
Introduction

BEFORE IT BEGAN
I’m sitting in my tiny therapy office, a barely renovated broom closet
with a pink dollhouse, the smallest analytic sofa imaginable, and
three small chairs, two meant for kids. Lama Pema sits in one of
these, his red robes cascading to the floor. From their folds he pulls
out a chopstick. On the floor, Martine and I are playing with a
miniature stove, reaching for a birthday cake the size of a
marshmallow, her emotive brown eyes peering through the slits in
the plastic King Arthur mask she likes to wear when she’s feeling too
seen. The night before she’d attended a funeral service for her
favorite aunt, the fourth aunt she’d lost in two years. There had been
so many people at the service—too many eyes on her. Too much
talking.

When Lama Pema thinks we aren’t looking, he sticks the chopstick
in his ear and, after maneuvering it with a quizzical look, pulls it out,
examines the contents, and wipes the horrifying glob on his robe-
covered knee. Martine scrunches up her entire face in disgust, as do
I, although I am trying hard to hide it. Lama Pema notices us
watching him and lets out a pent-up guffaw.

“Sorry, so sorry,” he says through embarrassed laughter, leaning in
toward Martine, a beseeching hand outstretched. “Dear Buddha girl,
please accept my sincere, heartfelt, completely true apologies for my
unenlightened ears. They are so filled with dukkha…and other stuff!”
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Martine shakes her head, still grimacing, and hands him a tiny
plate with a piece of plastic cake and whispers under her breath,
“Whatever…”

It is exhilarating to hear her voice! There aren’t many people
Martine will speak to. Lama Pema is one of the few.

 
Ten years ago I made a decision I could not have anticipated in my
years of training to become a psychoanalyst. I brought my Buddhist
teacher and best friend into treatment with my first patient. The idea
was to offer Martine, a six-year-old girl I quickly fell in love with, a
sense that even the worst losses can be survived. Lama Pema knew
something about grizzly loss and extreme vulnerability. As a child
living in Tibet, on the eve of the Chinese invasion, he lost his country,
his parents, and even a sense of self still fragile and easily
dismantled. Martine’s losses were more chronic—an addicted mother
who flitted in and out of her life, who tantalized her with loving but
unreliable attention, and an elderly grandmother who held on tight,
determined to keep her from the outside world where danger lurked.

Through them both, over the course of our year together, I learned
something I had only intuited before: that this common ground of
vulnerability is what makes childhood both magical and vexing. It’s
also what makes us able to know ourselves. Like an Alice in
Wonderland portal, our ability in childhood to let life press in upon
us as exquisitely and intensely as we do is why we end up caring
about people, including ourselves. Through my work with Martine,
my friendship with Lama Pema, and our encounters in my tiny
therapeutic office, I began to appreciate anew the need to reclaim the
very part of us that sets us up for the worst pain. I learned that, given
the right circumstances, children are willing to and even interested
in reexperiencing pain that needs to be better understood, and that
such circumstances include someone with a spacious mind able to
join them, someone willing to look back and reexperience their own
losses and sorrows, especially those carefully sequestered long ago.



Whether you are a therapist, a Buddhist, a parent, or someone
navigating the ripple effects of your own childhood suffering, I offer
you this story as a way into those very moments in your own history
that seem most fraught with intractable pain. I have learned through
Martine and Lama Pema that no early trauma defies our capacity for
healing and that if we can find our way back to the tender part of us
most affected by suffering, eased in by an upwelling of curiosity and
compassion, we can find our way through to a new psychological
outcome. This exquisite sensitivity is our childhood gift, even as it
sets us up for psychological experience we may spend the rest of our
lives recovering from.

HOW IT BEGAN
I had known Lama Pema Wangdak for three years before I
introduced him to Martine. As a graduate student in psychiatry and
religion, I sought him out for help with a Tibetan language exam I
would need to pass in order to finish my doctorate. Throughout that
time, we became close friends, finding an oddly resonant sense of the
world. During our marathon lessons (I was a slow language learner),
we often lapsed into conversation about our lives, usually about our
childhoods. Lama Pema shared with me the many alternately
delightful and harrowing details of his childhood, filled with losses so
chronic they hardly seemed to warrant grief. And given his culture
and spiritual upbringing, it seemed he hadn’t known he’d lived
through something that one day might need to be grieved.

I had been working with Martine for almost a year when I invited
Lama Pema to join us. It had been a magical but mostly silent year,
one in which I’d begun to learn through her grandmother that
Martine’s world, like Lama Pema’s, was mostly composed of people
she had loved and lost. Her losses and separations were so chronic
that she’d stopped talking. By the time she was four-years-old, she’d
figured out that her words wielded no power. Toward the end of that
year, even with the sage guidance of my dear psychoanalytic mentor
Mark Finn, my doubts about whether I could help her had grown



strong. Frustration and fear had begun to peak. How Lama Pema,
Martine, and I came to know one another is the story I will tell. It’s a
story that includes my own weird childhood, where separation was a
constant theme, a dodgy frailty mixed with periods of privilege and
resources of all kinds. In the course of our work together, I found
myself appreciating anew how, in my own experience, love and loss
were confounded. I saw myself in Martine’s hiddenness and Lama
Pema’s need to adjust to radically changing circumstances over
which he had no control. So often, I saw the three of us as children,
each one trying to navigate the ongoing tumult of life and tenuous
relationships.

This is also a story of how the traditions of Buddhism and
psychotherapy respond to the unique ways we suffer and attempt to
heal. As I came to know Martine and Lama Pema, I began to
appreciate that the suffering they had known was not the same as
mine. I tried not to forget this when my identification with them
made it hard to see, although the differences in our stories will soon
appear obvious. With them I learned about similarity and difference,
and how Buddhism and psychotherapy respond to our nuanced
capacity for suffering, with Buddhism offering a way to zoom out
from our personal experience into the collective, and therapy offering
a way to look more closely, especially at those exquisitely personal
experiences we struggle to understand. In this way, these traditions
offer different vantage points from which to enter into and work
through our experience. Buddhism points to the shared heart of our
humanity. Western psychotherapy, in contrast, encourages us to land
in what has been uniquely ours, including our suffering and healing.

The common ground of our shared human struggle put Lama
Pema, Martine, and me on three seemingly unrelated paths. But
these paths converged, and I am so grateful they did. Through this
convergence, I discovered how the healing offered in two contrasting
traditions could help three people whose divergent stories
unexpectedly came together in a tiny yellow broom closet.

My hope is that this story will resonate with your own and, in this
way, that you will discover how we each carry a unique entry point



into the shared drama of childhood.

 
The decision to become a psychoanalyst was a tortured one. My
idiosyncratic Peruvian mother was a psychoanalyst, as were many of
her friends. Over the years a thriving archetypal symbol had been
forming in my mind that constituted the New York City therapist: a
frumpy middle-aged woman with frizzy hair and poor boundaries
who talks about her sex life and dreams with strangers while in line
at the grocery store. She’s got a big heartfelt laugh, circuitous
thinking that is hard to follow, and a basically good intention to be of
some benefit to others. Surely one could do worse. But as I grew into
a fiercely private and easily overstimulated person, and someone
parented by this archetype, the prospect of joining the ranks of my
mother’s cohort felt like lifelong entrapment.

As a college student I studied interdisciplinary writing. Influenced
by my parents’ many differences—ethnic, socioeconomic,
psychological—I found myself wanting to explore issues from
contrasting vantage points. I was a Peruvian Scottish girl and a child
of divorce by the age of eight, alternately raised in affluent Westport,
Connecticut, and the projects of Southern California. I grew up
eating my mother’s ornate paella and my father’s pot roast. In my
mother’s apartment, I slept in my day clothes and brushed my teeth
when the spirit moved me, her colorful cast of clothing-optional
friends and boyfriends creating a daily in-house carnival. At my
father’s clean and quiet home, I had a bedtime and went grocery
shopping with him on the weekends so I would have sensible meals;
he reviewed my homework and took me to the dentist.

Even their similarities were different. My parents were both
extremely iconoclastic with a shared and passionate disinterest in
convention. On more than one occasion, I heard them refer to my
elementary school principal, Mr. Mettalits, as Mr. Metal Tits because
all the kids did, but also to convey that no one in any conventional
position of power should be taken seriously. I think this had
something to do with their initial attraction, a shared sense that the



world was filled with partial truths in need of vigilant though
humorous critique.

But their way of navigating the conventional world could not have
been more dissimilar. My father was careful and fastidious. The
concept of “obsessive-compulsive” behavior was still unfamiliar to
me, but I felt its impact as I watched him tend to his rose garden as if
caring for manifestations of God or Buddha, buttoning his work
shirts in the morning as if each button had magical properties. My
mother, in contrast, was usually naked, or partially so; she laughed
and farted without any hint of self-consciousness, was often snacking
even while bathing or washing the dishes, and seemed somehow not
quite of this world.

Not surprisingly, they had a volatile divorce that was not too neatly
managed. By the time I was fourteen, I was reading Viktor Frankl
and Simone Weil; it occurred to me early on that pain resulting from
vulnerability was a central theme in the human experience and
something I wished to understand. So too, I’d begun to sense that
our personal introduction to this vulnerability had its own unique
valence with lifelong ripple effects, shaping us and our sense of the
world we inhabit.

In college and in my first foray into graduate school, I read
countless “illness narratives,” stories of personal pain, and learned
about suffering that seemed to touch on primordial themes—radical
aloneness, longing for love, the burden of unlived life. As a young
graduate student, I pursued medical anthropology and ethnographic
writing. Rather than meet with patients—something that was, for me,
still too tethered to my mother—I had decided I would explore, from
a safe distance, how people talk about their personal inroad to pain
and vulnerability.

Through these studies and my own ensuing therapy, I began to feel
that certain people never shake the experience of chronic
vulnerability many of us know from childhood. I was one of them, a
person of insufficient psychic armor, no hard shell that life could
bounce off of, thin-skinned. Diagnostically, I came to understand
that I was an HSP, or highly sensitive person. And while this too



porous armor made life difficult, through my research and ongoing
self-exploration, the tiniest glimmer of appreciation for this
vulnerability was growing, a sense that, amazingly, through it, other
people felt less remote, more fundamentally connected.

This idea wasn’t entirely new to me. In the Buddhist meditation
classes I took with my mother as a child, our kindly teacher spoke of
our pervasive connection to one another, how any notion of isolation
was illusory: when we let our hearts open, we’d recognize this most
basic truth of interbeing. I was ten years old when I first sat in this
woman’s sunny living room surrounded by adult seekers of all kinds.
It was the 1970s in Southern California, with the vestiges of the
counterculture movement still palpable, men with long hair and
ungroomed beards, women wearing Indian skirts and Birkenstocks
before they were fashionable. Mostly I remember feeling soothed by
the quiet in the room, the astounding peace of being with adults
when they weren’t talking. No one pontificated about broken political
systems or mused endlessly about the human condition or was
unbearably upset with each other. Through the relief and the silence,
our differences seemed to dissolve, and I did not feel so alone.

Yet, like most children, I knew in a visceral way that our sameness
—the “interbeing” our teacher referred to—merged with difference. I
could see that I was not the same as my brother or Fern, my best
friend from elementary school. We looked different, as did our
parents. People treated us differently, with our different skin colors
so symbolically charged. The nuances of our individual experience
mattered. Children know this acutely—sniffing out even the subtlest
difference in others and either pouncing on it or passionately
defending it. But they also know that underneath these potentially
treacherous differences dwells some shared heart of being. The
ground of our psyche is a collective one. And we enter into it through
a chronic softness, vulnerability. Martine knew this. And Lama Pema
had never forgotten. Being with them both, I rediscovered something
first recognized long ago.

Years later, as a graduate student, I learned that a primary
indicator of pain that has been too much to cope with is a feeling of



fundamental separation—as if having been split from the world. This
is what trauma feels like: no way back to humanity or to any sense of
safe belonging. My studies included endless stories of people whose
loved ones had died in shocking accidents, war, and sickness, of
people whose families had fallen apart for all sorts of reasons, leaving
them feeling adrift, inconsequential. And though my losses seemed
to me less obvious, I found myself in these stories, amid flashes of
memory—being alone as a little girl after my parents’ divorce (before
the advent of “helicopter” parenting), an aloneness that by todays’
standards would be cause for intervention; going to sleep in an
empty apartment with knives under my pillow when my mother was
at work or on a date; her many suitors, some with too much interest
in me, getting too close, my father and brother too faraway to do
anything about it; the felt sense that being so vulnerable could easily
lead to catastrophe.

Yet I also recognized as I looked back on my own narratives that
amid these memories of aloneness and separation were many lovely
moments of good fortune, with parents who were interested in ideas
of all kinds, a wildly entertaining brother I adored, an inspiring
violin teacher, caring friends—loss and love all confounded with
moments of recovery that held the painful ones. In this way, with
both gratitude and identification, I felt pulled into the stories I was
studying as a fellow traveler and, over time, as someone who felt
strongly that the people who had lived them deserved care. To
understand suffering but do nothing about it seemed counter to
everything I had learned with my first kindly Buddhist teacher. It felt
wrong merely to study pain and not respond.

FINDING MY WAY TO THE CHAIR
With this awareness gestating, I called my mother’s former
psychoanalytic supervisor, Christopher Bollas, a man of sharp
intellect and ready kindness. I’d met Christopher many times in my
teens and early twenties, and I’d found him, with his long white
beard and playful demeanor, to be refreshingly unlike the



therapeutic archetype that so distressed me. He was also a wonderful
writer of analytic work and fiction, reinforcing my sense that he was
someone who knew how to respond to pain with creativity.

In our lengthy phone conversation, I was buoyed by his
enthusiasm.

“Of course you must become a therapist, Pilar!” He giggled quietly.
“With a mother like yours…”

Deeply reassured, even as I felt the mild sting of his comment, I
began to explain that I hoped to train and practice in a way that
transcended some of the trappings of a traditional analytic purview. I
told him that as I’d moved more solidly into adulthood, my
relationship to Buddhism had grown stronger; after nearly twenty
years working with teachers and methods in two different Buddhist
lineages, it had become a central part of my life. As I was then
considering becoming a therapist, it felt important to somehow train
in a way that could directly address the ameliorative teachings and
practices in this tradition. Like the existential analysts, I wished to
find a way to incorporate and tend to our deeper longing for meaning
and our gnawing fears of impermanence. And most importantly, I
wanted to help repair and support the vulnerability that is our most
natural state, a state we all know from childhood and so often spend
the rest of our lives defending against.

Christopher encouraged me to find Ann Ulanov, a revered
psychoanalyst and prolific writer who had been exploring the
spiritual aspects of clinical work through a Jungian lens, and the
chair of the Psychiatry and Religion Department at Union
Theological Seminary. It took some time—she initially responded to
my message with a handwritten letter thanking me for my interest in
her work but saying that she was very busy, that I should “look into
my soul.”

One year later, after finally meeting with Ann, I began my doctoral
studies in psychiatry and religion under her tutelage. Ann was
Episcopalian, a self-identified “person of the pews,” and deeply
interested in all religious efforts to address the human condition. In
her work, I found the conversation between psyche and spirit that



seemed to be at the heart of good clinical treatment, a way to see the
patient as sacred, so much more than a collection of mere neuroses
and repressed memories. Instead, here was a way to respect their
symptoms as guideposts toward necessary healing work. And in my
first class, I listened to her transfixing lecture on the imagination,
which she described as the “ground of the psyche.” Without its
symbols, she said, many of which had taken on great significance in
the world’s religions, our personal relationship to collective
experience was severed, setting us up for the feeling of radical
aloneness most therapy patients come into treatment to address.

We read the great Christian mystics and noted their reverence for
their own imaginative life. We also explored the much younger
tradition of psychoanalytic mystics, early clinical visionaries—Jung,
Horney, Bion—who addressed the critical relevance of spiritual
insight and practice in the analytic space. Under Ann’s mentorship, I
found myself able to name what had been gestating in my prior
studies, that the human condition is both more knowable and
transcendent than we typically imagine, that this combination of
unwavering curiosity about what can be known and consciously
reflected upon—along with reverence for what can only be felt,
suffered through, or risked—was central to enlivening clinical work.
In order to be well, we need to feel deeply and directly, but equally
we need to be able to think about what we have felt and why.

As I moved forward with my doctoral studies, I simultaneously
began to do my psychoanalytic training at the Harlem Family
Institute (HFI), where a group of devoted therapists had been
challenging the analytic community to more effectively bring
psychoanalytic healing to a broader spectrum of patients, including
children of color, marginalized parents coping with addiction, and
incarcerated family members, people whose pain is typically
bypassed in contemporary American life. I respected these efforts at
HFI, knowing that there was an inherent elitism to the work I felt
drawn to practicing. It was a form of treatment that typically ignored
the inner life of people like Martine and Lama Pema.



I was also learning at HFI, in a way that resonated with my
training at Union, that no aspect of any person’s experience could
rightly be ignored in treatment. To explore any patient’s history
without addressing his or her relationship to race, racism, and social
location was a too decontextualized and unnecessarily limited
treatment.

For five years, I took endless classes, reading case narratives of
patients from every imaginable background and with forms of
mental suffering more diverse than I could have initially imagined.
Despite my upbringing with its emphasis on curiosity, particularly
about what is not readily known or understood, what I learned about
the human condition was radically expanding my appreciation for
the complexity of inner life. Psychological interiority, as it intersected
with a world infused with unconscious bias and other shadowy
behavior, was a far more ornate and fraught place than I had
understood when I began my training. The many facets of our being
—our multiplicity or archetypal imprints, as I came to understand
them—seemed to create ongoing challenges and complexity. This
multiplicity often felt like different states of mind, or even “sub-
personalities” pulling in different directions, and the archetypal
imprints, like deeply seeded patterns of behavior that seek
expression, especially when up against conflicting cultural and
familial expectations. Even if raised in a family that discouraged
direct requests for love and affection, for instance, there was
invariably a part longing for it, a part that would not go away, despite
one’s best efforts.

So often, this complicated psychological reality could lead to a
sense of being lost or overwhelmed, both by one’s inner life and the
fraught person/world fit. As I was learning, the combination of these
powerful imprints and many mixed emotions, as they intersected
with the world one inhabited, was not easily understood or dealt with
alone. One could make stalwart efforts at self-analysis, as Freud and
Jung had. However, without another person to help hold our
experience, and especially to listen for those parts we might struggle
to consciously understand, such efforts might lack the enlivening



multidimensionality of working through personal history in the
context of relationship, and, in this way, to bring one’s inner reality
into conversation with external reality, to work out if who we know
ourselves to be can be known by another.

For these reasons and more, we were required to pursue our own
therapeutic treatment as we trained. This has always been a
foundational part of analytic training, an ethical call for deep
personal reflection that allows future clinicians to empathically
respond to and contain a patient’s experience, in part because they
have tended to their own, and specifically, ideally, because they have
brought their personal experience to someone who can listen without
expectation or judgment, and with an attuned sensitivity for the
ornate challenges of being a person with psyche living in a familial
and cultural context.

My ensuing analysis took place over the next four years. But it was
not the first time I’d been in therapy. As a teenager I’d met briefly
with a gentle middle-aged man who was both deeply reassuring and
appropriately concerned. He had a way, like all good therapists, of
conveying a genuine and benign intention that put me immediately
at ease.

With uncharacteristic openness I found myself describing the
previous year I’d spent living with my mother in a frigidly cold
macrobiotic study house in Boston and the scenes still haunting me,
of sweet-natured AIDS patients, intelligent men who talked to me in
hushed tones about their illness and mounting concern that the
spare diet might not work. How I’d so wished I could help, but at
fourteen, felt ill equipped to do so. How they seemed to get
unbearably sick within mere days.

My therapist had nodded with real feeling in his eyes, seemingly
struck by what he heard, leaning forward, as if wanting to hear every
word. I hadn’t even told him the worst parts. It was a relief to let
someone else know, someone who cared.

“You’ve been managing so much on your own.”
I noticed the well of feeling in my therapist’s eyes, a tenderness

that I could trust.



Through the few sessions I had with this empathic and sensitive
therapist, I quickly sensed that therapy could make a difference to
someone who might otherwise be too on her own. The way I could
slow down and tell the truth seemed to leave me feeling more
connected, less afloat. He seemed genuinely to care.

A few years later as a college student, I worked with two different
women, who like this first therapist, were kind and curious, always
wanting to hear more from me even when I was concerned my
stories would surely bore them. Patients, I have since learned, have a
hard time trusting that the details of one’s life warrant such single-
pointed attention, especially if a person has been treated as if barely
real. These women offered the support of clinicians gifted with
sensitivity and intuition necessary for sound clinical work. But like
many young patients, either I wasn’t quite ready to dive into the
more complex terrain of my history, or I hadn’t yet found therapists
better able to usher me there. As I moved toward my thirties I
worked with yet another therapist, a woman who had elements of the
boundaryless archetype I associated with my mother but whose good
intentions I never doubted.

I felt throughout these intermittent experiences a combination of
gratitude for the care I’d received and a burgeoning sense that the
work could be deepened and expanded. And as this curiosity took
hold, I found myself returning to the work of Viktor Frankl and Carl
Jung, psychoanalytic writers whose insights had captivated me as a
young teen. It seemed to me that the analytic tradition—and in
particular, the existential and Jungian perspectives—had a
commitment to depth and complexity that I had begun to recognize
were needed components of a therapeutic experience something
other than, although inclusive of, kind-hearted support. It seemed to
offer something that couldn’t be had with a friend.

A few weeks later, now in my early thirties, I began an analysis
with a male therapist that would ultimately become my training
analysis for HFI. Like most analytic patients, I was attempting to
connect the psychic dots between my present-day life and my earliest



experience of relationship. With as much economy as I could muster,
I made efforts to share the critical details of my story.

I told him about my peculiar though loveable parents. My mother,
Regina, had been born and raised in an affluent suburb of Lima,
Peru, to a Hungarian eye surgeon, chess master, and compulsive
gambler, who’d escaped the Nazis by fleeing his birth country and
setting up shop in South America, and an elegant, aloof Peruvian
mother who lived on lemon water, poetry, and foreign films. My
father, Richard, had been born in New York City to a Scottish mother
sent to the United States to find a husband, wrenchingly for her, on
the heels of her admission to medical school, and a Canadian father
who was gentle and kind but who died a painful death when my
father was still a boy. His beloved older brother had drowned, and
his cousin Ginny, raised as his sister, would die many years later with
her three children, my beloved cousins, in a fire on Long Island.

So much loss.
When my mother was eighteen and my father was twenty-eight,

they met in New York City in the lobby of the Shelton Towers Hotel.
They married shortly thereafter. I don’t think my father understood
who he had married. He knew only that he’d met a beautiful young
woman with a strange accent, who seemed well read, outrageously
funny, with a big and open heart. In contrast to his mother, who
could be dour and undermining, my mother must have seemed
playful, with a sweetness he could trust and an exuberance that made
him feel adored.

Before long they had my older brother, Chris, who, like my
mother, was born with magic dust, huge brown eyes, a ready and
irresistible smile, and an affectionate nature that drew people in.
When I was born four years later, he became my North Star. Despite
his daredevil tendencies that were chronic fodder for concern, never
knowing if I’d survive his many efforts to test reality, including
sawing through a rope swing when I was in full flight, I followed him
everywhere. He was my own personal Broadway show, with charisma
and a zany humor that could slay me into peals of unending fits of
laughter with just a flash of one of the many funny looks he had



mastered. When I was feeling sad or scared, which was much of the
time—I now believe I came into this life with thin skin—he would
cycle through all his “looks” until I just couldn’t hold on to my
feelings of upset any longer.

For the next few years, we spent our time building forts, baking,
whistling Beatles tunes, watching Creature Features, shaking and
laughing from terror. But trouble in our parents’ marriage was
brewing. I still recall the many benign but symbolic moments that
seemed to capture their stark differences: I am four years old, with
my father standing in the kitchen doorway in the early morning sun,
his hair perfectly coiffed, shaking his head in silent disapproval as
my mother sits at the table half naked feeding me spoonfuls of
chocolate ice cream. Her naked boobs are large, but I hardly notice.
We are eating a breakfast we both enjoy. My father continues to
shake his head as he walks away. He is an adult, I think. My mother
is not, or at least not like him. She is of my world.

We remained together as a family for another four years. The
ending was dramatic and sudden. The next ten years were chaotic
and unpredictable, with many new people coming into my life,
always leaving suddenly and leaving me feeling split apart.

“I don’t think I ever recovered,” I told my new analyst. He nodded,
looking sad.

It occurred to me during this time with my analyst that no one in
my life knew the details of these experiences and that this gave me a
feeling of hiddenness. I came to realize that I had developed a sense
that the nuances of my particular story could never be known, only
lived and remembered, privately. Like Martine, I had begun to live in
a solitary world. Like Lama Pema, I had begun to relinquish any
expectation of these stories ever being told.

Therapy seemed to break through some dimension of this
hiddenness. And even as I suffered the feelings of overexposure, the
embarrassment that most patients endure, that I think Martine at
times also felt, I knew and trusted from my training in medical
anthropology that there were biological components to this need to
tell one’s story. Sharing stories with another person spurred on levels



of neural integration that allowed the brain to grow stronger and
more elastic. Research in the field of interpersonal neurobiology
indicated with compelling evidence that when people tell their story,
they cultivate a deeply felt, body-based feeling of security that we all
need. Some of us are privileged to find this easily in early childhood,
and some must find it later in life.

With my therapist, I sensed that the stories resulting from the
mosaic of my inner life pressed to come out and be known. If not, I
had begun to sense that they would take on a weightiness that could
pull me into a too constricted, too private place that would make life
small and difficult.

During these early stages of my new analysis, I was moving
forward in my doctoral work and clinical training. I was also, like
many New Yorkers, still working through the impact of 9/11 and, in
the continued anxiety it left in its wake, relying more heavily on
spiritual practice. These were chaotic times, with multiple escalating
global conflicts, in which spiritual community offered both comfort
and needed ways to transcend the grip of narcissistic concern. I
noticed that in my analytic studies and training a similar experience
and idea was forming, that through clinical work I could utilize my
own personal experiences as a way to anchor my curiosity and
concern about the experience of others. As Ann Ulanov had taught us
well, the personal was an inroad to the collective. Instead of feeling
done in by the experience of loss, of separation from the people I
loved most, these hardships could be used to care for others, to help
hold what can so easily feel like too much to bear.

This would be my road map through therapy and into clinical
work, a way to frame clinical work grounded in a commitment to
deep and thorough self-exploration that did not lapse into self-
obsession, a way to bridge what I had been willing to respond to
within myself and care for with compassion, to what I hoped to
respond to and care for in others. This would not be the same as the
compulsive care-taking fueled by obligation and fear so common in
turbulent childhoods, but a way to reinforce a sense of kinship that



transcended biological ties, a fellow feeling that emerges from the
shared human condition of our lifelong vulnerability.

As the following stories indicate, I soon learned that this was not
just the work of psychotherapy but central to the human endeavor: to
discover others through knowing ourselves.

SELF AS A BRIDGE TO OTHERS
As I waded through my own childhood and its ripple effects in
therapy, and especially the ways I’d learned to navigate relationship
in response to the feeling and unconscious conviction that the people
I love will leave, I began to sense that clinical work called for an
integrity that far transcended a culturally reinforced notion of
therapy as self-obsessive. That’s not what good and productive
therapy was for. I began to understand that what I could not open to
in myself, I would shut out in others. This is just the way it seemed to
work. The open heart so prized in Buddhism, a heart that is ready to
take in the suffering of others, did not seem to open wide enough if it
had not first been opened to one’s own suffering.

Throughout my experience in therapy, graduate school, and
analytic training (something that spanned nearly ten years), I
thought a great deal about the ways in which spiritual practice was
well served by this therapeutic insight. I had begun to appreciate that
the ability to feel intimately connected to the suffering of others, a
primary Buddhist value, required personal and psychological work.
During the latter part of this time, I’d been spending countless hours
with Lama Pema, trying to learn Tibetan for my exam and also
driving him to his various teaching engagements. We drove to
Vermont, to Ithaca, to rural Pennsylvania, occasionally lapsing into
silence as we took in the bucolic landscape, but mostly we talked.
Therapy and Buddhism and their contrasting approaches to the
human condition were constant themes.

It was during one of these trips that I learned more about his story.
He told me that a quarter of a century ago, he’d been sent from India
at the age of twenty-five by his teacher to establish a Tibetan



Buddhist center. He’d arrived in New York City on a warm afternoon
in 1982, wearing his maroon and saffron colored robes, carrying only
a backpack with a bound book of prayers, mala beads, a stale piece of
half-eaten bread, an extra pair of wool socks, and forty-five American
dollars, a small fortune by his standards. As I listened, I began to
appreciate how much he knew about personal struggles that
dovetailed with spiritual practice: being too alone, surviving trauma,
yet somehow supposed to work it all out in the spiritual realm.

During one of several trips to Vermont in the dead of winter, while
holding three toes peeking out from a large hole in his maroon sock,
Lama Pema had said after a brief period of silence: “But don’t you
really think therapy makes it impossible to let anything go?”

I’d been gripping the steering wheel, a pummeling snow making it
difficult to see the road. The thought that I might be responsible for
killing a beloved Buddhist teacher in a snowstorm nearly paralyzed
me with terror. But his comment had annoyed me, momentarily
distracting me from the harrowing road conditions.

“Lama-la, the point of therapy is not to reinforce self-obsession.”
(Lama-la means a qualified teacher or monk; la is a Tibetan suffix
used to express respect.)

He inspected his toe while listening, pulling at the nail. “So what’s
the point? You tell me, my child.”

Another sheet of white snow had covered the windshield, my face
now a mere inch from the glass. I was almost grateful for the
distraction.

“It’s to better understand the impact of what we’ve lived through,
how it shapes our sense of who we are and who others are in
response, and to be freed up from limiting notions that prevent us
from living with less fear and anxiety.”

“Fear and anxiety,” he muttered, looking unconvinced.
Wiping the condensation from the windshield with a fraying

tissue, I tried again: “The point is to feel more fully what we are
carrying in our minds and hearts but try to push away out of fear we
won’t be able to consciously handle what’s there—the truth. In a way



it’s very Buddhist, with more emphasis on our need to address our
personal experience of what we all go through but in very different
ways. The idea is we can’t ignore our personal experience without
suffering unnecessarily and usually without ignoring other people’s
suffering, because we’ve been unable to face our own.”

He nodded, looking more receptive. I could sense him partially
agreeing. “You might have a point.”

I laughed quietly and we lapsed back into silence, my fists frozen
on the wheel.

What I didn’t tell Lama Pema was that therapy offered something
sacred in providing a personal space for people to feel and be better
known, a space that had extraordinary capacity for healing. For this,
I had cultivated a genuine and bountiful gratitude. I had also begun
to see that with my first patients, including Martine, life could
become substantially bigger, more infused with possibility, even as
personal difficulties continued. Even with my older patients, people
well into their seventies and eighties, their sense of self and of the
world they now inhabited was changing. Sharing a quiet space with
another person, talking through the powerful dominant details of
one’s life, could be a far more intimate and meaningful experience
than people who’d never been in treatment realized. Hidden ideas
and beliefs that could act like psychic storm patterns could be known
and responded to in a way that rendered them less powerful. It was a
necessary relief to be able to look at these patterns, to get
perspective, to see them from another person’s point of view, and to
do so by exploring the moment-to-moment experience of
relationship, something that tended not to happen in most
friendships or even partnerships.

In this way, since most people seemed to struggle mightily with
their own history of relationship, therapy was not something
luxurious. For anyone who had lived through experiences and
relationships they could not make sense of, experiences that left
them feeling that life needed to remain small in order to survive, help
was needed. For people who learned to duck and cover, whether
through marrying someone who kept them small or through drink or



deadening work or any number of ways we push ourselves into too
narrow spaces in life, therapy could offer critically needed relief and
even flourishing. Like someone pinned under a fallen tree who is
somehow extricated by others determined to get him or her out, it
could restore one’s faith in one’s own well-being and in the basic
goodness of others.

Yet, despite this growing conviction, I had to admit, at least to
myself, that there was something missing for me in the therapeutic
process. I didn’t admit this to Lama Pema at the time; I was pretty
sure he’d use my admission to dismiss everything I’d been trying to
convey about the meaning and purpose of psychotherapy. What I did
tell him several months later, after an evening with a visiting
rinpoche (an honorific Tibetan term used for esteemed teachers that
means “precious one”), was my growing awareness that practicing
this spiritual tradition was in some seemingly mysterious way
making me feel far more joyful than I could remember being.

That night, with conflicting feelings, I’d dashed downtown to the
auditorium where the rinpoche would be teaching. The following
week I would be defending my dissertation, an anticipated event that
had left me feeling barely sane and something I felt I should prepare
for at all times. A week prior I’d awoken in the middle of the night
with a jagged pain stabbing my heart; unable to catch a breath, I
thanked the world for having me before I died. Then I fell asleep. The
next morning I called the university health center, and the patient
medical assistant urged me to come in for testing. I did. I was fine.

Nevertheless, the night of the rinpoche’s teaching, I worked hard
to pretend I was a sane and well volunteer. With several of my
friends from Lama Pema’s Buddhist community, I waited for the
teacher to arrive while arranging a pile of white silk blessing scarves
for the participants. Almost two hours later, an elderly man with
olive skin and a few stray wisps of white hair, clad in a saffron-and-
maroon-colored robe, made his way into the building with his monks
on either side. He smiled softly, touching our heads as we bowed in
reverence. After he was seated, he spoke briefly about his delight in
being with us, his wish to share some teachings. I noticed that the



many Tibetans in the audience seemed relaxed and delighted to have
this opportunity, seemingly unfazed by the long wait.

The rinpoche began gently to assume the hand gestures, or
mudras, that are integral to the Tibetan Buddhist tradition. He lifted
his ornate bell and dorje, the ritual instruments used in Vajrayana
practice. With eyes that were partially open, he began chanting
softly, ringing the bell, and moving his hands in soft balletic
movements, the letter O appearing between his thumb and ring
finger.

The audience seemed totally with him, prayer beads held tenderly
in the ornate mudra of offering. I was aware that a quality of ease
seemed to permeate the audience, a gentle devotion that required
nothing other than our willingness to be there, amid unhurried time
meant only for healing. I felt pulled in, as if the rinpoche were
holding my mind with a steadfast love that seemed to mix with the
bubbling brook of anxiety I carried with me.

The next day I was getting ready to cross First Avenue on a busy
afternoon in New York City. Struggling to find a cab, my mind turned
to my father, who had been diagnosed with an aortic aneurism the
week prior. The following day he would be meeting with a
cardiologist to discuss an imminent surgery. Four days later I’d be
defending my dissertation on the same afternoon I was scheduled to
teach two graduate seminars. To be with my father would allay my
nagging concern about his well-being but would leave me awash in
anxiety about my upcoming defense and teaching duties. To stay
home would allay my concerns about my academic life but would
leave me adrift in chronic worry about my poor ailing father.

Damned if I do, damned if I don’t. I heard the refrain like a
thrumming drone. A cab turned to pick me up when a brilliant sun
hit its silver grille, catching me dead in the eye, stilling me. These are
my choices? I thought. To feel trapped and anxious either way I
turn? I waited for the traffic to clear before crossing Eighty-Sixth
Street, watching a little girl clad in purple from head to toe skipping
alongside her older brother wearing a tiara, a fat pigeon ambling
alongside them both.



My mind turned to Lama Pema and the endless meandering
conversations we’d had over the years, the many Buddhist teachings,
the prayers. Basically he’d been trying to convince me to enjoy life,
even when it seemed dreadful, to enjoy the dread, to enjoy all of it,
even the madness, the weirdness, the edginess of having no idea
what the hell is going on. We had both heard and loved that, as he lay
dying, Allen Ginsberg had said, “I didn’t know what was going on.”
So if this not-knowing he’d offered as his final insight was such a
central part of being alive, why not try to find a way to enjoy the
confusion?

“Why the hell not?” Lama Pema had once asked me, his black eyes
staring into me, unflinching.

Oh, how his question had pissed me off! I’ll tell you why not, I
wanted to say but felt too furious to risk doing so. Because my family
is completely nuts, my father is ill, and I am lonely! With mounting
fervor, the list went on: overworked, too on my own, financially
overwhelmed, bereft from gnarly losses too amorphous to talk about.
Dammit, don’t tell me to be happy!

If I had shared this internal dialogue with Lama Pema, he would
have laughed. But I didn’t because he knew full well that I resented
his inculcation to joy—all of his miserable students did. What he
didn’t know was that there were times when I wanted him to be more
like my therapist, someone who would lean forward ever so slightly
with a knowing and compassionate countenance and ask me to tell
him every single detail of what I’d lived through, to unpack for him
every corner of my personal misery, to revel in the misery, to know it
more fully until I was ready to move on.

Lama Pema didn’t do this. Instead he listened and alternately got
bored and asked me to repeat something that sounded vaguely
interesting to him. “I really don’t get it,” he’d sometimes say, looking
mildly apologetic, guilty. Of course he was compassionate and
patient, at times beautifully so. But the bottom-line message was that
I didn’t have to hold on to the past. I didn’t need to bolster the
attachment to my history. I could be happy no matter what. And on



some level, he was right. Feeling less identified with one’s experience
can be powerfully freeing. He had taught me this.

But over the years of our friendship, I seemed to need both ways of
responding to history: the reveling and the detaching. I needed a way
to know the details, to honor the particular nuances of life as it was
lived in my body, with my particular parents, brother, in homes
situated in certain cities with particular neighbors and cultural
mores. Thinking about these details that contributed to the mosaic of
my life had mattered. And it had helped. Thinking about what had
formerly only been felt, sensed, but not thought about or symbolized
in language was liberating—enlightening, if you will. I had come to
understand that reflecting makes our history more malleable,
something that can be worked with, played with, even altered in our
perception. Letting go of our past too quickly seemed to sever a
needed link between our former and future selves. This was
especially true when past selves and their experiences were invisible
and unknown.

But as liberating as this therapeutic approach had been, it hadn’t
made me happy. Being with Lama Pema, practicing a tradition
steeped in a wildly optimistic view of the human condition, over
time, slowly, made me happy.

And then one sunny winter day in New York City, as I raced to
meet my first six-year-old patient whose mother had recently been
incarcerated on a drug offense, I heard myself say: “Joyful if you do,
joyful if you don’t.” Then I met Martine and the story began.

A GUIDE THROUGH THIS BOOK
In the pages that follow, I will invite you into the quiet yet
exhilarating time I spent with Martine and Lama Pema. In order to
re-create the present-moment experience of our time together, I’ve
opted to let the story tell itself as much as possible. In this way, I’ve
tried to emphasize how both psychotherapy and Buddhism offer
ways to directly access the truth of our many feelings, desires, and
longing by helping us feel into what we’ve lived through, even when



doing so is frightening or painful. In Buddhist meditation and in the
clinical space, we learn about what we’ve survived by risking a fuller
emotional experience, almost as if we were feeling what happened
for the first time.

Yet, interestingly, both traditions suggest that we also need to
reflect upon these feelings so that we can know them consciously, use
them to live with greater ease, and to protect ourselves from
avoidable forms of suffering. In this way, we are bringing what has
only been known but not thought about into conscious awareness
(see Bollas 1987).

For this reason, when it seems most helpful, I will offer my
reflection on the content of these sessions and, in this way, will
attempt to lift what Lama Pema, Martine, and I experienced into
something that can be considered for your own efforts at clinical and
spiritual healing.

In part one, I will explore the beginnings of my analytic work with
Martine, what I learned about her through her family members, and
how we came to work together, mostly through silence and a play
that, while quiet, left me transfixed. I will also introduce you to Lama
Pema, his early childhood, and the origins of our friendship. Through
these stories, I will on occasion associate to my own childhood
memories as they resurfaced in my work with Martine, noting the
poignant resonance and identification I often experienced.

In part two, through a confluence of sessions with Martine,
conversations with Lama Pema, and my own continued childhood
reverie, I bring Lama Pema to therapy. Things get interesting and
quite funny with Lama Pema in the room. In these chapters you will
learn more about how our respective childhood struggles and
traumas converged. I will also muse, from time to time, on my
understanding of what unfolded throughout our year together,
weaving into conversation the ways in which Buddhist and
psychotherapeutic insight helped me traverse this unexpected
analytic encounter.

Lastly, in the postscript, through my own evolving story I will offer
a way to consider how childhood, with its magic and potential



devastation, informs our unfolding adulthood. As a therapist and
fellow traveler, I know well the hope/fantasy that childhood
complexity might one day be fully resolved. It’s a wonderful fantasy!
But in these final pages, I will offer my sense that reality has
something else in mind.

 
I invite you to join me in this surprising and poignant year. My hope
is that it will be an experience that offers you a genuine sense that
even the most unexpected and shattering losses can be felt, survived,
and used for psychic fodder that ushers in a genuine belief in your
deepest value and capacity for healing and wellness. I saw this
happen with Martine and Lama Pema. And through our year
together, I felt this happen for myself too.

A NOTE ABOUT PRIVACY
Given the necessarily private nature of psychoanalytic work and
Martine’s age at the time of our treatment, I have opted to use
pseudonyms for her and her family members. Minor identifying
details have also been changed. I believe that it is essential to protect
each patient’s right and need for a contained and private space for
their therapeutic process, and to offer stories of this process when it
is agreeable to the patient. These stories, more traditionally
referenced as case studies, provide us all—clinicians, patients, and
anyone wishing to work through prior suffering—needed insights
and psychic road maps. I wish to express my deepest gratitude to
Martine and her family for their support of our work and what I have
shared in this book.

I have also received Lama Pema’s blessing and support in using his
full and real name and in sharing his story with you. As a teacher and
spiritual friend to so many, his humility and generosity are cherished
gifts. It is his expressed hope that this book offer readers a bolstered
and renewed appreciation for their own resilient heart, for the
benefit of all.


