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They speak of the broken heart, I have read of it, heard of it,

didn’t understand it until now. All the pain that I’ve ever felt

since coming to this life seemed to loom before me--larger than life

I grabbed my head, I screamed inwardly and outwardly, the tears, the anger

all seemingly flowing together. A coalescing of abandonment, abuse, loneliness

isolation, fear, rage at a world that seems unfair, breathing them all in

filling me with their darkness, feeling as if I would die from the pain of it all--

wondering if anyone ever had. My heart hurt so very much...

And then it happened, I don’t know quite how, didn’t consciously know it then--

My heart broke open. I wailed the tears of all the lost children, the tears of 

all the women who never had someone to love them, all the men who couldn’t feel,

all of those near death looking at a random life. I felt the pain of all the ages...

But for the first time, it felt real. It hurt so bad...

I felt the blood pouring out with my breath

and I felt the greatest love I’ve ever known streaming out with my tears.

     --Gail Sanford

     
Sankofa is an African word that is symbolized by a large crane flying forward, with its head turned backwards. The underlying meaning is that in order to move forward, one must be mindful of the past and its importance to the present. This symbology is indicative of the past/present focus of the African-American culture, as well as the Asian, Native American, and Latin cultures. It is only within the white European culture that the time orientation focuses on the future. 

In my training to become a transpersonal therapist, I was required to delve deeply into the dark recesses of my buried pain and anger, so that I could be more present with myself and with my clients. Like Sankofa, I learned to use my past as a starting point as I attempted to move forward into my own future.

      
A core transpersonal belief is one in which it is imperative that the transpersonal counselor be open to self-examination and to spontaneous experiencing at progressively deeper levels to facilitate the same in a client.  Counselors must be committed to addressing any obstacles blocking the recognition and acceptance of their deepest truths on a moment-to-moment basis.  Self-acceptance is the essential element.  Responsibility, trust, and courage to risk exploration is demanded of the counselor and eventually required of the client for maximum therapeutic progress to occur. (Strohl, 1998, p. 398)

In a therapeutic setting, working with clients from diverse cultural groups, it is necessary for the western-trained therapist to examine his or her own cultural filters and find a deeper ground from which to work. For ethnic peoples, especially in the United States, when day to day living is what presents the greatest challenge, the future is not seen as a place of great hope and promise. Any attempts by a therapist to have an agenda or to set future goals may cause great frustration for themselves and their client(s) in the process. What is needed, then, is for a therapist to find a way to reach their client on another level where they can both feel the “human” connection.  It may become necessary in this process to simply let go of the need to have goals and outcomes. The yardstick for measuring progress may be very different or even non-existent. The development of compassionate curiosity is what is needed. Compassion used as a way of truly being able to be present for the struggles of another, and curiosity to discover more and deeper levels of them.

The Tibetan spiritual practice of “Tonglen” has been a powerful way for me to establish such a helpful connection. Tonglen, an ancient practice, is part of a larger meditation practice, and is used as such. Its focus is on allowing the practitioner to find and make a connection with another person on the deepest human level possible while at the same time being completely “present” with one’s own inner workings. It becomes obvious how valuable this can become when working with someone from a cultural background that is different from one’s own. The value lies in being able to see one’s own bias and stereotyping thoughts, with awareness rather than with judgement. Without judgement, they can be acknowledged and worked with as simply part of the human experiences we all share.      

The word Tonglen means “sending and taking”. It allows one to begin the work of getting in touch with something deeply embedded within ourselves that also lies within those we come into contact with. It is thought that Tonglen helps to awaken our compassion and to give us a deeper view of the reality of others.

From the Inside Out: Working with Self First


As an African American, I carry with me always, the knowledge of two worlds. My first world contains the knowledge of what it means to be black in a predominately white culture. To be in this culture has meant that I have internalized all of the messages—subtle and not so subtle that have been passed along to me since my earliest childhood. Messages like—“you’re not good enough” “you’re ugly”, “you’re not as smart as your white peers, and you’ll never go as far”, “you don’t belong”, “we don’t want you here”, etc. etc. the list is endless.  Bringing this oppression to my awareness has required a great deal of inner strength and desire to heal. I knew somehow that the only way I could be a good therapist would be to go into this pain and anger—fearlessly. No, I was not fearless at first, until I began to realize that my feelings were not unique to me. I also came to see that the depth of my emotions were actually a gift—a jewel that I could polish and give to my clients in the form of deep compassion, understanding, and willingness to sit with them through whatever they brought up to me. 


The second world I walk in is the white world. I was actually taught the mannerisms, behaviors, and speech patterns that would help me to get ahead. I was schooled in this knowledge in the most loving fashion by my family in their desire to help me “make it”—to be successful. I would be lying if I were to say that I have never used this knowledge to my advantage whenever I could. There is also an inner price to be paid for this sort of knowledge—a sense of self and racial betrayal. There is also the occasional sense of feeling divided from within--unsure of who I really am, and split open from the inside out. When I was younger, those like myself who walked both worlds were often called “Oreo cookie”, the derogatory term for someone who is black on the outside and white on the inside. To walk both worlds often meant having no world to really belong to. With Tonglen, I found ways in which I could work with these difficult feelings from within myself, and also with the racism and prejudice existent in the world outside of me on a daily basis.


While meditating one evening, and thinking about the extent of my own internalized oppression, I was confronted with the hatred that people of color have suffered down through history. To be confronted with this experience was painful at the outset, and brought up much pain for me that had long been buried within my being. I was reminded of the times when I was young and was called “nigger” by some of the white children in my school. I remembered how they used to chase me before and after school, and the particularly horrible day I was wearing a new dress for pictures, and one boy spit on me. My eyes stung with the pain of this. I remember how deeply hurt and sad I was. My young being could not understand why this was happening to me. I sat on my cushion, breathing and feeling tears run down my face. For a few moments, I felt 6 years old, which I was at the time this experience happened. I deeply felt my own hurt and pain around how it feels/felt to be de-humanized, how it felt to have someone not see me as a person. My face burned with the shame, my heart hurt with the pain. As my tears began to flow, I kept breathing in those feelings, and breathing out loving kindness to myself. Then, I began to see all the people of color I knew, flashing before my eyes in fast procession. I saw my ancestors I never knew, I saw my grandparents, my relatives, all of them wonderful, bright, precious, vital beings who’d given me life and enriched it as well.  I felt tears of anger and overwhelming sadness at what some of them had to experience in their lives so that I could have more quality in my own life. I thought of the idea that any of them might have been judged and treated as less than human. I thought of other children, like myself, their sweet faces, contorted with the pain of being taunted and teased. As I expanded my vision, I saw all the people of color down through history who have contributed much to our society, seeing them, feeling their pain. Through my tears, I just kept breathing in this pain and breathing out loving-kindness.


Just when I thought I’d done all that I needed to do, things expanded even further, and to my surprise, I was overwhelmed with the vision of my ancestors. I was suddenly touched by the horror of slavery and the pain of all the oppressed peoples all over the world. I saw those who had to bear the scars of the whip, or death in a gas chamber, I saw swollen feet wrapped in rags, women with feet bound, children with distended bellies and large staring eyes. The sights went by like a collage. All the while, I just kept breathing, trying not to think or judge what I was seeing, trying not to push it away, but to keep taking in all of this pain and oppression, and breathing out loving kindness wishing somehow that I could heal all of humankind’s history. 


The point of Tonglen is to help us to see and deeply feel the basic humanness of our experiences and how they connect us to others. Once we can identify the pain and suffering contained in these experiences, we can come to know on some level that we are not alone in our feelings. We can come to know a certain connection with the rest of humanity, and also feel that we are not alone in our existence. There is the dawning of an understanding regarding even those emotions we thought we could never relate to, emotions we may have pushed away, emotions that are based in fear. What comes up is a deep fear of another who is different and the often-unacknowledged possibility that we might be like them in some way. There’s a line from a song in the Disney movie “Beauty and the Beast” where the townspeople are marching out to kill the Beast with their weapons and torches lifted high. They are singing: “we are frightened and hate what we do not understand”. I started seeing their faces, twisted in hatred and fear. Rather than hating them though, I began to cry. I began to feel deep sadness about how it feels to hate someone else, how it is to fear that which we see in another that might be like something within ourselves. I felt the constricted, tight, narrow texture of the energy of hatred. I started thinking of the slaveowners, I thought of Hitler, I thought of Bull Connor and his men with their dogs in the south in the 60’s. I would normally have felt anger and hatred, but instead, I just felt profoundly sad at the state of our world. I felt sad at the idea of what this kind of fear has done to our world down through the centuries. I felt a deep hunger to understand the root of this fear of  “other”.  I did not want to hate anymore, knowing how it feels. Rather than feeling separate from those who were the haters, and the ones in fear, I felt a sort of strange connection with them out of our common humanity. Inside, I felt myself melting and feeling peaceful all at the same time.


As I came to gather myself, I was hit with the dichotomy of this experience. How could I feel both sides of this situation with an equal depth of emotion? I felt a vast awareness of how hard it is to be human and to suffer through life with all our pain and fear and sadness, and that those who are “other” are not really different than I am on the deepest human level—this felt very poignant. 

Tonglen in the Therapeutic Setting

At the basis of the Tonglen practice is the ability to be able to explore difficult emotions and face them without fear or the need to push them away.  The human experience is full of emotions and feelings that are awash with color and texture and life. We are not often taught to see them that way however, and we often become fearful or confused when our clients begin to explore territory that is uncomfortable for us.  Many therapists, due to the lack of their own personal work are afraid of the emotions and feelings their clients may bring up. Most often, they do not even have a context for the levels of pain and anger that may be being experienced.  All too often a therapist feels that they need to do something—fix it, squelch it, or somehow reassure the client that everything will be ok—in that wonderful tomorrow. This practice was valuable to me when working with my cross-cultural clients, however, the reality is that everyone we come to work with carry feelings, experiences and have depths that we have not experienced. From this perspective, all of our clients are cross-cultural in some way.


The first step of the practice involves simply letting our hearts be opened with a sense of clarity. Doing this requires we start by thinking of someone or something that touches our tenderness. This could be one of our loved ones, a favorite pet, or a situation that we think of with fondness and caring. During a therapy session, I find that this happens naturally when I am listening to my client and they begin to open up their heart to me. Most often, they are simply describing a part of their personal story, and in the telling, I begin to realize inwardly that while this exact experience may have never happened to me, I sincerely want to be open to them as they share it. There is an honest realization of a feeling of helplessness. There is awareness that all my expertise, all my learning, and all the theories of all the white male fathers of therapy cannot fix, remove, or do anything to remove what someone has experienced in the past. All I can really do to be helpful is to be sincerely willing to sit and bear witness. 


The next step involves breathing in and imagining that we are able, on some level to take into ourselves all of their pain, sadness, anger, or whatever they may be feeling at that time.  It’s as though we are “taking it in through all the pores of our bodies, from every direction” (Wegela, 1996, p.73). Then, with each outbreath, we breathe out cool, light and bright. This is the aspect of sending and taking. We take into ourselves that which is thick, hot, sticky, hurtful, yucky, and painful. As we breathe out, we send out something we perceive as the opposite of this—thin, cool, soft, and healing. My yoga teacher once said that he wished somehow that he could crawl into the skin of another person and feel what they might be feeling from that place. Since we know that we cannot do this, the next best thing is to allow ourselves to imagine. How frightening might it feel to walk into a store and have all eyes turn on you simply because your skin is brown? Your face feels hot and flushed and your stomach is in a knot. How might it feel to be trying to fill out paperwork to get funds so that you and your children might eat, and the words are in a language you do not understand? You feel small and insignificant, and it seems that a swirling darkness surrounds you. How might you feel to live in a two room house with your mother and your five siblings with no space of your own, no hope for tomorrow? You feel tight, closed in like an animal in a cage. 


All experiences have an associated texture, or feel to them, as described above. We breathe that into ourselves. We let it permeate our being, let it touch us. Inwardly, as we prepare to breathe out, we imagine that it is transformed with the outbreath into something that is the opposite—coolness, fluidity, expansive, light, loose, free. Taking in what is difficult, sending out something we can only hope is helpful. We also, as therapists, breathe in and out as a way of acknowledging for ourselves that there may actually be no more we can do in this moment than just to be with them—breathing in and out—something we all do.


 The third step is to find a particular thought, feeling or situation that we might be having problems with currently. Traditionally, Tonglen was done for someone you care about and wish to help.  So, then, we can start working with our own difficulties, or those of another. We allow ourselves to breathe in all the associated thoughts, feelings or any other sensations that go with it. As we do this, the idea is to let ourselves take in all that is causing us to feel uneasy. If we can stay with what is causing us distress, we can work with it. This is where our compassion is awakened.  As we breathe out, we allow for relief, or to simply feel more peaceful about it. This is where we start working with it. This is where we begin to open and find a place of expansion. With a client who is different culturally, as we are sending and taking, we might entertain the notion of releasing any judgment or learned professional need to diagnose or categorize. We merely breathe with them—taking their story in to every part of our being, letting it touch and move us. As we are touched and moved, we also let ourselves be with whatever might feel uncomfortable for us about what they are sharing with us. As we see and feel our own discomfort, along with them, a deepening occurs. Our discomfort is our humanness, we are like them, we do not know what to do, we cannot fix it, or make it go away. All we can do is continue to just sit there, being totally with them sending and taking. In this very moment—that truly is all we can do.   


 Finally, we go on from here to allow ourselves to make the connection between the feelings that have been expressed, and all the others in the world, down through time, past and present, that may have ever experienced the same feelings or the same pain. Maybe we have felt something akin to it in our own experience, or maybe it’s just plain human. Pain is human, anger is human, lust, greed, fear, it’s all human. We are not above feeling those feelings. We cannot put ourselves away from our client and say—“oh that’s not me, I’d NEVER do that” because we just might—we do not know. Here is where the practice becomes bigger. As we breathe in and out, it’s as though we begin to connect with utter humanness.  We expand the practice by sending out loving kindness to them all, as well as yourself, for how difficult it is to feel this way. Over time, if this practice is used on an ongoing basis, our compassion naturally expands. Over time one finds oneself more and more able to be there for others even in what used to seem like impossible situations.


 Therapeutically, we have been taught to be a “blank slate” at times for our clients. Tonglen does not allow us to just sit there and reflect. We become engaged with our client on the human level, sharing in what we as humans have in common. We are able to know that while they may be a different color, or engage in practices we do not understand, or perhaps they have been through horrific experiences that we ca not even imagine—somehow we can be with them. Tonglen keeps us in the room, firmly planted in our chair, listening and feeling with great curiosity and sincere caring.

Works in Progress: Being With Clients


As an African American transpersonal therapist, it has been my own personal challenge to work with mostly white clients. I have had to find a way to relate to a cultural group that has always had the promise of a bright future if willing to work hard or to take what is handed them by their parents, or society at large. I have not known what it would be like to be privileged in this society.  I have not known what it would be like to feel that everything I need would come easily to me and without much effort on my part. I have not known what it would be like to not be negatively judged by the color of my skin before I am seen as a human being. However, I have come to learn to practice Tonglen while in session and these feelings may arise within me. As I feel them arise, I can look at them, taste them, know of their texture, be totally with them yet also connecting with whatever my client is experiencing in the moment. To me, this is the “good medicine” aspect of Tonglen. 


 In the following case example I will demonstrate with a young white client that I worked with, what I have been discussing. My intention is to show how very valuable this ancient spiritual practice can be for the therapist who is desirous and willing to go to deeper levels with their clients.

Case Example

     The first time I met Bree, she spoke in a little tiny high squeaky voice. I remember thinking how much like a mouse she sounded.  As a young white woman, she was at the other end of the spectrum from me—a nearly middle aged black woman. Knowing this cultural difference however, did not stop me from trying to figure out where and how I could connect with her.


Within moments of sitting down in my office, she began to cry. For the next fifty minutes, she cried. Not just little tears leaking out, she cried body-wracking sobs.  For the next four sessions, it was the same. It took all my training to remain seated, and to not try in some way to comfort her, or tell her everything would be all right. Week after week I sat, listening to her sob while telling the stories of her pain in between. Compassionate curiosity was my method of inquiry, which helped to build a strong, trusting relationship with her. My fearlessness in the face of her deep pain helped us go to deeper and deeper levels of understanding. At times I wondered at her ability to still be sitting here. My own inner thoughts held visions of blood and horror that were foreign to me, but not enough to dilute the compassion I held for her and the curiosity to want to know more of her experiences.


 In her twenty years of life, Bree had seen more violence and death than I would ever want to. She had lost a couple of friends to gang violence, one was stabbed to death, and the other was shot. While at a party, she saw another friend nearly disemboweled. This friend came to her, holding his belly, then moved his arms aside to reveal deep stab wounds to his intestinal area.  As she began to tell me her story, I began to breathe, not really knowing what else to do. Knowing that truly there was not anything else I could do, but to witness, sit quietly and hold a sacred space as she sobbed.


As I sat with her, many thoughts went through my mind. I came to realize that she was someone I cared about, she was someone whose pain mattered to me. My heart went out to her. I remember specifically as I was breathing, and she was crying, there was a sort of energetic connection I felt with her from my heart. She was not just another young white woman with problems, she was me, and she became a symbol for others backwards and forwards in time. She became human and real--and a part of me, she was no longer “the other.”


There had not been anywhere else in her life where she could grieve her losses. Her mother was afraid of her pain, and did not want to hear her. Bree was afraid that her new college friends would be “freaked out” if she told them about all she’d seen in her short life. So she sat with me, and I sat and breathed with her, week after week.  I tried to breathe in all the sad, darkness that she carried within her, and breathe out comfort and warm loving feelings to her. It seemed to me to be especially crucial in her case, because she really did not understand why all these things had happened to her, or how in her young years, she was supposed to face such existential issues as the death of people her same age. I did not have answers, but knew I could be with her, and that was what she needed most.


As I breathed, I realized that I have known my own level of pain, but had no context for this type of pain. So I tried to go where she was. I thought of all the young people I had heard of who had died in gang wars, and how it must have felt to be their friends and loved ones, as a mother, myself, I could start to grasp it. The depth of sadness that goes with the loss of such young lives was difficult to comprehend, but I kept with her—week after week. 


 Finally, at our fifth session, she came in and did not cry, at least not very much, and not right away. She spoke of hope and her plans and dreams. She informed me that she had always had dreams of flying. We talked about what that could mean. She looked wistful and sweet as she spoke of flying over mountaintops and valleys and how she felt so strong and powerful when she flew in her dreams. She told me that she was grateful for the chance to cry somewhere and she even spoke of how her contact with me had caused her to see black people in a whole different way. My heart felt glad. I knew that in a very short time, without doing or saying very much, I had helped.

Conclusion


 In a recent magazine article of a conversation between Pema Chodron, a Buddhist nun and spiritual teacher, and Alice Walker, a well-known African American writer, they both speak of Tonglen as "Good Medicine for this world". This ancient spiritual practice has great value for therapists who wish to find a way to work with themselves and their clients on the spiritual level. The practice of Tonglen requires a deepening on the part of the therapist. It involves a deep commitment to open further to pain, which is not easy for any of us. As we apply this practice to our therapy sessions, we learn to accept the possibility that something may shift for our client. While it is not the goal for that to happen, we can simply make room for the possibility as a result of a sincere commitment on our part to find better ways to reach those we are sitting in session with. 
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