Continuity in the Inner Work

Claudio Naranjo

I n contrast to the typical psychotherapeutic situation in which
one individual comes to another for help. Buddhism and other
spiritual traditions stressindividual self-helpand self-therapy, ' work-
ing on oneself" moment after moment throughout the different
circumstances and experiencesaof day to day life. Helpfrom othersis,
of course, possibleand generally necessary; but if we think that there
is nothing more important than to wake up from samsaric-minded-
ness and to help others to do the same, that we are here on earth to
realizeand manifest Being—we inevitably cometofeel that thereisno
time to lose and that every moment is a precious opportunity. There
are toolswith which we may work through pleasureand pain; and the
more we understand about the path and the goal, the more relevant
each moment seemsto our life task and the more each circumstanceor
mental state revealsitself asalearning situation and a challenge.

It isone thing to seethe truth of this occasionaly, and it is quite
another to sustain this perspective throughout the hours of the day,
the daysof the week, and the weeksof the year. And how can there be
continuity in theinner work if there is no continuity of purpose and
motive?

Continuity of purpose and stability of motivedevelop naturally as
our understanding deepens and we harvest some fruits from our
efforts. There are things that enhance motivation, such as reading or
hearing spiritual teachings and being in the company of others who
are sincerely working on themselves. Also, we are advised to hold in
mind thecertainty of our death—for then we see our vain concernsfor
what they are and to gravitate toward the substantial. However the
extent to which we may effectively realize our mortality isan elusive
blessing and already the sign of a certain development. Y et one thing
that we can aways do is to observe the continuity—or, better said,
discontinuity —of our attention. If we want to reach a certain measure
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of continuity, we can gain much from becoming aware of the gapsin
our awareness.

We may have a good repertoire of techniques to work on our-
selves, but during what proportion of our waking life do we employ
them?Not even in the simplified context of sitting meditation are our
attention and intention continuous; rather we are likely to be dis-
turbed by involvement in our thoughts. When it comesto meditation
in action, however, the task becomesconsiderably more difficult, and
to meditate through interpersonal situations may prove at timesim-
possible. This task is difficult or impossible to carry out, and even
difficultor impossibleto remember, for weare conditioned torelate to
theenvironment in away that entailsbeing " swallowedup™ by it. And
what can be the use of the most skillful techniques if we haveforgot-
ten the job?

think that a major factor in the stagnation of our work may be

our over-evaluation of how much and how well we actually work
on ourselves. Once we see how limited our capacity is and how our
work on our selvesislike a spongefull of air, this realistic appraisal
can spur us on beyond our previouslimits.

Watching our watchfulnessis closaly related to what has given
contemporary psychotherapy its measure of effectiveness. awareness
of resistance and awareness of process. Awareness of resistance in-
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volves the recognition of our wish not to work, and it was one of the
meritsof psychoanalysisto discover that the observationand analyisis
of resistance can be away through it. Awareness of process refers to
the how beyond the what of our mental life, also progressively un-
derlined throughout the evolution of depth psychotherapy. Attempt-
ing to be mindful of our mindlessnessrequires afineawarenessof our
mental process, for it involves an exploration of the "edge" of
awareness. When do we stop being mindful? And when do we re-
member the task once again?How do we shift to adiminished aware-
ness?lsit anxiety that distracts us, so that we go **on automatic™ ?Or
a concern with the self-image? By becoming aware of these **switch
points”, we may increase our measure of choice and gain the possi-
bility of working through the difficulties. It is like working over
the difficult passages in a musical performance. A well practiced
pianist will spot the troublesome passages and concentrate on them.
Likewise we may develop continuity of attention through concen-
trating on the™ difficult passages™ Of course, in lifewe cannot usually
repeat them on our own initiative, yet wemay beawareof their special
significance and work against their temptation toward unconscious-
ness. It isat these pointsthat resistancemay be observedif we manage
to stay mindful.

Meditation throughout daily life, asdistinct from secluded sitting
meditation, is aready an act of working in thefield of resistance, and
to meditate throughout a situation evoking passionateinvolvement is
evenmore so. Yetit isawaysspecificmomentsin our mental lifethat
constitute the "difficult passages,” and to tackle them we need to
become more *"introscopic' in our self-observation, noticing first the
fluctuations in our awarenessand then what takes place in our mind
when we cease being present now. With continuity of intent and
attention there is much that we can do in and for ourselves. Without
them, our capacity to work is very limited. For this reason the culti-
vation of " continuity of presence’ isa good way to begin extending
meditation into life.

Claudio Naranjo, M.D., has spoken and written widely about modern
spiritual and therapeutic practices. His worksinclude The One Quest,
On The Psychology of Meditation, and The Healing Journey.
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