




        Going Beyond Loneliness

       Applied Thought Training, by Jason Espada

Introduction

I’ve written the following short text on Thought Training because of the real need that exists for advice about how to deal with the kinds of feelings that can come with being alone.

It was sparked by a letter I received from the person who is closest to me in the whole world, the one also who knows me better than anyone.

‘Thought Training’ is a term used in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, describing ways of thinking about what we call either ‘favorable’ or ‘unfavorable’ circumstances.  Their purpose is to help us to make the best use of every situation.  

Often by just changing out thinking about something we can change our experience.  For example, we can have more energy to do something, or we can have the  feeling of no longer being weighed down by something.

This is called a ‘training’, however, which implies that it needs practice over time to be effective.

I join many others in saying I’m indebted to this tradition, that includes Atisha’s Seven-Point Mind Training, and the Third Dodrubchen’s ‘Changing Adverse and Felicitous Circumstances into the Path’, as well as to the translators and  teachers who have made these teachings available,

(such as Jamgon Kongtrul, commentator, and Tulku Thondup).

Reading this  over, I realize I’ve had to talk about some personal things, but I don’t know how else to communicate this, other than to speak from my own life experiences, of sadness, and of sources of strength and hope.  If I say to much, I beg the readers indulgence…  You may like to skip to the main points… they should be pretty easy to find…

In these times, when so many people find themselves alone, I pray that good and useful ideas be received and applied, and that whatever good methods people use be effective in relieving their sorrows, and in bringing happiness.

My friend- when I read your message, I started thinking of how to respond, and what came of it is this long letter (small book).

The reason I’ve said so much is that I can’t stand the thought of you suffering, and so I hope there’s at least one thing in here that’s useful to you, and that you won’t again experience even a moment’s unhappiness…

Ok- here it is… questions?… comments?…Let me know, ok?

Much love, Jason.

Going Beyond Loneliness

Dear one, when I read your last message, and came to the part where you’re waking in the middle of the night feeling like you’ll never find someone to love - my first thought was that ‘you’re not alone’.  My life is also like this.  And yes, it is sad, maybe in a way more so with the passing of years, not to have a close relationship.  As we get older, it’s not so much the body as the heart that longs for companionship, but what are we to do?

I thought-  in a way I’m glad you told me what you’re feeling, so I can have compassion for you too.   It’s not that I’m someone looking down from a superior point of view, and I’m certainly not someone who has himself gotten beyond this suffering (lord knows how I’ve been brought low by this sadness), but it’s compassion just as this humble feeling that somehow also wants to give.

I know very well the feelings you talk about, and how important it is to try to find a way to live with them and be happy, and have some fulfillment; to live in a way at least so that our feelings don’t get in the way of these things.

I thought how you’ve always been able to have more compassion for me than for yourself.  And when I’m not too caught up in my own life, my feeling is this way for you too.  It’s almost always been that I can more easily bring to mind the unconditional wish for your happiness.  This is a wonderful thing, in my view.

Somehow when we think of each other having a hard time, going through something we ourselves know very well, the circle of our compassion is made that much bigger.  And I know that from one person it’s much more possible to go further with it.  

The door can open to relating to even more people in a better way - a way that’s more respectful, patient, generous in whatever way we can be…

(I remember this quote that’s come to mind recently, that says, 

‘Be kind- everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle’.)

I’m writing this the day after receiving your message, and since last night, I’ve had a few thoughts that may help here- but they’re not just concepts or ideas that sound good.  These are thoughts about our life that have proven helpful.  I’ve seen they can work, and that there’s a real need for us all to be reminded of these things, for however long we continue to cycle through this - unwanted experience.

Compassion and Thought Training

I know you’re read Pema Chodron’s books, so you’re familiar with the idea of using our own experience as a starting point for understanding and feeling some relationship to others- even if it’s only one other person.

When I think of you, I know you’ve had a lot of the same kinds of feelings I’ve experienced over the years- loneliness, doubt, sadness, fear…  When I can really touch that truth in myself, an interesting thing happens- I don’t suffer so much!  And when I pray, it’s not only easy, but natural to include you in my prayers.  And why not?  You are at least as deserving of good things as I.

I heard this principle that applies to different types of training:

‘Start with what is easy, and go from there’.  And so, for you, maybe I’m the easiest person to feel sympathy for, 

as you are for me.

And this first step (and I’m thankful for it), of being aware of someone else’s experience, this makes if possible, or even likely that we’ll find other people to feel for, pray for, work for…  After all, this is something universal, this experience of alone-ness…

Then, really, our own life changes too.  A measure of fulfillment is here, and humility, and gratitude, more and more, for every small thing; and self-respect too.

A related subject: self-worth can only come from having a deep contemplative life.  Without this, we’re too much at the mercy of outside forces- what this or that person thinks.

With the self-worth that comes from self-knowledge, there’s a kind of freedom from all that- freedom from depending on things outside (like culture) to tell us who we are.  And what a relief!

This is something I can wish for everyone- to be free of the poverty of not knowing their natural value.  My heart goes out to people that don’t know this, and to those who have never learned how to concentrate, or contemplate.  I think these things are really essential, if we’re going to have any lasting, or reliable experience of happiness in life.

To return to the subject of loneliness: I know you know being alone is better than being in a bad relationship.  We’ve both tried that out.  Two people’s loneliness is not enough to build a relationship on.  

And sex without love and stability in a relationship is not only unfulfilling, not giving the heart what it needs, it can bring psychological and emotional pain and unbalance to our lives for a long time after.  In the end, it’s not worth it.  

This is what experience teaches.

And so, I think of all the people who want a relationship and don’t have one, and of all the things that people do to try to escape the bad feelings (I know about quite a few of these: drugs, drinking, work, or ‘numbing out‘ in front of the tv, or whatever)… Then I think also about those who are in a relationship with some person who is wrong for them, and how they wish they were out of it- and…you know what?… my heart goes out to them all…

Maybe you’ve heard it put this way before- when you ‘change the angle of vision’ about something, you change your experience.  This is both true, and sometimes startling.  We believe so much in our point of view.  Changing our thinking may not change the situation itself, but it can make it, if not beneficial to go through, then at the very least bearable.  And by any measure, this is a boon.

I know that, if it isn’t taken step-by-step, ‘thinking about others’ can feel ‘unreal’.  And so I try to be careful not to go in leaps (unless that happens by itself, which, I’ve seen at times, is possible).  Usually though, I just try to start small- with one person, or a few people… and if I can really feel for them, and wish them well, then a whole other set of possibilities open up that were before just a nice story someone told.

When I’m feeling this thing called compassion, my own difficulties are not that great.  Compassion, to our mind, amplifies the suffering of others- it makes it more clear, while diminishing the perception of our own suffering.

Without enough compassion for others, this connection to others, it’s easy for the opposite to happen- if we focus too much on ourselves, we can magnify our own pain, and almost completely neglect, or diminish what others go through.  So I think this, the perspective of compassion for others, is something crucial, 

even for our own lives.

And certainly it’s a long process, this training of the mind, so we shouldn’t be too discouraged by whatever setbacks we encounter.  

Just having the intention to live with more sympathy, just wanting to go in the direction of helping others more and more, is a very positive thing.  We can  celebrate that.  Even if living that life feels far away at the moment, the mind is the source of everything.

‘May all beings be free from suffering and abide in happiness forever’.

Gratitude

There are some words, or ideas,  like ‘compassion’, or ‘gratitude’ that I see can either be dormant, or can be alive in us.  I know we have many  things to be thankful for- it’s just that sometimes we forget.  And so I find myself praying that ‘to count my blessings’ never becomes a stale or clichéd idea for me. (or for you)

It’s important to bring to mind, and often, just what we do have.

This is another way of changing our perspective.  Whatever we fill our mind with, that will be our experience.

And so, if we have, for example, an education- can read and write; if we have religious and political freedom; if we have some health and strength, and good values, and if we can appreciate these, then truly we are rich.  If we can’t appreciate these, then, tragically, all the opportunity and riches in the world will be lost on us.

Maybe you’ve heard of what Buddhists call ‘the precious human life’- it’s not just having these conditions, like not being overwhelmed by delusions, or having education and a sound body- it’s not just having these things, but recognizing that we have them and appreciating their value- that we can really do something good with these very conditions!

The Bodhisattva Vow

I know I need to remind myself: the purpose of my life is not just to make myself happy.  The purpose of my life is to try to bring as much happiness as I can to other people, for as long as I can and in as many ways as I can.  And when this life is over, I hope I can leave behind some things that will be useful in removing the sufferings that people experience, and bring them peace and happiness.

I pray that I will be able to give up the interests of just this one, small life.

As Shantideva said: ‘Suffering is transcended 

                                  by total dedication…’

And my feeling is that it starts here:  

                       I won’t refuse sadness

                       I know this can become something we need

                       when held close, guarded

                       fed with light and reason for hope

                       a pearl may emerge

                       this worth

                       out of not-abandoned grief…

and, going on: 

‘May all beings have happiness and the  causes of happiness‘

‘May all beings be happy and at peace, and may their hearts be filled with joy’

Wisdom - The Shortcut

I step out of myself, to where there’s clear air, and where it’s spacious (there is such a thing as freedom from fear, self-doubt, etc.)  

And this stepping out of self does not lead to non-existence- nothing of the sort.  It’s more like this: suffering is something that takes place in the mind, and if you go beyond the relative mind you go beyond suffering.  This is definitely possible.

Even if it’s not an easy thing, it is possible by training the mind to reach a point where the outside world or changing circumstances cannot trigger delusions in us, and cannot trouble us any more.

It’s up to each of us to develop ourselves and reach a state conferring immunity from all hardship.  More and more I think this is what we need most of all. 

Even though it’s not the main topic of this letter, I want to urge you to learn about and accomplish the practice of concentration. 

Why?  Only because, as the Buddha rightly said, ‘Those who are without concentration dwell between the fangs of the defilements’.

Without control of the mind, we have no control over what we experience.  But it’s not the case that we have to go with whatever mood, or whatever delusions arise.  With practice we can have a life more of our conscious choosing.  

A calm and aware mind is the basis that makes wisdom effective in cutting delusion, but even just on the temporary level, the benefits of concentration-meditation are very great.

And then, when we go beyond the ego, or pacify this, what’s left is not - not feeling, or not being- what’s left is… this, our true nature, compassion.  This, true compassion is the substance of our connection to others.  Along with love, compassion is the substance of the web that holds us together.

There are then bonds that are stronger than birth, old age, decay and death; vows that are stronger than delusions, stronger than time…

Fill Your Mind With Wonderful Things

Before I forget, sometimes I try to count how many kinds of love there are that we can receive and feel and give (in part so that I don’t fill myself instead with the  feelings of missing what I don’t have, for whatever reason)

I think of children, ‘Every day, I look into the eyes of my savior- 

her round face and bright laugh fills me…  She’s six, and one of my little students, and a wonder to behold…’

I think of music, the love of composers, and musicians… I think of kind people, friends, family, heroes and heroines in the world… angels… nature (that leaf- that brilliant day- if that’s not spoken love, giving love, then I don’t know what is)

I’m sure we can both make our own lists (writers, singers…) Perhaps this can be a project for us to share…

Keeping Things In Perspective

Sometimes I think the truth is that we’re living in a miraculous world.  And if we have no one to share it with, that’s a small thing, in comparison.  Maybe sad, but, it’s not too bad, in context.

Also, considering the pain or confusion that some experience, being alone is just one, relatively mild, difficulty.  

In some ways, this is a tragic place, yet it’s also a place where we have a great, but limited opportunity… to feel… wonder… to feel alive… to try to do some good …

It’s this sense of things that I hope to keep awake in me always…

‘Having Compassion for Ourselves;    

  Workability’ and the ‘Long-View’

I don’t know why our lives have so far gone like they have.  I don’t know why we each find ourselves alone at this time in our lives.

Here is one place where I don’t really connect with a common idea expressed in Eastern Philosophy- For me, it’s not that helpful to think, ‘it’s karma’- even if it is the result of my own actions that I am here.  There can be an interpretation of karma that just feels too fatalistic.  And thinking this way can block having compassion for ourselves, which is something really necessary.

Granted, I’ve been at least part of where I am now- and I do try to take responsibility for my actions, both past and present.  The problem for me is with this, (potentially dis-empowering) 

view of karma is… that I can’t remember all I’ve done… and I can’t begin to fathom all the causes that have come together to produce this… life… 

I think we have to be careful here.  Westerners especially, for some reason, have a hard time with self-love.  And so I want to warn you away from self-blame.  It doesn’t help.  It rarely gives birth to any positive state of mind.  What good does it do not to value ourselves?

One thing I know for sure is that if we’re going to change and improve our lives, far from a critical attitude, we need a kind of love for ourselves that can accept our past and present, and that can be forgiving, and warmly encouraging.

Instead of self-blame, we can choose to be compassionate towards ourselves, (and towards all) and responsible from this point forward.  Whatever our past and present, this is much more productive.

With this compassion in our mind then, I think it’s better to use the idea of karma as a statement of the ultimate ‘workability’ of any situation.  This I like.  It gives me energy.  It means the direction of our life is in our own hands.  And of course this gives hope.

Then there is another, related aspect of karma that I think is true and useful to think about.  I like the idea of past lives, where it says that it takes a long time to develop the soul and it’s individual characteristics; that it takes a long time, perhaps years, or decades, (or lifetimes) to develop qualities…  When I look at how long it takes things to change and grow and develop in us, and when I look at the different qualities that I, and other people have, this seems somehow to be accurate- it feels true...This ‘long-view’ also gives me patience, and determination…

When it comes to having compassion, and karma also, at the very least, as I’ve been trying in different ways to point to here (and I don’t know how successfully- you’ll have to tell me): when we change our mind, our experience changes too…  

I hope and pray we’ll all find happiness and peace in this life…

One more thing- you might want to check out this website: 

www.lamayeshe.com and look for two free booklets I found there.

One is called  ‘Being Your Own Therapist‘, and the other ‘Make Your Mind An Ocean’.  They both speak very clearly about our experience ‘the shuttling between elation and despair’ and how to use our mind to go beyond it.  ‘Understanding our mind is the key to solving all our problems’.

Lama Yeshe was one of the teachers I had in mind when I wrote the following:

There are some teachers 

for whom only existence itself

can be their teacher

I’m not one of them

but I’ve seen a couple

They listen patiently when others try to explain things

and they seldom speak

When they do, however, their words are rich

and they open beyond themselves

new possibilities

their words give life

(or maybe I should say ‘their understanding‘)

If you find one who speaks like that

cherish him, or her

the mere thought of whom 

dispels illusion…

You’ll have to navigate around that website to find those two .pdf booklets (look under ‘LYWA Publications‘).   They should be pretty easy to find.  

You can download the books for free, and print them out (they look nice too).  Now that’s what I’d call a productive day at the office!

I’ve also ‘met’, through her person and teachings, an Indian woman saint, whom I simply love.  Her name is Anandamayi ma

(1896-1982), and you might want to take a look at this:

www.cosmicharmony.com/Sp/AnandMM/Mataji.htm 

Well then!  I’ve surprised myself!  In the beginning, wanting to respond to your message, there was just the feeling, like a thread.

You probably know the feeling, that says, ‘pull’, and you don’t know exactly what will follow…  

I’m surprised because the result was this small book on the ways of what’s called ‘thought training’.  I guess this was what’s been in my mind to say for some time now, it’s just needed the right opportunity to come out.

I hope it doesn’t feel impersonal to you… you send a letter, and I reply with a small book… but… it’s all from the heart…and, need I say it?… let me know what you think…is any of this helpful?  Does any of this communicate to you?

Ok.

Much joy to you!  Everyday!

with love,  Jason.

