief system and 
shaped a new, more comprehensive system to encompass the 

' unexpected experiences and information which had done so 

: much damage to the previous one. And time and time again the 
I new expanded system has proven too limited to encompass the 

nextsetof experiences. Often with fear ,  doubt, andconfusion, but 
also with increasing trust,  allowing, and  humor, and decreasing 
resistance and pain. I have been forced to recognize that  I just 
don't know. 

I don't know whether I'm r ight  or  wrong or  how correct my 
currently cherished set of beliefs, assumptions, and world views 
a r e .  I don't know how my mind works, how deeply itextends, how 
to control it, how to escape from the  all-encon>passing realities i t  
appears  to create. I don't know w h a t  consciousness is, what i t s  
l imits a re ,  don't even know i f  the concept of linrits applies to 
consciousness o r  to us. I don't know how unaware I a m  or how 
aware  I can become, what the limits to knowledge are, what our 

, capacities and potentials may be, or  whether I can accurately 
: assess the wisdom and well-being of anyone significantly wiser 

than myself. 
I do  feel that  I know that  I've been wrong, that  I've underest- 

imated the mind, consciousness, us, the extent to which we a r e  
asleep, sleepwalking, and trapped in our  individual and shared 
cultural illusions. I'vealso underestimated the vastnessof human 
suffering, especially the exlenl of unnecessary, well-intended 
suffering. I a m  clear that  I've totally misunderstood the nature of 
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the great religions, the practices such as meditation and yoga, 
and that I've underestimated the potential sensitivity of percep- 
tion and introspection and the extent of wisdom that lies within 
us all. 

How did thiscome about? Very simply, by startingto examine 
my own mind and to pay attention to what was formerly , 

unrecognized subliminal experience. 
I t  began with an entirely fortuitousentry into psychotherapy. 

Part  of my postdoctoral training in psychiatry involved doing 
psychotherapy, but havingexamined the research literatureand 
found very little that \\,as unequivocally favorable, I had precious 

' .  
' -'. 

little faith in it. I was in the paradoxical situation of doing 
something that I really didn't believe worked. By a series of 

I 
! 

coincidences, I had the opportunity of going into therapy with a 
very competent therapist of (at  that time) primarily humanistic- 
existential orientation by the name of Jim Bugental. And so, i 
almost to my surprise, I found myself on the therapeutic couch 
expecting an interesting few weeks but nottoomuch in the way of 
surpriseor major benefit. I could hardly have been more wrong. j 
Not only did I begin to undergo aseriesof totally unexpected and 
formerly unknownexperiences, but they wereof such profundity 
and impact as to change the course of my life from that time on. 

Jim's primary mode of working was to train his clients in the 
development of heightened sensitivity to, and appreciation of, 
their own inner experience and subjective world. He was remark- 
ably skillful in this, and within a few weeks, I began to find in 
myself a capacity for subjective sensitivity deeper than anything 
I had realized was possible. To give one simple example, I found 
that  fairly soon I was experiencing synesthesia (cross modality 
perception in which one experiences in several modalities a 
stimulus presented in only one). Thus, for example, one may 
experience visual and tactile images of a sound. Usually this 
capacity has been thought of as rare, but my experience soon 
began to suggest that it was a latent capacity in all of us, buried 
under our own perceptual i'nsensitiviteies. This and other evi- 
dence of greater sensitivity I have described elsewhere (Walsh, 
1976) and so Iwi l l  only touch on certain issues central to this 
current discussion. 

Notonly wasit possibletodetect formerly unsuspectedexperi- 
ences, but these experiences proved to be an unanticipated source 
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of personal information and understanding. Gradually there 
occurred 

the slowly dawning awareness of the presence of a formerly 
subliminal, continuously changing stream of inner experience. 
The range and richness, Heraclitean and awesome nature of this 
internaluniverse,amazedand continuestoamazeme. Here wasan 
everpresent, but formerly unsuspected veritable internal uni- 
verse. After acoupleof months, I began to perceive more clearly a 
constant flux of visual images. One of the most exciting memories 
is that of the sudden recognition that these images exquisitely 
symbolized what I was feeling and experiencing in each moment. 
Here wasa previously unsuspected goldmineof information about 
myself and the meaning of my experiences. As my sensitivity 
increased, I found that the images accompanied subtle physical 
sensations in my body, and that thesesensations were the somatic 
representationsofemotion. With this Rosettastone I was helped to 
a greater sensitivity of my moment&-moment emotions. Exper- 
iencing this inner world began to become very pleasurable. 
Whereas initially I had believed that the inner world must of 
necessity harborunwholesomecollectionsofmonsters, which I had 
avoided confronting all my life; I now came to think of this inner 
world mavery attractive, pleasantsourceof positive information. 
(Walsh, 1976) 

With this heightened awarenessasa tool of investigation, I was 
now able to explore m y  experience, mind, beliefs, and relation- 
ships more deeply than ever before, and what I fourid was often 
quite unexpected andcont ra ry  to my own and the culture's 
traditional assumptions. To name but a few, I experienced that ,  
a t  least within the limitsof my ability todetect, I was creatingmy 
own experience intentionally. Thus, not only were the good and 
happy feelings intentionally created, but also the painful, the 
anxious, and the depressed, a s  well as the defenses. Formerly I 
had thought of myself as a helpless victim of uncomfortable 
emotions, symptoms, and defenses, but now I could observe the 
process by Which these were actively chosen and created. Thus I 
was forced to acknowledge a level of rrsponsibilityfar more 
extensive than anything I had previously considered possible. 

My belief system was already taking quite a beating. And the 
more I examined my beliefs, the more I was awed a t  their power 



tooperateas self-fulfilling prophecies. I was forced toagree with 
John Lilly's (1972) statement that 

within the province of the mind, what 1 believe to be true 1s true. 
within limita tobe found experientially andexperimentally. These 
limits are further beliefs to be transcended. In the province of the 
mind there we no limita. 

Even thingsasapparently physiologically determined assleep 
needs proved to be functions of my psychological state and 
beliefs. Whereaaformerly I had believed that eight hoursof sleep 
were an absolute necessity if I was to be anywhere near fully 
functional the  next day, I now began to see the ways in which I 
created fatigue in order to avoid experiences and literally drive 
myself unconscious (asleep). Furthermore. feelings of fatigue 
often proved to represent accumulated psychological tensions, 
incomplete gestalts, or  subliminal preoccupations which could 
disappear and complete themselves when they were raised to 
conscious awareness. From the very day on which I first saw my 
creation of fatigue in order to escape conscious experience, I 
found that I needed an hour's less sleep per night. With further 
insight, this continued to diminish until a t  the present time I 
usually need only four to five hours and find that I have more 
energy than when I was getting eight. 

Theseexperiences will probably suffice togivesome indication 
of the fact that  I was beginning to realize that  my former beliefs 
about myself, the nature of mind, consciousness, beliefs, and the 
extent of our potentials, and parta of the cultural belief system 
were considerably in error, and that I had gravely underesti- 
mated our capacities and the power of mind to create our world 
view and sense of self. This is not to aay that the process was one of 
continuous light and joy or that it was free of anxiety, confusion, 
and uncertainty. There were lotsoftheseand I will describesome 
of them subsequently. But suffice it to say that i t  was now very 
clear to me that  I and many others had been very wrong about 
who and what we a re  and can become and that  I was firmly 
committed to exploring and attempting to understand these 
formerly unsuspected potentials. 

Since I was living in California a t  the time, there was no 
shortage of groups and organizations promising various kinds 
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and degrees of growth, awakening, and enlightenment. I grad- 
ually underwent a number of these including groups in Gestalt. 
transactional analysis, and Rogerian therapy and less traditional 
experiences such as est, Living Love, and Arica. 

Tosome, I may well have looked like thestereotypicseeker lost 
in a narcissistic search for self which Peter Marin and Christo- 
pher Lasch (Lasch, 1978), among others, have so soundly casti- 
gated. And yet, somehow the process didn't seem narcissistic, or 
a t  least no more so than the rest of my life and the more 
traditional educational pursuits I have spent so many years at. 
True, there was a large element of self-serving motivation, but 
there was also a compelling sense of the importance of this 
exploration, an importance not limited to myself alone. For 
although the programs and the motivation of those giving and 
taking them varied widely, the best of them seemed to contain 
significant information and skills in the basic essentials of living 
one's life skillfully, happily, and in a way which contributed to 
others. Moreover, much of it'was information which I had not 
found in my traditional professional training, either medical, psy- 
chological, or  psychiatric. 

The typeof learning wasclearly experiential as much as intel- 
lectual, and I began to see why there had been so much 
misunderstanding of thingj such as the human potential move- 
ment and various growth-oriented trainings. While there were 
some which clearly epitomized the caricatures, there were also a 
great number which appeared to make some very valuable 
contributions to those who went through them. And yet, those 
people often found the experiences and processes they'd been . 
through difficulttodescribe to those withoutsimilar experience. 
This was certainly true for me initially. In part ,  this reflected the 
limits of my oan.communicative skills which have tended  ti^ 
improve with reflection and practice. However, 1 was also 
beginning to appreciate the importance of an experiential foun- 
dation for intellectual understanding and the extraordinary 
extent of miscommunication and projection which operated in 
these areas. 

Many times. 1 listened to people explaining their misgivings 
about such-and-such a program and I was left wondering if we 
could possibly be talking aboutthe same thing. I was noexception 
to these barriers and was amazed to see how radically my 
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perceptions of a person or-program depended on my psycho- 
logical state. For example, on first 'reading the books of Ram 
Dass, I announced toseveral people that he was either psychotic 
or knew so much more than 1 did that I couldn't understand him. 
but I suspected the former. Six months later, on rereading the 
books, 1 found myself amazed that I could have failed to 
appreciate the depth of wisdom in them. Going through the est 
training in 1975. I walked out after the first three days feeling 
that I already knew all this. Some months later, I had the 
opportunity of meeting its founder Werner Erhard and found to 
my amazement that the man seemed to know considerably more 

i about the ivorkingsof the mind than I did. Somewhathumbled, I 
went back and redid the est training and was astounded to find 
out how much it seemed to have improved. It became apparent 

I that I had tried to protect my self-image as a highly trained 
mental health professional who must therefore know more than 
the people giving the est training, most of whom did not have 
professional degrees. 1 had apparently thus blocked my ability to 
hear anything of deeper significance than I already knew. 

A similar processoccurred withA Coursein Miracles, a three- 
volume self-instruction program of mind training written in 
Christian language and metaphor. On my first exposure to it, I 
saw words like "Godnand "Holy Spirit,"closed the book immedi- 
ately, and refused to have anything further to doivith it for two 
years. Only through repeated exposure to a number of highly 
intelligent, competent. and sober individuals who were impres- 
sed by the material, some of them respected academicians and 
statesmen, did I finally deign toexamine itagain. When I finally 
broke through my aversire conditioning to the Christian lang- 
uage, I was amazed both by the profundity of the material and the 
extent to which my aversion had limited my ability to perceive 
the profundity. 

I could give other examples, but the general principle should 
be clear by now. Basically, my defenses, biases, and lack of 
experience limited my capacity to.lppreciate peopleor informa- 
tion of greater wisdom than I myself possessed. Moreover, it 
seemed that  not only was I passively incapable of hearing it, but 
was also a t  times actively defended against it. 

Ononeoccasion, I wenttoapubliclecturegivenby RamDassin 
the San FrHncisco City Hall with approximately three thousand 
other people. During the course of the evening, he sGrted to out- 
line a niultilevel model of consciousness and described the com- 
ponent states in ascending order from the usual to the more 
transcendent. My reactions and those of the audience provided 
unexpected insights into the nature of our usual statea of con- 
sciousness and i t s  relationship to apparently more developed 
states. As he ran through the first two levels, they seemed very 
reasonableand readily understandable, the third waaa little less 
usual and more interesting, and the description of the fourth 
immediately evoked an experience in which I heard his words 
with perfect clarity, was struck by their import, and,imme- 
diately afterwards could not remember a word he had said. hly 

: next memory was of being woken u p  by the snores of the person 
next to me, and looking round the hall I saw that approximately 
one quarter of the audience had very suddenly fallen asleep. 

It was not until some two weeks later  in a diecussion with a 
' psychoanalyticiriend that I began to appreciate the implications 

of this experience. Clearly, I had undergone massive repression 
I or denial resulting in a literal and extremely rapid loss of con- 
! ! sciousness, as presumably had a significant number of those 
I peop1e.who had fallen asleep a t  the time I did. Yet in order to 
/ repress something we have t o a t  least partially recognize it and 
i assess it asdangerous. Yet if thedescriptionsof the higher states 
i of.consciousness were recognized and repressed it could only 
: mean that they were already known and that this related know- 
: ledge was denied awareness through active defenses. This and 

related experiences led me to a total reevaluation of the relation- 
ship between ordinary and "higher" states. Formerly I had 
assumed that deeper wisdom and higher states were attained 
through the acquisition of new knowledge and understanding. 

' However, now I was forced to consider the possibility that we 
already possess the requisite knowledge, that 'our usual state 
represents an actively anddefensively contracted state, and that 
higher states are ateinable,  not by the  acquisition of something 
new. but by the release of current defenses and the resultant 
expression of already existing capacities. 
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Needless to say, many of these experiences ran counter to my 
previous professional training. I therefore began to explore the 
existential and humanistic psychology literature because my 
traditional psychiatric and psychological texts contained almost 
no information on the  experiences I was having or implied that  
they might be pathological. However, in time and particularly 
with thecommencementof meditation practice,even the human- 
isticand existential literature began toshow gaps in itscoverage 
of the range of experiences which were occurring. 

Thus, for example, by this time I was beginning to experience 

I 
that  one could function quite nicely, even if only transiently,.at 
my level of development, without anxiety or guilt, and that  tK&y 
seemed harmful rather than essential and useful as is often 
thought. Indeed my traditional textsassured me that theabsence 
o f  anxiety and guilt could be a hallmark of psychopathy. 

As an interesting aside, I have since had the opportunity of 
working intensively with large numbers of state hospital d rug  
addicts, many of whom meet thecriteriafor diagnosisas psycho- 
pathic personalities. What I have found in every person with 
whom I've worked intensely is not thatthese people areguilt-free, 
but rather that they a r e  guilt-ridden. Moreover, they seem to 

I suffer terribly from that  guilt and accompanying sense of 
unworthiness and often perpetuate self-defeating behavior 
because of it. Yet they construct desperately tough, apparently 
guilt-free facades o r  personas to hide behind. Possibly, them 
facades, which can often be very hard to crack, Are the reasons 
why psychopaths have been traditionally thoughtof asguilt-free. 

In short, I was becoming aware that either I was becoming 
increasingly disturbed, which certainly didn't feel true and was 
not true a3 judged by the writings in various consciousness disci- 
plines, or that some of our traditional psychiatric models and 
assumptions tended to misinterpret and pathologize certain non- 
pathological states and experiences which occurred with heigh- 
ened sensitivity to experience. Indeed, I began to suspect that  a 
significant number of our traditional cultural values and a s s u m p  
tions about our psychological nature were distressingly incor- 
rect, illusory, and productive of unnecessary suffering. These 
suspicions were further deepened when I began to practice 
meditation. 
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MEDITATION 

Meditation has proved to be a most valuable loo1 for me. This 
was not always sosinceover a period of twoor three years when I 
was first exposed to various meditative practices I found them 
neither particularly attractive nor helpful. Sitting still and 
attemptingto control the mind proved both physically and men- 
tally uncomfortable. Sporadic ten- or twenty-minute sittings 
elicited nodiscernablebenefitsand it wasnot until almost two years 
later when I began a daily practice of sitting for one-half to one 
hour per day that  I was sure I could detect any real benefits, and 
even these seemed pretty minimal. If it had not been for the 
encouragement of friends who had gone further I would certain- 
ly never have continued. 

What finally seduced me was a statement by Steven Levine, a 
meditation teacher and author of A Gradual Awakening, that 
Vipassana o r  insight meditation was a perfect tool for observing 
the workings of mind. My curiosity wai  immediately captured 
and so full of naive innocence that I immediately enrolled in a 
ten-day retreat. Littledid I know what I w.a3 lettingmyself in for. 
These retreats comprise about 18 hours per day of continuous. 
sitting and walking meditation performed in total silence and 
without eye contact, reading, or writing. The practice consists of 
attempting to maintain continuousawareness and to allow atten- 
tion to focus on whatever stimulus is predominant a t  any time. 
This sounds simple and indeed it is except that  the difficulty of 
maintaining, or even attempting to maintain, anything like con- 
tinuous awareness, and the intensity of the resultantexperiences 
are so great  as to be literally mind-boggling. The following is a 
samplingof experiences. and a moredetailed account is available 
elsewhere (Walsh, 1977. 1978). "When one sits down with eyes 
close'd to silence the mind, one isat first submerged by atorrentof 
thoughts-they crop upeverywhere like frightened, nay, aggres- 
sive rats" (Satprem, 1968). 

The more sensitive my meditation became, the more I was 
forced to recognize that what I had formerly believed to be my 
rational mind preoccupied with cognition, planning, problem 
solving, etc., actually comprised a frantic torrent of forceful, 
demanding, loud, and often unrelated thoughts and fantasies 
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which filled an unbelievable proportion of consciousness even 
during purposive behavior. The incredible proportion ofconscious- 
ness which this fantasy world occupied, my powerlessness to 
remove it for more than a few seconds, and my former state of 
mindlessnessor ignoranceof itsexistencestaggered me. Interest- 
ingly, this "mindlessness" seemed much more intense and dif- , 

ficult todeal with than in psychotherapy (Walsh, 1976) where the 
depth and sensitivity of inner awarenessseemed less, and where ! 

( the therapist provided a perceptual focus and was available to 
pull me back if I started to get lost in fantasy. 

The subtlety, complexity, infinite range and number, and 
entrapping power of the fantasies which the mind creates seem I 
impossible to comprehend, to differentiate from reality while in I 

I them, and even moreso todescribe toone who has notexperienced ! 
! 

them. Layer upon layer of imagery and quasilogic openupatany \ 
pointto which attention isdirected. Indeed, itgradually becomes 
apparent that it is impossible to question and reason one's way out 
of thisall-encompassingfantasy since theveryprocessof question- 
ing, thinking, and seeking only creates further fantasy. 

The power and pervasiveness of these inner dialogues and 
fantasies left me amazed that we could be so unaware of them 
during our normal waking life and reminded me of the Eastern 
concept of maya or all-consuming illusion. 

AUachnlenla and Needs 

It soon became apparent that the typeof material which forc- 
ibly erupted into awareness and disrupted concentration was 
most often material-ideas, fantasies, thoughts, etc.-to which I 
was attached (addicted) and around which there was considera- 
ble affective charge. There was adefinite sense that  attachments 
reduced the flexibility and power of the mind. Whenever I was 
preoccupied with a stimulus to which I was attached, then I had 
difficulty in withdrawing my attention from it to observe other 
stimuli which passed through awareness. . . . 

Paradoxically, i t  seems that a need or attachmentto be rid of a 
certain experience or state may lead to its perpetuation. The 
clearest example of this has been with anxiety. At one stage I 
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suddenly began to experience mild anxiety attacks of unknown 
origin which curiously enough seemed tooccur mostoften when 1 
was feeling really good and often in the presence'of a particular 
person who I loved. At such times I would try all my various 
psychological gymnastics to eradicate it since it was clearly not 
okay with me to feel anxious. However, these episodes continued 
for some five months in spite of, or as it actually turned out 
because of, my resistance to them. During this time, my practice 
deepened and I was able to examine more and moreof the process 
duringmeditatiop. What I found was that  I had considerable fear 
of fear and my mind therefore surveyed in aradar-like fashion all 
internal and external stimuli for their fear-evokingpotential and 
all reactions for any fear component. Thus, there was a continu- 
ous mental radar-like scanning process preset in an exquisitely 
sensitive fashion for the detection of anything resembling fear. 
Consequently, there were a considerable number of false posi- 
tives, that  is, non-fearful stimuli and reactions which were inter- 
preted being fearful or potentially fear  provoking. Since the 
reactions to the false positives themselves comprised fear and 
fear components, there was of course a n  immediate chain reac- 
tion set  u p  with one fear response acting as the stimulus for the 
next. It thus became very clear that  my fear of and resistance to 
fear was exactly what was perpetuating it. , , 

This insight and the further application of meditative aware- 
ness to the process certainly reduced bu t  did not eradicate these 
episodes entirely. Paradoxically, they still tended to recur when I 
felt verycalm and peaceful. I twasnotunti l  themiddleof thenext 
meditation retreat that the reasons for this became clear..After 
the first few days of pain and agitation, I began to feel more and 
more peaceful and there came a sitting in which 1 could feel my 
meditation deepen perceptibly and the restless mental scanning 
slow more and more. Then as the process continued to deepen and 
slow, I was literally. jolted by a f l g h  'of. agitation and anxiety 
accompanyinga thought: "But what do I do now if there's no more 
anxietytolookfor?"Itwasapparentthat if I continued toquieten. 
there would be neither anxiety to scan for nor ascanning process 
itself, and my need to get rid of anxiety demanded that I have a 
continuous scanning mechanism, and the presence of the mecha- 
nism in turncreated the presenceof anxiety. My "butwhat do1 do 
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now?" fear had very effectively removed the possibility of the 
dissipation of both, and its occurrence a t  a time when I was 
feeling most peaceful, relaxed, and safe, of courseexplained why 
I had been subject to these anxiety episodes a t t h e  apparently 
paradoxical timeswhen I felt best. Paradoxically then, it appears 
thatwithin the mind, if you need to be rid of certainexperiences, 
then not only are  you likely to experience a number of false 
positives but you may also need to have them around continuously 
so that  you can keep getting rid of them. Thus, within the pro- 
vince of the mind, what you resist is what you get. 

PerceptMns 
With continued practice, the speed; power, loudness, and con- 

tinuity of thoughta and fantasies began to slowly diminish, leav- 
ingsubtlesensationsof greater peace and quiet. After aperiodof. 
about four or five months, there occurred episodes in which I 
would open my eyes at the end of meditation and look a t  the 
outside world without the presence of concomitant internal dia- 
1ogue.Thisstate would be rapidly terminated by arisingsenseof 
anxiety and anomie accompanied by the thought, "1 don't know 
what anything means." Thus, I could be looking a t  something 
completely familiar, such asat ree ,  a building,or thesky, and yet 
without an accompanying internal dialogue to label and catego- 
rize it, i t  felt totally strangeand devoid of meaning. Itseems that 
what made something familiar and hence secure'was not simply 
its recognition, but the actual cognitive proceas of matching, 
categorizing, and labeling it. Once this was done, more at.tention 
and reactivity were focused on the label and its associations than 
on the stimulus itself. Thus, the initial fantasy and thought-free 
periodmay feel bothstrange and distinctly unpleasantso thatwe 
a r e  at first punished by their unfamiliarity. We have created an 
unseen prison for ourselves whose bars are  comprised of thoughts 
and fantasies of which we remain largely unaware unless we 
undertake intensive perceptual training. Moreover, if they are  
removed, wemay be frightened by the unfamiliarity of the expe- 
rience and rapidly'reinstate them. As iS noted in the Carlos 
Castaneda books, "We uphold the world with our internal dia- 
logue" (Castaneda. 1974). 

Presumably, this labeling process must modify our perception 
in many ways, including reducingour ability toexperience each 
stimulus fully, richly, and newly, by reducing its multidimen- 
sional nature into a lesser dimensional cognitive labeling frame- 
work. This must necessarily derive from the past, be less tolerant 
of ambiguity, less here now, and perpetuative of a sense of same- 
ness and continuity to the world. This process may represent the 
phenomenological and cognitive basis of Deikman's (Deikman, 
1966)conceptof automatization and Don Juan'sUmaintainingthe 
world as we know it" (Castaneda, 1971, 1974). 

Interestingly, the extent of reaction to the stimulus itself as 

I 
opposed to the label seems to be a direct function of the degree of 

I mindfulness or meditative awareness. If I am mindful, then I 
I , tend to be focused on the'primary sensations themselves, to label 

less, and to react to these labels less. For example, there was a i period of about six weeks dur ing which I felt mildly depresed.  I 
was not incapacitated, but was uncomfortable, dysphoric, and 

! confused about what was happening tome throughout mostof the 
waking day. However, during daily meditation, this experience i and itsaffectivequality changed markedly.Theexperience then 

I felt asmewhat like being on sensory overload, with many vague, 
illdefined, somatic sensations and a large number of rapidly 
appearing and disappearing unclear visual images. However, to 

/ my surprise, nowhere could I find stimuli which were actually 
! painful. Rather, there was just a large input of vague stimuli of 

I uncertain significance and meaning. I would therefore emerge 
from each sitting with the recogniiion that I was actually not 
experiencing any pain and feeling considerably better. This is 
analogous to Tarthang Tulku's (1974) statement that "the more 
you go into the disturbance-when you really get there-the 
emotional characteristics no longer exist." 

However, within avery short time I would lapseoncemore into 
my habitual non-mindful state and when I next became mindful 
once again I would find that  I had been automatically labeling 
the stimulus complex as depression and then reacting to this 
label with thoughts and feelings such as "I'm depressed. 1 feel 
awful, what have I done to deserve this?".. etc. A couple of 
momenta of relaxed mindfulness would be sufficientto switch the 
focus back to the primary sensations and the recognition once 
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that it iscertainly worth my while to pay careful attention totheir 
suggestions. Thus, experiential knowledge may be a n  essential 
prerequisite for intellectual understanding in these areas. 

FEARS ALONG T H E  WAY 

This journey has been many things, but rarely boring. Some- 
times it's been joyous, exciting, often awesome, occasionally 
mundane, and sometimesvery fearful. Havingwnsidered myself 
a relatively fearless daredevil type (and hadn't I done high- 
diving, trampolining, scuba diving, parachuting, and circus tra- 
peze?), I was amazed to discover the extent of my fears as I 
continued to explore more deeply. Wholly unsuspected anxieties 
and fears emerged one after another, layer after layer, and this 
discovery led medirectly intoatrapof my ownmaking. For what 
I concluded was that  I must be an exceptionally fearful person, 
and this conclusion molded my self-image and behavior over 
many, many months. . .  . .. . 

Many of these fears represented the surfacing of simple sub- 
liminal anxieties about everyday matters such as social skills, 
intimacy, performance, and ability. However, another whole 
family of them proved to be related to my concerns about who I 
would become and what would happen t ome  if I continued to 
explore and open my mind, and they centered around the belief 
that in some way I would be incapacitated or'disabled if I 
continued. 

Each fear presented a new choice point, whether to go back or 
to continue forward and risk the feared consequence. Sometimes 
I would remain scared and retreat, often using defenses of one 
type o r  another to deny that this was what I was doing, only 
recognizing the fact in retrospect. How many times I retreated 
without 'even retrospective awareness I will probably never 
know, but presumably i t  was no small figure. Abraham Maslow 
(1971) pointed to the dozens of microdecisions that  face us each 
day and advised as one strategy for self-actualization adopting 
the habit of always taking the growth choice. I suspect that  if 
anything, Maslow underestimated the number of choices and 
that i t  isactually acontinuous,ongoingprocess in which the pulls 

. , 
to self-actualization complete with the fears of awareness, thus 
creatinka dynamic ebb and flow of growth motivation. 

With deeper exploration, it began to become apparent that 
these fears, no matter how diverse their apparent concerns. 
appeared to all be founded on limiting self-beliefs such as about 
my lack .of capability, trustworthiness, and my need for defenses. 
Andeven more striking was the fact that  when I pushed forward 
i n  spite of. them, always the fear and the underlying limiting 
beliefs proved to be illusory and based on attachment. Forexam- 
ple, in my very first therapy session, I became anxious that if the 
therapy were effective, I would never amount to anything 
because I would losemuch of my motivation. I feared that with- 
out my conflicts and neuroses I would be inert and passive, with- 
out the necessary drives for productivity and achievement. It 
looked a s  though I would have tosacrifice them and become what 
I feared in order to grow. 

However, on those occasions when I made the growth choice 
and proceeded in spite of fear, it always became,apparent that 
there was in fact no sacrifice. What was necessarv was to be . 

willing to let go of the attachment and to be willing toexperience 
the feared consequence. But after having let go it almost invaria- 
bly seemed to turn out that all that was "sacrificed" was the 
attachment, not the skill, capacity, or result on which the at- 
tachment centered. Before making the growth choice, it always 
looked like i t  involved sacrifice; after making it, it alwaysseemed 
to be only an illusory loss of attachment and a very real gain in 
freedom. Thus, for example. I do not appear to have lost my 
achievement need and productivity (or else I haven't been suffi- 
ciently motivated toobserve it). If anything, I am  still somewhat 
of an overachiever though less driven than before this particular 
attachment was first confronted. 

However, there has been noshortageof other fears which have 
arisen at regular intervals along the way. Related to the fear that 
1 would cease to be achieving was one that  I would become 
intellectually sloppy and not demand of myself a high quality of 
intellectual precision. This seems to be a nice example of the 
truism tha t  our strengths can becomeour traps in as much as we 
become attached to them. 
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A pervasive early fear was that i f  I turned my attention 
inward, I would find a Freudian nightmare. I fully expected to 
uncover various monsters and bogeymen composed of unbridled 
emotions and drives, such as anger, hatred, jealousy, lust, greed, 
etc., kept in check only by continuous superego monitoring and 
repression. Invariably, I believed thattheexperienceof becoming 
aware of this internal world would be highly unpleasant, requir- 
ing great determination in the face of unsavory experiences. 

Yet, what I found was quite the opposite. True, there were 
anger, much fear, and other negat.ive emotions, but these paled 
beside the wells and depths of positivity such as warmth, joy, 
caring, and conlpassion which lay below them. I began tosuspect 
that  what has often been thought of as "the unconscious" and 
invariably negative and "idish" was only a n  initial layer of a far 
larger more positive unconscious. The curious paradox was that 
my beliefs in the existence of the internal bogeymen had 
effectively prevented me from looking inside to discover what 
was really there and had thus perpetuated the beliefs. 

Related to this was a fear that if I really opened up I would be 
overwhelmed by my own negativity. I really expected that there 
would be times when Iwould be gripped by fears and noxious 
experiences of one type or another of a power and aversiveness 
which would leave me helpless. As i t  turns out, there have 
certainly been many difficultexperiences, but alsoan increasing 
ability to work with and discharge such negative emotions as 
have arisen. 

Certainly I feared that I would lose control. Yet "control." like 
many other common unexamined values, turned out to be a 
paradox. For it became apparent that what most of us term-.. 
"control" was actually an obsessive rigidity, characterized by an 
inability to let go control and to emote freely. The extreme 
example of this fear of lossof control was a belief that I might 
become psychotic, a fear strongly founded on the belief in my own 
essentialnegativity and untrustworthinessand an accompanying 
belief in the need for continuous defensive control of this 
inherently untrustworthy self-nature. Such a belief led obviously 
and logically to subsequent tragically limiting beliefs in the 
inevitability of defenses, control, intrapsychic conflict, and the 
dangerous consequences of self-awareness. 

Then there was the fear of aloneness, the fear that i f  I 
continued thisexploration I would end u p  asan eccentricoutcast 
whose beliefs and experiences were so different f rom other 
people'sastoseparateusand preclude the possibility of friendship 

i and intimacy. How many people, I wondered, would there be who 
could understand what I was going through and who shared my 
emerging values? Surely the deeper I went, the fewer people I 
could expect to find who would share such experiences. It looked 
as though the priceof deep exploration mightbea life apart  from 
all those who had not trodden the same path. 

, And yet, once again, there turned out to be a curious and 
I delightful paradox. True, the further I continued, the fewer 
i fellow travelers there were, but new networks and friendships ' developed. Furthermore, by virtueof thecommonality and depth 
, of shared experience, there was a corresponding increase in the 

potential for depth and rapidly establishing deep meaningful 
relationships. A further benefit was that  in these networks there 
were always people who had proceeded further than I, and these 
individuals turned out to be invaluable resources whocould point 
the way to the next steps and to some of the traps to be avoided 

; along the way.Some of these people had gone very much further 
i than I and having the opportunity of being with and learning 
i from them proved to be one of the real gifts of the whole process. 
I On the other hand, those who were not making the same 
i journey, including some of my fellow psychiatrists, became 

perturbed andexpressed concernsabout thedirectipns in which I 
I ; was headed. In one group meeting with my fellow psychiatry 
i residenta, it was suggested that  if I continued I would probably 

be unlikely to function well enough to maintain my professional 
standing and would most likely drop o u t o f  psychiatry and 
possibly "end up selling candles on the beaches in Southern 

i California." In retrospect, it's fascinating to see how closely my 
peers appeared to be reflecting my own fears and projecting 

: theirs onto me. As we were a fairly homogenous group of 
; somewhat obsessive nature, it's hardly surprising that my 

questioning of the beliefs and defenses we shared would evoke 
: such strong reactions. Now it all seems very funny, but a t  the 
I time it was quite fearful, and had it not been for the support and 
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reality testing of my therapist and people involved in similar 
explorations. I might well have abandoned the exploration and 
returned to old styles. Since then, I have indeed moved to 
Southern California but as yet have not started selling candles. 
Perhaps that will come a t  a later stage. 

As these and other fears came and went and came again, I 
began gain a new perspective on how and why they occurred. 
Initially, I had thought of them as experiencesforced upon me 
unwillingly. Yet, the more I examined them, the more I began to 

! realize that I was actively and choicefully creating them out of 
the perceived need to protect myself. I t  began to be apparentthat 

I 
I was creating my experience and self-sense moment by moment 
exactly the way I thought 1 needed to, and a t  some deep level also 
wanted to in light of my belief system about self and the world. 
Fears anddefenses and unpleasant psychological experiences 
were not things that  were thrust upon me helplessly but  rather 

I were things I was actively and intentionally creating. 
The,mostdramaticand belief-shattering example of thiscame 

ata t ime when I wasfeelingsomewhatdepressed. A t t h a t d g e ,  I 
wasvery,much into behavior modification and had conditioned a 
number of responses in myself such as relaxation, assertiveness, 
and a sense of well-being. However, i t  was not until some three 
daysinto my depression that I finally remembered I had these 
tools available. My whole ,belief system about my role and 
relatidnship to symptoms wai  shattered a t  that moment. For 
what I immediately found was that I simply did not want to use 
any' of those conditioned responses but rather preferred to 
remain depressed. I t  was another three days before I actually 
usedany of them. 

It became apparentthen that'atsomelevel I believed that these 
symptoms and defenses were necessary and functional. Further 
inspection suggested that they represented functional compro- 
mises-oiresponses to my beliefs about the nature of myself and 
reality. I was not responding to things as they were but rather to 
my beliefs about them. Those beliefs appeared to construct my 
world view and sense of self and within the context of that world 
view; my responsesto it appeared not only consistent but totally 
logical. I was beginning to agree with the statements such as 

I those of WiIIis Harman (1962): "We a n  all hypnotized from 
, infancy.. . . We do not perceive ourselves and the world about us 
I as they a re  but  as we have been persuaded to perceive them."" 

Thus, to repeat, it was becoming clear that from the perspec- 
; ti;eof this hypnotized, illusory world view, my symptoms and 
I defenses appeared not only logical but optimal. I t  would have 

seemed stupid to act  in  any other way. And here was the key to a 
new.understanding of the nature of defenses and resistance. If 
from our perceived world view we are  already acting optimally, 
then of course we would resist change of any typeand would seek 
to strengthen our defenses rather than relinguish .them. To 
relinguish them would feel like sacrificing those very strategies 
which we believe to be essential for our well-being. Now I could 

I begin to make senseout of theold adage that neuroticsdon't come 
into psychotherapy to get better; they come in to learn how to be 
better neurotics. A corollary of this is that the really important 
growth choices involve changes in the beliefs, perspectives, and 
viewpoints from which we are perceiving rather than attempting 

I to change tha t  which we are  looking at. That is, t k  changes are  
process, second order, contextual, or perspective changes. 

! These insightsgaveme avery new perspectiveon the natureof 
personality, neurosis, neuroticspptoms,self-actualization, authen- 
ticity, and courage; Now I could look a t  people and see that  each 
and everyone of them, each and everyoneof us, was courageously 
coping with reality and themselves as he or she believed, and 
hence perceived, them to be. Furthermore, they acted and 
perceived with total commitment in ways that seemed to them 
absolutely necessary and appropriate. Moreover, each person 
daily created and endured an extraordinary amount of well- 
intended suffering in acontinuous battle which was foughtday in 
and day out  with total but almost totally unappreciated commit- 
ment and courage. For each of them, for each of us, every 
response appeared to represent the optimal self-actualizing 
strategy, and I could now understand the humanistic psychology 
position as enunciated by Carl Rogers (1959) that the "basic 
actualizingtendency is theonly motive which is postulated in this 

; theoretical system." 
Thus it became apparent that many of the beliefs and fears I 

encountered were not unique to me but rather were widespread 



in our culture. This raises the interesting question as lo what 
extent they are  transmitted and taught to us as part of the 
cultural hypnosis mentioned above. 

Presumably, the most skillful approach is to assume that they 
are  learned from others and lo be very wary of communicating 
limiting beliefs. One of the great privileges of the last few years 
has been the opportunity of spending time with children whose 
parents were veryawareof these issuesand consciously refrained 
from transmitting limiting beliefs about what  they were unable 

, to do. Someof these children appeared to be functioning a t  levels 
very significantly above the norms and forced metorecognizemy ' own limiting beliefs about what children could and couldn't be 
expected to do. Par t  of what the Buddists would call "right 
thought" and "right speech," therefore, seems to involve a 
commitment toanawarenffisof limitingbeliefsandan avoidance 
of transmitting them to others. 

THEORETICAL INTEGRATIONS 

Oneof themostdifficultaspectsof thisexploration, particularly 
a t  first and particularly on encountering the Eastern traditions, 
was my difficulty in integrating my own experiences and the 
different psychological theories. Many of the experiences, con- 
cepts, and terminology were new and a t  first thereappeared to be 
very littleoverlap between them and traditional Westerndescrip 
tions. The result was a sense of confusion and of stepping off into 
the unknown without any conceptual bridges or understanding 
to Support me. 

Slowly, however,very slowly it seemed, I began to see links 
between the Eastern and Western psychologies (Walsh, 1980, 
in press-a; Walsh & Shapiro, 1983; Walsh & Vaughan, 1980). The 
essential key was my own personal experience, and it rapidly 
became apparent that an adequate experiential basis wasessential 
for any true understanding of these non-Western psychologies 
which were very practically and experientially directed. Time 
and time again 1 had the experience of reading something in the 
Eastern  literature and either not understanding it or judging it 
to be completely false,only to find a few months later in the midst 
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of a newexperience that whathad formerly seemed incomprehen- 
sible suddenly made sense. Indeed. I have now developed some- 
what of an aversion to the term "mystical" since it seems so often 
to be used to cover a lack of adequate personal experience and 
study of the traditions to which the  term is applied. 

Not infrequently, the Eastern concepts turned out to be 
extensionsofrecognized Western phenomena. Often theseexten- 

. sions seemed to incorporate more subtle and pervasive psycho- 
logical levelsand to include all individualsrather than just those 
sufferlng from psychopathology. The following are  a few of 

. . many possibleconceptual integrations whichcould bementioned. 
i Almost without exception the consciousness disciplines empha- 

size the centralityof awareness, and somegoso far as tostate that 
I unconsciousness is the only psychological problem, Conscious 
! : awareness, on the other hand, is said to be curative, in fact, all 

that  is necessary for cure. Thus, many disciplines such as insight 
I 
; meditation work primarily with training and cultivating atten- 
! tion and awareness. 
1 Forrnany months, I wrisunabletomakesenseoutof this.There 

seemed to be nothing comparable in Western psychology apart  1 f m m p a r t a  of the human potential movement such as Gestalt 
psychology with its emphasis on awarenessof presentexperience. 
Gradually, however, it began todawn that!'unconsciousness" was 

! 

i a global term referring to the net effect of all defenses. Put 
i another way, itseemed'thatdefensesoperated todistort or reduce 
j tounconsciousness thoseexperiences which we wereunwillingto 

recognize. Western psychologyand particularly the psychodyna- 
mic schools have mapped the various styles of oroducina uncon- - 

i sciousness, namely the defenses, in exquisite detail and have 
i pointed to ways of working with, and circumventing them, in 
i psychotherapy. The Eastern psychologies; on the other hand. 
i focused on the commonality.of their effects and have pointed to 
I ways in which they could be directly overcome by training 
j attention and awareness. 

Furthermore, the nowWestern schools had recognized that 
I thesedefensesoperated more subtly, pervasively, and strongly in 
; normals than had been appreciated in the West. They suggested 
I that the  result wasan unrecognized distortionofsuch degree that 
: our perception of the world was  literally illusory, a state 



described as maya o r  samsara. This situation, they said, stems 
from the uncontrolled nature of the untrained mind. 

As I began to gain a broader overview of the psychologies of 
both East and West, it began to dawn on me that  each was 
essentially a different model, world view, or paradigm of human 
nature. To oversimplify things, it looked as though Western 
psychology had focused on pathology and had mapped various 
aspects of psychopathology in exquisite detail, but neglected, and 
was noteven really aware that it neglected, psychological health. 
On the other hand. the Eastern disciplines seemed to have 
focused more on the nature and means of attaining extreme 
psychological well-being, and while they recognized various 
psychopathological conditions, they had not been as precisely 
mapped as in the West. Now I could begin to see why there had 
been so much misunderstanding between them. Both were large 
complex systems and very few people had studied them in 
sufficient depth to be able to appreciate both and build bridges 
between them. Furthermore, the necessity of an experiential 
basis for understanding the Eastern disciplines and the failure to 
appreciate this fact meantthat  they wereoften misunderstood by 
Western psychologists who were unaware of their own mis- 
understandings. Indeed, it soon became apparent that most of the 
dismissals of the non-Western traditions by Western psycho- 
logists were made out of ignorance, or a t  the very least after 
insufficient study, rather than on the basis of informed opinion. 

THE GREAT SHOCKS O F  MY LIFE 

I could go on at some length about various theoretical integra- 
tions that gradually began to become apparent over the years as 
the explorations continued, but it would probably be more 
interesting a t  this stage to turn back to a more personal level of 
discussion and describe those discoveries which most deeply 
surprised and shocked me. I am not using the word "shocked" 
lightly, because each of the following recognitions represented a 
major blow tomy belief system, world view, and senseof self, and 
effectively overturnedoreven reversed what I had assumed tobe 
obvious and clear-cut. The first was the discovery of the formerly 
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I unsuspected inner experiential world, with itsvastness, richness, 
i and profound depth of meaning. I have to say that like each of 

these recognitions, once made, I wasstaggered that I and mostof 
us in this culture could live our lives so unaware of something 
which now seemed so important and obvious. 

The second great  shock was the recognition of the extent to 
which the mind is outside our voluntary control. Intellectually, I 
had some slight awareness of this. I had read the usual psycho- 
analytic texts and had some theoretical inkling of this fact, but 

i nothing in my experience or theoretical reading prepared me in 
the least f o r t h e  confrontation with the full extent of the lack of 
control which intensive meditation revealed. Now1 could under- 

I stand why in some Eastern traditions the untamed mind is 
referred to as a drunken, crazy, wild monkey. This apparently 
hyperbolic description now seemed quite appropriate. Once 
again, I was amazed that I could have lived my life without any 
real appreciation of this fact. Closely related to this was the 
recobition that  we live in an illusion. The untamed:mind filters 
our perceptions in unrecognized and uncontrolled ways, produc- I inpadistorted interpretationof the world rather than averidical 

' recobition. If I had to give a one-sentence definition of psycho- 
logical well-being, I would say that it is the ability tocontrol one's 
own mind. 

The third greatshockcame a t  the moment that  I realized that. 
contrary to being the opiate and pablum of the masses, the great 
religions were, a t  least a t  their esoteric core, state-specific 
technologies and roadmaps to higher states of consciousnem. 
Please note that  I am not saying that this is necessarily all they 
are, but I a m  saying that a t  their esotericcore, this is a t  least what 
they are. This realization answered a question about my own 
behavior which had been puzzling me for several months. Much 
to 'my 'surprise, I had found myself spending an increasing 
amount of t ime with various religious teachers, primarily Bud- 
dhist and Hindu. While it was true I was learning some useful 
things about meditation, 1,could not for the life of me imagine 
how it was that  I ended up in a religious setting when my 
interests were primarily psychological and psychotherapeutic. 

Subsequently, I came to learn that I was by no means the first 
person to have this recognition. Charles Tart. Ken Wilber. Stan 
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Grof, and Frances Vaughan, among other eminent Western 
psychologists, had seen the link and had already written about it. 
However, for me persorially it was a new and totally unexpec.ted 
realization since I had previously dismissed religion of all types 
as merely misguided fantasy. Perhaps this was not entirely unex- 
pected since my own exposure to religion had been in its 
traditional institutionalized Western form and there was prob- '. 

ably little of the transcendent in it. I t  took a period of several 
. 

years before I felt that I had any appreciable understanding of 
the factors which contributed to the extraordinary schism 
between what I perceived as the esoteric function of religion and 
the ossified institutional forms and rituals into which i t  often 
seemed to crystallize.Those factors aremultipleand so important 
that  I don't want todo injustice to them by trying to presentthem 
in the  limited space available here. However, perhaps I can 
mention that I sense that one central and absolutely essential 
ingredient is adequatio, the capacity of the individual to 
comprehend themessage being given. As in all work with altered 
states, the capacity of an individual to comprehend state specific 
information may be limited by lack of experience of that state 
(Tart, 1976; Walsh, 1980, in press-a; Walsh &Shapiro, 1983; Walsh 
& Vaughan, 1980). Institutionalized religion tends to be interpre- 
ted and codified by individuals without such experience and 
hence isopen to intellectualization without adequateexperiential 
understanding (Wilber, 1981, 1982). 

The  fourth shock, which was more like a long, slow rumble 
than an abrupt onslaught, was deepening appreciation of the 
extraordinary wisdom contained in some of the Eastern psycho- 
logies. Much againstmy will, and with no lackof resistance, I was 
forced to acknowledge that these traditions and their founders 
and advanced practitioners knew vastly more about the workings 
and depths of mind than I had ever imagined. And I say that 
without exaggeration or hyperbole. 

Related to this has been the fifth shock, again aslow rumbleof 
deepeningappreciation of the vastness of the mind and the taskof 
training i t  and bringing it under voluntary control. I t  has been 
said that  this task is the most demanding that  any person can 
undertake and has been called the a r t  of ar ts  and the science of 
sciences. For myself, I nolonger find thesestatements hyperbolic, 

and I suspect that anyone who attempts the task will come to 
agree with them. 

Our Cultural Illusions 
How could I have known so little and been so wrong? How 

could my beliefs have been so deficient and ignorant? And how 
could I have been so unaware of my experience and self? In 
retrospect, my own ignorance staggers me, and I suspect that  if 
the journey of discovery continues as I hope it will, five years 
hence I will look back with amazement a t  my current level of 
ignorance. 

And yet even worse is the fact  that  I suspect that my own 
ignorance, limiting beliefs, and illusions are  a reflection and 
microcosm of our culturally shared limitations. Prior to under- 
taking this exploration, my own beliefa, fears, and cosmology 
were pretty much consistent with c d t u r a l  norms which I had 
presumably incorporated. 

If this is true then we effectively share a mass cultural 
hypnosis and psychosis. This sounds like an extreme statement, 
yet it is hardly a new one. The consciousness disciplines have been 
repeating i t  for a t  least three t h o u a n d  years, and even now in 
modern Western psychology there is no shortage of eminent 
people, suchas  Eric Fromm, Ronald L i n g ,  Charles Tart, Ken 
Wilber, Willie Harman, to name but  a few, who have nlade the 
same statement.. 

The tragedy of i t  all is that  the  fears and illusions, and the 
limiting beliefs on which they a re  baaed, appear to b e  self- 
perpetuating; for they reflect our  assumptions about our basic 
nature, and these assumptions a r e  essentiallyfearful and nega- 
tive. We believe our inner depthsand nature are  essentially idish. 
brutal, guilt-ridden, and untrustworthy and must be continuous- 
ly defended against and repressed. These beliefs and fears 
prevent us from turning inward to the sourceof our experience to 
see for ourselves whether or not they a re  true. Thus, the illusions 
remain unexamined and perpetuated by the very fears they 
created. 

Moreover, these same processes seem to act a t  the social level, 
for our social goals and mores appear to be a t  least partly created 
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by, and reinforcing of, these same fears and illusions. Indeed, 
from this perspective, culture can beviewed as avastconspiracy 
against self-knowledge and awakening in which we collude 
together to reinforce one another's defenses and insanity. This 
idea has appeared in many forms. For Willis Harman (1962); 
culture is a shared hypnosis. For Ernest Becker (1973) and Otto 
Rank (1968), i t  is an immortality project supporting death 
denial. For Ken Wilber (1980. 1981), it is one expression of "the 
Atman project," the  ego's self-defeating attempt to regain for 
itself the unitive transcendent consciousness o r  atonement (at- 
onement) from which i t  isseparated by itsvery nature, while for 
the Buddhist's culture is the shared samsara of illusion. But 
whatever our  interpretation, our @sk appears to be first to 

the defenses and illusions within ourselves and then to 
support others in penetrating theirs. Only by looking within can 
we hope to be truly effective without (Walsh, in press-b). 

The Rewards of the Search 
I've emphasized the numerous fears and difficulties involved 

in thesearch for self-understanding, but I need to balance this by 
noting that  it's not been all pain and hardship by any means. The 
rewards have been more than worth it, for no matter how partial 
and incomplete my own explorations have been, they have also 
been a source of joy, excitement, wonderment, understanding. 
and meaning. Not continuously and not without all other emotions 
as well, but certainly worth every moment of the journey. 

The excitement of exploration itself has been intense. Finding 
that there exists a vast Heraclitean purposive, meaningful, 
potent; awesome, and formerly unsuspected inner world has 
pulled me like a magnet intodeeper and deeper exploration of it. 
Theendimity of thechallenge isstaggering. Forme,  a meditation . 
retreat involves an increasing appreciation of the vastness and 
power of the mind's capacity to create all-encompassing realities 
and illusions, into which we get lost and then forget who created 
them. Our task is to remember. 

Almost all traditions are  unanimous in emphasizing that 
awakening can occur a t  any instant, that the journey itself is 
illusory, unnecessary, and ends where it begins, and that what we 

! 
are looking for is that which is looking. Yet we may be able to 
recognize this only in retrospect, and the experience for me has 
been one of extraordinary difficulty in even beginning to escape 
from the mind's entrapment. This has led to a n  admiration and 
appreciation for those who have actually succeeded, especially 
for those r a r e  few who did it essentially unaided, such as the 
Buddha, and then left roadmaps for the rest  of us to follow. 

Then, too, the experience has been increasingly joyful. There 
seems to have been a gradual and fluctuating increase in the 
amount of pleasure experienced and a reduction of fear, anxiety, 
conflict, and other pychological pain. This is by no means 
complete, continous, or permanent: Rather, it seems to have 
followed a cyclic though gradually evolving course. In the initial 
highs, I hoped I'd make it, that I might be permanently installed 

) in some blissful state from which I would never fall, and when I 
did fall I wondered if it all had been a mistake, if I'd deceived 
myself, and had made no progress whatsoever. However, after 
hundreds and thousands of ups and downs, h.ighs and lows, I am 
gradually learning to maintain a certain degree of equanimity 
and to not identify myself quite so fully with the mood of the 
moment. Indeed, what is "high" and what is "low" has become 
more and a more a moot question since the pain of the 'lows" is 
always a n  indicator of some attachment o r  unhandled conflict 

I which needs attention. There is pleasure and there is feedback 
and this recognition starts to collapse the good/bad dichotomy. 

Relationships have also been a source of deepening pleasure 
despite my fears of ending up as a lonely outcast. The heightened 
perceptual and introspective sensitivity appear to have resulted 
in somewhat greater empathy and understanding of others, an 
experience consistent with experimental findings in meditators 
(Shapiro, 1980; Shapiro & Walsh, in press). 

.This in turn  seemsto facilitate thedevelopmentof compassion. 
a quality which the consciousness disciplines claim to enhance. 

i Subjectively, it feels as though I am a t  least partly more aware of 
suffering in others and its fundamentally well-intentioned na- 
ture. Recognizing the shared nature of our well-intended but 
unskillful behavior, I find myself better able to understand the 
ways in which people create suffering for themselves and less 
likely to judge them for it. This is reminiscent of the French 
saying. "To understand everything is to forgive everything." 



I 
There is also the joy of the sangha, the community of people 

sharing the same journey. With such people I experience ashared 
purpose which a t  least partially transcends theusual personality 
ar,d cultural barriers. All of us are  attempting tolearn and grow, 
and since that process is inhibited by selfishness, all of us are  
trying, nomatter how partially or unsuccessfully,tocontributeto 
others in whatever ways a re  available to us. The more the 
commitment to the path, the deeper the sense of identification 
and trust, since it seems that we identify with those with whom 
we share a common purpose. Sometimes there is jealousy, 

I competitiveness, and resentment, but  that  too is all grist for the 
mill. 

Jealously and competitiveness may also occur in response to I those who have gone further and learned more than L have. but 
usually there is also a sense of deep gratitude and appreciation to 
them for having cleared the road and being available to point it 
out to me. Indeed, admiration and gratitude become useful 
healing emotions since they appear to inhibit competitiveness 
and otherdisruptingstaks..From this perspective, I can begin to 
understand the Buddha's statement that, 

Better than a thousand offerings. . . 
1s one moment's reverence 
For the man who haa conquered himself. (Byrom, 1976, p. 43) 

One of the most satisfying results of all has been an enhanced 
ability to contribute to the relief of suffering inothers. One thing 
that  has become very very clear is that  we cannot successfully 
undertake a deep search for understanding and growth for 
ourselves alone. Contrary to some popular misconceptions, this 
type of exploration seems to ultimately lead away from rather 
than toward narcissistic preoccupation and selfishness (Water- 
man, 1981: Wilber, 1980). True, we bring our selfish habits and 
neuroses with us aswe begin the journey, and I certainly brought 
my share. And yes, we can certainly pass through stages of 
falling into traps of selfish preoccupation, ego inflation, and 
obnoxiousness of one form of another, and presumably some of us 
remain stuck there for long periods. But there is a danger of 
confusing a stage or trap on the path with its goal and possibil- 
ities, and of assuming that the entire path is a trap. Then too, 

there is no shortage of aberrant groups and teachings, yet it 
would be a mistake to assume that  because superficial practices 
and practitioners exist, profound ones do not. Unfortunately, 
thesemistakesof confusing t raps  with goals, stages withultimate 
possibilities, and superficial expressions with deeper ones have 
been widespread and the whole inner search hassometimes been ' 

superficially and sweepingly dismissed as mere self-indulgence. 
narcissism, and withdrawal from service and contribution in the 
world. 

However, toanyone whocontinues the journey for more than a 
littleway, itrapidly becomesclear thatselfishness is problematic, 
for it becomes painfully apparent that i t  both stems from and 
reinforces such disruptive motives and states as greed, anger, 
hatred, and guilt. In Buddhist terms, selfishness is recognized to 
be unskillful, causing suffering for both oneself and others 
(Walsh, in press-a). Sooner or later, anyone who would go further is 
required to work to transform and relinquish all forms of 
s e l f i s h n k  and self-indulgence. Indeed, working to transform 
one'a neurosea and relinquish unskillful habits is the path. In the 
Hindu tradition, service is regarded as a path in its own right, 
named Karma yoga, and anyone who would explore the farthest 
reaches of the path and of him or herself must also practice 
karma yoga. This provides a n  interesting example of the collapse 
of the self/other, meor-you dichotomy, because this type of 
service benefits both giver and receiver. We go into ourselves to 
moreeffectively goout into the  world. Wegoout intd the world to 
more effectively go into ourselves. And we continue this process 
for as long as we believe inner and outer are  separate. 

Thus it has been a joy to feel that  my ability to contribute to 
others has begun to be enhanced by this exploration. This 
contribution may take the form of a sharing of simple facts such 
asspecificdataabout resources, books, trainings,or may involve 
a more personal sharing of experience. Havingexperienced and 
been struck in numerous areas of confusion, difficulty, doubt, 

1 anxiety, mismotivation, etc. ad nauseam, I now find myself in an 
! admirable position to understand and empathize with others in 
! similar straits. Sometimes those sharings prove helpful, some- I times they don't. Often when they ddn't it is because my own 

i fears, attachments, or greed have gotten in the way and reduced 
my sensitivity to appreciate what exactly it is that the other 
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person needs. This failure then becomes the next working point. 
In the yoga tradition, i t  is said that the only real failure is to stop 
the search. 

Needless to say, these experiences provide a formerly unknown 
depthof meaning and purpose. & the journey progresses, it feels 

increasingly vast, increasingly awesome, and increasingly impor- 
tant. Indeed, i t  seems to lead in the direction of confronting the 
most basicand fundamental questions of human existence, the 
answersto which I had once thought were to be found externally, 
but which I now appreciate must be searched for within. The 
answers are not only philosophical but often highly pragmatic. 
What could be more practical t h e  gaining some measure of 
insight into the  nature,cause, and alleviation of suffering? As 
these insights deepen, they seem to display their own magnetic 
power pulling me with a gradually but continuously increasing 
intensity and focus toward them, creating a gentle imperative to 
be and contribute all that I can. 

All this emphasis on the positive is not to say tha t  I have not 
misused what1 have learned. On thecontrary, I must confess that 
it's hard for me to thinkof many things that  I haven't misused. I t  
seems to be characteristic of this game that the ego searches for 
ways touse any new knowledge, experience, or understanding to 
aggrandize itself. Even the most lofty goalsand experiencesmay 
be misapplied in this way, a phenomenon which the consciousness 
disciplines call spiritual materialism (Tmngpa, 1976). 

Thus, I have watched myself maneuvering for opportunities to 
display my tidbita of knowledge, playing guru o r  teacher a t  the 
least invitation, or even without invitation, and prostituting 
insighta for leverage in male/female sexual games. I have used 
whatever sensitivity and empathy I have gained to manipulate 
for power and prestige and to belittle others. I have been 
extraordinarily rightmus about what I'm doing and have a t  
times had no hesitation in tellingothers thatthey should live their 
lives differently, usually in ways which are  remarkably similar 
lo my own. 

In short, I have misused what I have learned and created 
considerable suffering for others..My belief and prayer is that 
thissuffering is less than I have. been able to relieve in othersand 
that I may be able to recognize and let go these damaging traits 
with increasing rapidity. 
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I AND SO..  . . 
And so the journey continues. Where it will take me from here 

I've no idea; the more I open Lo it, the less predictable it becomes 
because the growth choice is usually into the unknown. But this 
much I have learned: no matter how remarkable I believe our 
mind, our self, and the exploration of them to be, my beliefs 
usually turn out to be thefilterslimitingstill deeper appreciation 
of them. 

Whether we know it or not, we are  all on a journey heyond 
I belief. 

I NOTE 

i 1 .  The journey beyond belief is both a solitary and a shared one. We 
must explore our inner depths alone, pet we are supported in various 
ways by all those who are either on or have made the journey. I can 
merition by name only the very few of this large number who have 
touched me most directly. 

The Buddha said that our parents gave us so much that uJe could 
never really hope to repay them fully.  This is certainly true of my own ! whogave me all thatthey could and towhosegenerosity I oveall thegifk 
of my life. I must alsoacknou71edge the love and supportof my sister and 

I members of my extended family. 
Among my fellow travelers. 1 thank Gary Lapid, who was the first to 

tell nie that there \r7assuch a t h i n g  as ajourney. My friend, therapist, and 
I teacher Jim Bugental started mecln thejourney, illuminated the initial 

stages with hisown clarity and wisdom, and provided me with the tools 
and inspiration to continue. Elizabeth Bugental added gifts of sponta- 
neity and emotional fullness. 

hlaureen Christineand Jean Rossiter were the first tointroduceme to 
the consciousness disciplines. Ram Dass' personal journey and under- 
standing of both Western and Eastern psychologies combined to make 
comprehensible many concepts which had escaped my understanding. 
Likewise, Werner Erhard's translations of traditional concepts, his 
seminars, and rigorous demands for impeccability were all facilitating 
gifts. hly meditation teachers, especially Jack Kornfield and Joseph 
Goldstein, are superb examples of what gnostic intermediaries can be 
and do. BY their intense commitment and practice, they absorbed the 
practice and teachings to a degree thal they were able to bring them 
from the East, transmit them from their own experience in  concepts 


