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Science, Spirit and Psychotherapy

My goal here is to place the Hakomi method within three different disciplines: science, spiritual
practice and psychotherapy. Any one description of the work is not enough. The work is inspired and
shaped by all three disciplines. This short article is an attempt at a “three-dimensional” description. First,
looking at the work as science, two quotes from a Nobel physicist and a great teacher of science:

Try and penetrate with our limited means the secrets of nature and you will find that,
behind all the discernible laws and connections, there remains something subtle, intangible
and inexplicable. Veneration for this force beyond anything that we can comprehend is my
religion. To that extent I am, in fact, religious.

—Albert Einstein

The principle of science, the definition, almost, is the following: The test of all knowledgeis
experiment. Experiment is the sole judge of scientific “truth.”
—Richard Feynman, Six Easy Pieces

I once saw a video tape of Feynman lecturing at Esalen. He said there that the scientific method
involved three basic steps: make a guess; calculate the implications of your guess; then do an
experiment to test those implications. Do we do something similar in Hakomi? We do! Here’s how:
These three steps—observe/guess, reason/calculate, test/experiment—describe, in a very simple way,
exactly what the method does. Step one: observe! We watch for indications of the client’s present
experience. We call that tracking. We watch for the external signs of ingrained habits and deep beliefs.
We call those indicators. We make a lot of observations, looking and listening for the unusual and the
characteristic. We specialize in looking and listening for the nonverbal expressions of beliefs and
attitudes. We observe to get ideas about the person. In other words, step two: we guess. Guess is
another way of saying we hypothesize. We generate hypotheses about the person. This process is
creative. It requires intelligence and a good imagination.

“...the key feature of intelligent acts is creative divergent thinking, not memory per se.
What we need is a process that will produce good guesses.”
—William Calvin

We guess about what beliefs are influencing the organization of this person’s experiences. We get ideas
about what childhood experiences led to this. We hypothesize about what core beliefs are part of this
way of being in the world. Our reasoning process is based on the idea that experience is organized by the
deep structures of the mind. We can observe the signs of experiences. We must guess about the deep
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structures.

The third thing: we must test the ideas we've come up with. (“The test of all knowledge is
experiment.”) We do experiments. We call them, “little experiments.” Still, they’re tests. They also
function to bring beliefs, emotions and memories into the client’s consciousness. That’s one of the
ways we help clients discover how they’re habitually organized. Still, we're experimenting and we have
to come up with these experiments all the time. Whether it’s a probe or taking something over, we are
testing our ideas. That’s scientific method.

The basic work of health professionals in general and psychotherapists in particular is to
become full human beings and to inspire full human beingness in other people who feel starved
about their lives.

— Chégyam Trungpa Rinpoche, Full Human Beingness

The second aspect of the method I want to talk about is the spiritual one. Hakomi was once

described as “applied Buddhism”, by an American Buddhist teacher, Marvin Casper, who started the
psychology department at Naropa Institute. I want to touch upon how this method reflects spiritual
principles and practices. To begin, let’s simply state that the work is spiritually informed. Literally, it
has information learned through spiritual practice. As students of this work, we have all spent time
doing deep work, using mindfulness seeking out the depths of our own minds. We are trained to
understand that we are more than separate selves; that wisdom and inspiration can be found in
spiritual experiences; that love and consciousness are as real as mass and energy. The work for clients
is self-discovery. Not problem solving. Not counseling. Not curing diseases. This work is the same
internal search that is the work of all spiritual disciplines. It tackles the question: Who am I?

The work takes place within a spiritually informed mental-emotional container that the therapist
establishes through his or her way of being. The work rests within that container in a palpable way.
The feeling is one of warmth, presence and kindness. The therapist puts aside other agendas and is
totally present for the other. Chogyam Trungpa calls it, warmth and wakefulness. In Buddhism it’s
Wisdom and Compassion.

A basic part of this method is learning and using this spiritually informed attitude. We call it loving
presence. There are exercises and talks about developing loving presence. We practice it every day of
the trainings. There are definite skills that must be learned. Certain habits of thinking and doing can
get in way. So, we study ourselves. That’s our spiritual work.

All this is not just pretty talk. It’s hard work. Eventually, one learns to rest in this loving state, with
patience and faith and good humor. We learn to find inspiration and love within the process of
helping others, so that we too are restored and nourished. Over and over again, we are nourished by a
source that does not fail. These experiences remind us: this stuff works! It feels right and good and it
works!

I rise to taste the dawn and find that love alone will shine today. And the shining says: to
love it all, and love it madly, and always endlessly, and ever fiercely, to love without choice
and enter the All, to love it mindlessly and thus be the All, embracing the only and radiant
Divine: now as Emptiness, now as Form, together and forever, the Godless search undone,
and love alone will shine today.

-Hall and Nordby, A Primer of Jungian Psychology, (1973)
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About the method as psychotherapy: First, it happens within this container full of compassion, patience
and encouragement. That makes the method error tolerant. It is precisely because thescientific steps we
take happen within this spiritual container that makes those steps so effective. The guesses, the
experiments, they're all happening within a relationship filled with good will and kindness. The
atmosphere is open, creative and full of hope. This atmosphere is the most significant aspect of the
whole endeavor. It sustains both client and therapist through the difficult work of feeling what is at
times deeply painful. Let’s not make the mistake of believing that the method works because of any
technique or group of techniques. It works because the people using those techniques are loving and
inspired. This special atmosphere is the source of our success.

When I realized the importance of the client-therapist relationship, I began to understand something
about “the other as a true interiority.” I call what we do at this level of the work, developing the
healing relationship. I believe very strongly in the power of the unconscious mind. I agree with Jung
about its enormous capabilities and its connection to what John Nelson called the “Spiritual Ground.”
It seems to me that in order to work successfully, we must have the cooperation of the client’s adaptive
unconscious. For that we need to demonstrate two things.

First, we need to demonstrate that we know what’s going on, particularly that we understand the
person’s present experience. Second, we have to demonstrate that we are compassionate and caring. We
must not be judgmental. If we can demonstrate those two things, the adaptive unconscious will almost
always cooperate. Not that it will give you anything you want, no. But, if you maintain your good
behavior, it will allow you to be part of the healing process. It will listen to you and take you seriously.
It will return the respect you show it. Most importantly, it will allow the process to unfold and it will
“lead the way” with what is for the client spontaneous impulses and memories.

Understanding and compassion are not techniques. To create a healing relationship, they must be real.
You can'’t just say you understand or just look compassionate. That won’t fool anyone’s unconscious for
very long. You've got to really be compassionate. When you do understand and when you are
compassionate and can successfully demonstrate that you are, then you’ll get the cooperation of the
unconscious. Then the work will progress smoothly easy and be much faster. The unconscious can unfold
healing in most remarkable ways. When the context is right, the work will go well. If the therapist does
not create the right context, the process will take a long time.

Working with the healing relationship satisfied me for awhile. I have come to realize that the work I have
to do to become a full human being involves creating the right state of mind. With the right state of
mind, understanding and compassion come quite naturally, without effort, the healing relationship is
developed without effort, the method and techniques workeasily and the process moves more quickly.

Martin Buber, spoken in 1947, after the Holocaust.

What do we expect when we’re in despair and yet go to a man. Surely a presence by means of
which we are told that nevertheless, there is meaning.

Buber calls it, “a presence.” He must mean one that conveys the feeling that the suffering and the
despair are not meaningless. Despite everything, life is not meaningless. Life, your life, has meaning.
Meaning gives up a reason to go on. I visited Carl Jung’s office in Zurich, last week. He once said,
“Patients don’t get cured, they just move on.” That sounds very reasonable to me. They move on. They
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don’t devote any more energy to something that once troubled them.They understand. They get it. They
drop the issue and move on. I think that’s also what Buber is saying. Once we understand, we can move
on. We're not in shock any more, we're not confused, or troubled, or lost. When understanding comes,
the mind lets go of the suffering. Sometimes, we need someone to help us do that. We need a presence. I
would say, a loving presence.

I discovered something very important about the process that leads to the state of mind we call loving
presence. I was working in Germany doing a nine-day therapy group, one person after another. Some
Germans are very thorough; they give you all the details, so I sort of lost contact. I couldn’t follow the
details anymore. I was sitting there in front of one person, early exhausted with trying to hold all
those details and I slowly yielded to the inevitable; I gave up. Being the kind of person I sometimes am,
I thought, “Well, I'll just look like I'm listening. They seem to go on and on anyway. Maybe I'll recover
later and think of something to do. I certainly won’t know what they said, but maybe I can still make
something happen. We'll see.” The surrender was serendipitous, because when I let go of trying to
understand, my perception changed. The client’s face became beautiful. He looked to me like a
Rembrandt painting. This was something very new to me. I became absorbed in just looking at him. I
not only saw the colors and shapes, I saw something of his personality and his humanity. A feeling of
deep compassion came over me. Then I had the thought, “My face must be showing that I feel this. I
should ask him to look at me. He'll see it.” I wanted him to see what I was feeling. This idea came right
out of my ideas about creating a healing relationship. What better way to demonstrate compassion and
presence than to actually feel it and show it. His eyes were closed, so I asked him to open them. When he
saw me, his whole being changed. He slowed down. His feelings intensified. He became vulnerable. That
made me feel even more loving. As he changed, I changed. Together, we went deeper and deeper. We
were in a reinforcement cycle. We were triggering each other and together, we were creating exactly the
right context for a healing process. Whatever else we said or did, our mutual reinforcement was driving
it.

After that, it happened to some degree with each person I worked with. It didn’t always happen as
strongly, but it would always happen at least a little. It happened enough so that deep and important
healings took place. I didn’t always get the same level of love but I felt it often enough to know that it’s
always a possibility and that it’s powerful when it happens. Seeing beauty and humanity in the other
became my “therapeutic meditation.” It was my way of becoming loving and present. I learned to avoid
listening for problems, engaging in questions and explanations and long conversations describing a
person’s life and troubles. My first impulse is always to find something to love, something to be inspired
by, something heroic, something recognizable as the gift and burden of the human condition, the pain and
grace that’s there to find in everyone you meet.

So, that’s one way I've learned to establish the cycle, seeing the human universal in the other, not just
hearing a person’s story, but knowing the person, knowing her or him as an instance of the human
condition. Knowing that this person’s story is in some essential way everyone’s story - the human story.
That recognition evokes in me a loving presence state of being. I'm not working just with this mother
and her grief or love for her child. I'm working with all mothers and all children. I feel it that way and I
am blessed to be doing so.

A second way I've learned about loving presence involves remembering that being happy is possible for
all of us. That’s the message at the heart of Buddhism. Much of the suffering that feels so real to us is
based on ignorance, misunderstanding who we are and what’s real. We do not need to suffer so.
Compassion arises spontaneously when we know that the suffering is unnecessary, that it’s the result of
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conditioning and beliefs. Of course not all suffering is unnecessary, but much of it is. When I
understand it this way, I feel very courageous and very tender towards the other. Being courageous, I can
express the tenderness I feel.

If you only had this state of being, without technique or method, you would be helping. The person’s
healing could begin. When technique and method are added, then of course work becomes very
powerful. Finally, when I remember that love is what we're here for, that our journey on this plane is
about learning to love and that love is all that will count when we tally up our days, I am happy.
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