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Transforming Demons, by Jason Espada

There’s a card in the tarot deck that shows a stream with two dogs, one wild, one tame.  Emerging from this stream is what looks like a lobster, or some other creature, representing something difficult emerging from the unconscious.  The card is the moon, and whenever it appears in a reading I say a little prayer that whoever I’m reading for will have both the time and resources to deal with whatever is arising for them at that time in their life.

This image came to mind after I finished reading Tsultrim Allione’s ‘Feeding Your Demons’.  I realized today that I have the same concerns for anyone trying to understand and transform suffering – that they have enough time, and whatever means they need to make use of to achieve their aim.  I know both this things are necessary.

Having had a few days to think about this book, I’d like to set down here both what I see as it’s positive aspects, and what could be, for me, a few possible shortcomings.  My main reason for writing this is that I feel she is offering something here that is precious and truly significant.  At the same time the methods she proposes,  at least as they are presented here, might have limitations for some people.

Of course, who am I to say, being only a contemplative, ‘a person of no rank’ as the zen folk would say it, while she has been recognized as the incarnation of the 12th century Tibetan woman who created the methods she teaches.  Nevertheless, perhaps some value can be found as well in the comments of a person who just tries to put teachings into practice.

In ‘Feeding Your Demons’, Tsultrim presents a method whereby a person identifies ‘a demon’(described as ‘anything which hinders liberation’); gives it a form to make it easier to relate to; and enters into conversation with it, asking, 1) What do you want?, 2) What do you need?, and 3) How will you feel when you get what you need?

Ms. Allione then suggests the meditator switch places and look at the situation from the created form’s point of view, and answer the questions.  Again taking the first perspective (that of the one asking the questions) we are then instructed to ‘feed’ the created form whatever came up as the answer to the third question – ‘How will you feel when you get what you need?’, so for example, if the response was, ‘peaceful’ we are told to offer peace, in the form of 

light and nectar, or if it was ‘security’ we offer that; if it was ‘I would feel loved and respected’, we are told to imagine offering that.  A last step is added to this process, of dissolving the visualization and meditating free of concepts as best we can.

First off then, the plusses, as I see them: this is a practice based on non-duality, and pervaded by fearlessness and compassion.  To face what is most difficult and afflicted in our lives with openness and receptivity to what it has to tell us is a profound practice.

At best, this has the potential to lead to states of wholeness; to heal us on a very deep level, personally, interpersonally, inter-generationally and collectively.

This brings me right up to what I feel could be a very serious omission: that Ms. Allione does not mention much about meditation here at all (beyond a nine-breath prelude to working with the main body of this method).  The methods she describes, as noted in this book, are Buddhist in origin, and incorporate

profound Wisdom teachings.  To this she has added an element of a process that is called ‘active imagination’ by Jungian therapists.

But she leaves out any mention of meditation in the traditional sense of refining the mind’s ability to become more quiet, settled, focused and clear.

Leaving this out, unless the method were given to people who already have some depth and stability of meditation practice will almost certainly keep it on a relatively surface level.  Some of these ‘demons’ so to speak, do not show themselves in such gross ways, to the average stressed-out, dispersed and obscured mind (in other words, the average mind, not trained at least a little to settle and focus clearly).

As I read it, this point is made fairly consistently in Buddhism– if you want to get at the roots of problems, the roots have to be seen to be dealt with.  Bringing calm abiding meditation into the equation could only make each part of the practice proposed by Ms. Allione even more effective.

One point I did appreciate throughout this book is the nurturant aspect of these teachings.  In the words of Thich Nhat Hanh, in meditation, we do not set up one side of ourself as good, doing battle with the other side as evil.  Through practicing as described, love encourages us with courage to face what is most difficult, and to aim to heal by deep listening and profoundly generous compassion (the ‘feeding’ that aspect of ourselves part).

At this point, two other thoughts came up for me, and I found myself needing to add these to the teachings for them to work best for me.

The first was the recognition that some ‘demons’ can’t be appeased at first with what we usually think of as kindness (the soft path, yin 

qualities of gentleness, and accommodating-ness).  Nowhere does Tsultrim mention the wrathful, fierce, forceful expressions of 

compassion, except when she refers to facing oppression and injustice in the outside world.  But, in the same way, if you ‘invite’ some demons in for tea and a chat, they don’t always respond to that language.  Just like in the outside world, some energies are out of control and need to be responded to – temporarily one hopes – with force (but not hatred), to stop their destruction.  Then only can we gradually learn to work with them, to understand and transform them.

Not all unbalanced hurt and hurtful energy will respond right off to the gentle kind of kindness and sympathy.  In fact, being able to transform suffering depends where in the stage of it’s manifestation we are meeting it, and the variety of suffering we are talking about.  I think the responsible thing to do would be to make this clear.    There’s a time for every different approach to solving our problems, including walking away from them for a while, or holding up our hand and saying ‘stop’,  and ‘enough’.  Granted, these last two are the methods most of us use exclusively, to little lasting effect, but they also have a place, if used skillfully, in the work of transformation.

I got the feeling when reading this approach that at times it was ‘too sweet, with no bitter’ – which can sometimes be what is needed to balance a situation.

As much as I admire the courage a method such as this one gives to people – and being able face what is most painful, however and whenever it comes to us has to be counted as a great achievement, there is another element of being skillful that I wish would have been mentioned as well.  I wish it would have been pointed out that there should be a time also for strengthening ourselves, in order to best deal with difficult things.  

As it is presented in this book, it sounds as though one can go to a three-day workshop and be given teachings that can heal what afflicts us the most.  It sounds too much like an instant remedy – which I know it isn’t.  For those who are ready, as recounted in this book, these methods can have a profound effect.  But for those not fit enough – nourished, balanced, stable enough, there is nothing offered in this book to help those kinds of people along to deeper kinds of change.

I hope this doesn’t sound like I’m complaining too much, because I think the framework is there for a truly effective method to transform suffering in the Buddhist sense – based on insight and compassion, and having extensive benefit.  But, just as a frame alone is not a house, these methods as they are presented feel like they need to be added to to be as effective as they can be.

For me, there are two other points I need to bring to these teachings.  The first is semantic.  This may seem like a small thing, but it’s not.  Throughout reading this book, whenever the phrase ‘feeding your demons’ or ‘demon feeding’ came up, the image that came to mind right away was one of opening a door to a dark cellar, and tossing in some raw meat to some beast chained in the basement.  I know this was not what was intended, but the image arising was at least partly the result of as a poor choice of words  (words not matching their intended meaning, or, words not sensitive enough to collective connotations).

Being Buddhist, we know that to reify is to impose our concepts of solidity onto something, some experience or object, or person, that it doesn’t inherently have.  To call something a demon (or to ‘demon-ize’ an experience or habit) or to call the whole book ‘Feeding Your Demons’, I feel,  is actually to go counter to the aim of healing divisions, healing suffering, and facilitating our function as whole human beings.  

Transformation is what is happening all the time, and it’s only if our language can keep up, or at least not hinder us, that we don’t fall into confusion.  My feeling at least is that we should use language more carefully to further our aims.

There is one last point I’d like to make on this work , that I think is quite a valuable addition to Western Buddhist literature and practice.  This goes to something quite miraculous that is referred to in this book, something that deserves to really be brought out even more and praised as marvelous and extraordinary – and that is that we all have these capacities within us to feed, nourish, nurture and bring balance to ourselves, to each other, and to the world.

It is not that there is only some universal, general quality that we offer – but specific kinds of nourishment that we can produce from 

within our own consciousness, our own heart to be offered to meet the needs of what would otherwise cause suffering.  How great is 

that?  I thought that this should be talked up much more because if we know this we need not ever feel deficient.  We have in us all we need to meet any circumstance.  Now, shouldn’t that be a cause for celebration?

I’m sure that another reader will have different elements they have to bring to these teachings to make them workable for them.  For example, I couldn’t fathom how one would choose to deal with just one ‘demon’, when in my own experience the difficult, troubling factors both arise and are dealt with in diverse groups – all arising together, all somehow being tended to together.  Perhaps it is possible to choose one aspect, but it felt (feels) much more like ‘feeding’, and caring for one, naturally, many more aspects are cared for, famillially, inter-generationally, and culturally too.

We are complex beings, and there is more going on than we can grasp all of conceptually, but, approached intuitively, with 

instructions such as those outlined in this book, we can engage our problems or challenges constructively, and bring benefit to ourselves and others.

