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Focu s in g  an d th e
Easte rn  Te ach in gs

The Search  for  Persona l Meaning

By Bala J aison , Ph .D.

In trodu ction
Th e t er m  ''F ocu sin g" descr ibes a  pa r t icu la r
process developed by Eugene Gendlin , Ph .D.,
psychotherapist , ph ilosopher , and professor  a t
the University of Chicago. There is a lso a  book
by t he sa me na me (Ba n t a m, 1981). Focusing
might  be regarded in  two ways. It  is fir st  of a ll
a  t ech n iqu e: A specific s ix-s t ep pr ocess  or
exercise. The six steps a re designed to:

1) remove obstacles, blocks, and resistances
tha t  preven t  us from funct ion ing as whole,
well, in tegra ted beings;

2) h elp  u s  becom e in cr ea s in gly sen s it ive,
a wa r e a n d a t t u n ed t o wh a t ever  is in side
us, whether  posit ive or  nega t ive in  na ture;

3) provide a  specific approach  to dea ling with
t h e m yr ia d  u n k n own  or  va gu e "in s ide
places"

4) increase our  ability to t ap in to a  wea lth  of
u n t a pped  r esou r ces : cr ea t ivit y: in n er
wisdom or  knowing, in tu it ion ;

5) m a ke u s m or e a wa r e of a n d a t t u n ed t o
ourselves and the wor ld a t  la rge.

 F ocu sin g a lso pr ovides a  m et h od t o dea l
with  st r ess and t o cope more effect ively with
da ily living.

 The Focusing process as a  technique can
be in t egr a t ed in t o a lm ost  ever y im a gin a ble
field of human endeavor  and a llows the focuser
t o becom e m or e sen sit ive a n d in  t ou ch  wit h
any act ion  or  thought --whether  it  be a  business
proposit ion  or  a  spir itua l issue.

 F ocu sin g is , secon d, a n  on goin g lifelon g
pr ocess . In  t h is  con t ext , F ocu s in g or  t h e
Focusing At t it ude becomes a  way of life t ha t
condit ions how we rela t e to or  t r ea t  ourselves
and the wor ld a round us.
 In  t h is  r ega r d, t h e F ocu sin g At t it u de is
s im ila r  t o m a n y of t h e cu r r en t  wes t er n
psych ologica l a n d  sp ir it u a l a ppr oa ch es  t o
growth  and development . I wish  to emphasize
tha t  poin t  in  r ela t ion  to t he following a r t icle,
especia lly for  t h ose wh o a r e u n fa m ilia r  wit h
Focusing. The a r t icle is not  abou t  Focusing a s
a  t echnique. (The technique I feel is flawless in
it s  su bt let y a n d  en d less  poss ibilit ies  for
crea t ivity and in t egr ity toward human  beings
a n d t h eir  beh a vior .) Th e a r t icle is  a bou t  t h e
F ocu s in g At t it u de a n d  h ow t h a t  a t t it u de
rela t es t o and in t egra t es with  t he t r adit iona l
Eastern  approach  to spir itua lity.
 In  th is a r t icle the Focusing At t itude serves
a s a  m odel t o illu st r a t e t h e cu r r en t  west er n
a ppr oa ch  t o spir it u a l psych ology t h a t  ca n  be
found in  psycho-synthesis, gesta lt , and many of
the humanist ic or  t r anspersona l approaches to
the psyche.

***

 I a m  wr it ing t h is a r t icle for  a  number  of
r ea son s. F ir st , beca u se I  love F ocu sin g a n d
wha t  it  has given  me, especia lly in  the way of
t h e F ocu sin g At t it u de.1  I  n ow r ega r d  t h is
a t t it ude a s a  way of life r a ther  than  pa r t  of a
technique.
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 Secon d, t h r ou gh  m y own  exper ien ce of
Focusing as well a s th rough  teach ing it , I have
discovered tha t  one can  become blocked for  a
va r iet y of t h e m os t  seem in gly in n ocu ou s
reasons, for  example:

• a n  u n a ssu m in g wor d  or  ph r a se t h a t
happens not  to fit  with  one's own  familia r
inner  vocabula ry;

• cu ltura l idioms and idiosyncrasies;
• a n  u pbr in gin g wh ich  em ph a sized st r on g,

defin it ive  idea ls , m or a ls  a n d  va lu es ,
r e g a r d i n g  g ood /b a d ,  r i g h t /w r on g ,
sp ir it u a l/n on -sp ir it u a l, t r a d it ion a l/n on -
t radit iona l , etc.

 I am fascina ted by these peculia r  subt let ies
we loosely refer  to as human na ture, and which
give r ich n ess a n d u n iqu en ess t o ou r  bein g. I
am a lso deeply in t er est ed in  people. Hence, I
a m  ever  p r eoccu p ied  by t h e fin e a r t  of
t r a n sla t in g fr om  on e disciplin e t o a n ot h er ,
fr om  on e cu lt u r e t o a n ot h er , on e r eligion  t o
a n ot h er . I  t h in k  of it  a s  bein g psych ica lly
mult i-lingua l.
 F in a lly, I  h a ve a  pa r t icu la r  in t er est  in
Focusing as it  r ela tes to spir itua lity because it
is dir ect ly a pplica ble t o my life, a nd beca use
lea r n in g t o in t egr a t e t h e F ocu sin g At t it u de
in t o m y spir it u a l life t u r n ed ou t  t o be a n
u n expect edly lon g a n d a r du ou s pr ocess. My
bewilderment  was connected to the whole issue
of ba lance–the ba lance between  discipline and
will ver su s  let t in g a n d a llowin g; bet ween
t r a n scen din g ver su s  exper ien cin g; bet ween
F ocu sin g ver su s  Medit a t ion  (i.e. wh en  it 's
a p p r op r ia t e  t o go "u p " a n d  wh en  i t 's
appropr ia te to go "down"); and fina lly between
dua lity and pola r ity and how they rela te to the
concept  of un ity.
 P robably a  good place t o st a r t  is with  my
in it ia l surpr ise and shock tha t  Focusing should
p r e s e n t  s u ch  m a jor  ob s t a cl e s  a n d
confronta t ions in  my life. My surpr ise stemmed
from two sources: a ) Focusing is anyth ing bu t
con fr on t a t ion a l a n d is  des ign ed t o r em ove
obst a cles, not  cr ea t e t hem; a nd b) My in it ia l
response to the book was so posit ive tha t , pr ior

to t r a in ing, I  cou ldn 't  imagine even  a  h in t  of
possible difficu lty or  confusion .
 Th e pr oblem s, I  soon  discover ed, wer e
con n ect ed wit h  m y own  pr eviou s  t r a in in g,
discipline, and consequen t  mind-set  r ega rding
the spir itua l pa th  and en ligh tenment  and a ll of
what  tha t  en ta ils.

F ir s t ,  p r ior  t o a ct u a lly d is cover in g
F ocu sin g, I  wa s a lr ea dy in t u it ively u sin g it ,
bu t  on ly in  specific con t ext s : a s  a  wa y of
ch eckin g ou t  t h e t r u t h  of t h ou gh t s wit h  m y
own sense of va r ious inner  issues, for  example,
bu t  never  as a  way of actua lly paying a t ten t ion
t o per son a lit y issu es. Th ose a ccor din g t o m y
t ra in ing, were to be overcome or  t r anscended,
per iod.
 Second, I  ha d been  both  a  st uden t  a nd a
t ea ch er  of Met a ph ys ics  a n d  t h e E sot er ic
Scien ces  for  m a n y yea r s . Two poin t s  a r e
relevant  here:

a ) The t r a in ing and language in  metaphysica l
studies is very defin it e and specific. Therefore,
wh ile  t h e  in n e r  t e r r i t or y of evolvin g
consciousness is remarkably elusive and h igh ly
com plex, t h e la n gu a ge t o descr ibe it  is  n ot .
Hence, Focusing dir ect ions like "go down  in to
your  body”, hur led my whole being in to mazes
of pan icked confusion . "Which  body? Physica l?
E t h er ic? Ast r a l? Men t a l?" I t  is  d ifficu lt  t o
expla in  the hor ror  (and humor ) of it  now, bu t
a t  the t ime I didn 't  know where to go!

b) Visua liza t ion  and deep inner  work (a t  both
psych ologica l a n d spir it u a l levels) h a d lon g
been  fa m ilia r  pr ocesses  t o m e. I t  seem ed,
t h er efor e, t h a t  F ocu sin g sh ou ld h a ve been  a
na tu r a l a nd orga n ic ext ension  of wha t  I  wa s
a lr ea dy doin g. In deed, t h a t  is  wh y I  wa s
a t t r a ct ed t o it  in  t h e fir s t  pla ce. Th u s, t h e
en su in g con flict s  ca m e a s  a  s t u n n in g a n d
unexpect ed blow. On  the one side everyth ing
abou t  Focusing was ir r esist ibly drawing me to
Focusing--it  made sense, it  had inna te wisdom
a n d dept h , it  a ppea r ed t o be a pplica ble t o
a lmost  every field of human  endeavor . Yet , on
t h e ot h er  s ide, it  wa s F ocu sin g t h a t  "st ood
between  me and feeling fine”!
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Th e  Focu s in g  Attitu de
An d Easte rn  Spiritu al Tradition s

F or  m e, a ll t h e issu es su r r ou n din g ba la n ce
a r ise ou t  of t h e dilem m a  of a t t it u des: t h e
F ocu sin g At t it u de a n d t r a dit ion a l E a st er n
spir itua l a t t itudes. While the dilemma is about
a t t itudes, it  is a lso about  the basic ph ilosophies
a nd ideologies t ha t  under lie t hem. It 's  a bou t
t h e a ge-old spir it u a l pr edica m en t  of du a lit y
a n d pola r it y, a n d t h eir  r ela t ion sh ip t o u n it y
(r efer r ed t o, in  t h e E a st er n  t r a dit ion s , a s
br inging the "pa ir s of opposit es" in to ba lance).
An d, it  is  of cou r se a bou t  F ocu s in g a n d
spir itua lity, and where and how they in tegra te
with  each  other .
 An  obser va t ion  a bou t  pola r it ies: t o gr a sp
fu lly t he issue of pola r it ies, it  is necessa ry to
underst and tha t  pola r ity and dua lity a re each
a  s ide of t h e sa m e coin  a n d , t h er efor e,
in t im a t ely con n ect ed . (Th is  is  bea u t ifu lly
illust ra ted in  the ancien t  yin /yang symbol tha t
depict s two iden t ica l ha lves pieced together  to
for m  a  com plet e  cir cle .) I t  is  p r oba bly
wor t h wh ile , t h en , t o t a k e  t h e  t im e t o
apprecia te fu lly wha t  each  side of th is coin  has
to offer . By actua lly sensing the va lue and life
energy of each  side as complete and individua l
un it s, we ga in  a  deeper  understanding of their
rela t ionsh ip and consequent  connectedness.
 In  compar ing and con t rast ing the Focusing
At t itude with  the a t t itude of spir itua l t r a in ing
in  t he Ea st ern  t r a dit ions, we find t ha t  t her e
a re a r ea s where st rong simila r it ies exist  and
areas where they appear  to be noth ing a like. I
em ph a s ize t h e wor d  "a ppea r " beca u se in
essence (in  spit e of ou ter  appearance) both  a re
meant  to lead us to exact ly the same whole and
in t egr a t ed  p la ces , a n d  t o br in g u s  t o a
recognit ion  of inner  t ru th  and unity.

Sim ilar Aspe cts
1. Both  Focusing and the spir itua lly or ien ted

pa t h s/disciplin es  a sk  t h a t  we t u r n  ou r
awareness inward in  order  t o dist ingu ish
between  "ch it t a  vr it t i" (cha t ter ing mind) or
the cr it ica l mind in  Focusing, and the inner
voice  of t r u t h , oft en  r efer r ed  t o a s
"gu ida n ce" (or  "wh a t  com es" in  t h e

Receiving Step of Focusing).
2. Both  suggest  t ha t  with in  each  of u s lies a

pla ce wh er e essen t ia l t r u t h , wisdom  a n d
in n er  k n owin g ca n  be fou n d . In  t h e
Eastern  pa ths the "how to" or  way to th is
inner  place is t h rough  con t rol of the ou ter
s en s es ,  ca l led  P r a t ya h a r a  or  s en s e
withdrawal.

In  Focusing t h is is a ccomplished t h rough
"clea r ing a  spa ce" a nd get t ing some dist a nce
and perspect ive from the issues a t  hand.
 Both  a re meant  to br ing us in  touch  with  a
"being place" separa te and apar t  from the stu ff
of our  da ily lives.

3. Bot h  a t t it u des  su ggest  t h a t  t h er e is  a
rhythm and flow to life tha t  is na tu ra l and
organ ic, and exist s whether  or  not  we a re
con sciou s of it . Met a ph ysics  cover s  t h is
ext en sively t h r ou gh  t h e st u dy of en er gy
and wha t  is r efer red to a s Univer sa l Laws
a n d P r in ciples . F ocu sin g a ddr esses t h is
less specifica lly, yet  simila r ly, by asking us
t o sen se wh a t  "feels  r igh t " in  a n y given
m om e n t .  B ot h  a s k  u s  t o b e com e
increa singly sensit ive a nd a t t uned t o t he
rhythmic flow of life.

4. Both  pa ths acknowledge an  inner  condit ion
tha t  is a lr eady whole, well, and complet e.
In  spir it ua l work we a re a sked to iden t ify
with  th is holist ic condit ion , r efer r ed to a s
Self, Sou l or  Sou r ce. In  F ocu sin g we a r e
asked to not ice wha t  "st ands in  the way of
iden t ifyin g wit h  t h is  h olis t ic con dit ion .
Bot h  st r ess t h e con cept  of a  pr e-exist in g
completeness and wellness in  each  of us.

 5. Bot h  pa t h s va lu e in t u it ion  a s  a  wa y of
kn owin g; i.e. t h e a bilit y t o “sen se" t h e
r igh t n e s s  or  t r u t h  of s om e t h in g
independent  of logica l reasoning.

In  F ocu sin g in t u it ive kn owin g (or  sen sed
t r u t h ) fin ds  a ccess  t o expr ess ion  in  t h e
"sensing a reas" between  the th roa t  and lower
a bdom en . In  m edit a t ion  t h is t r u t h  gen er a lly
expr esses it self in  t wo a r ea s (depen din g on
in dividu a l in clin a t ion ): t h r ou gh  t h e h ea r t
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cen ter , wh ich  is r egist ered in  the same bodily
way as Focusing, or  th rough  the head or  "a jna"
cen ter  (a lso r efer red to a s the th ird eye or  eye
of in tu it ion). In  the la t t er  case, the regist ra t ion
is lit er a lly t h rough  an  exper ience of "ligh t -in -
the-head'' (not  un like saying "a  ligh t  bu lb went
off in  m y h ea d"). F ocu sin g is  pa r t icu la r ly
u sefu l for  h ea d-t ype in sigh t s by pr ovidin g a
m ea n s of dou ble-ch eck in g in  a  felt  w ay t h e
t ru th  of what  is in it ia lly registered menta lly. It
is in t erest ing to note, however , t ha t  for  head-
type people the r egist r a t ion  of in tu it ion  in  the
h ea d is  a s  r ea l a n d vivid a s  t h e felt -sen se
registered by the sensing appara tus.
 I  believe t h a t  it  is  cr u cia lly im por t a n t  t o
under st and the differ ence between  cha t t er  in
t h e m in d a n d gen u in e r egist er in g of in sigh t
(wh ich  is r ea lly IN ver t ed sigh t ) in  t he hea d.
Th e la t t er  for  cer t a in  t ypes  of people is  a
na tu ra l modus operandi (t h ink it  fir st , feel it
secon d) a n d sh ou ld n ever  be u n der r a t ed or
underva lued.

Wit h in  t h e con t ext  of t h e a bove poin t s ,
Focusing per fect ly complemen t s t r aveling the
spir it u a l pa t h  by cr ea t in g a  m ech a n ism  in
which  to fu lly exper ience the r igh tness or  t ru th
of ideologica l concepts th rough  sensing in  a  felt
way (someth ing akin  to Knowing tha t  we "got
it ").

Sim ilar Bu t Diffe re n t
Th en  t h er e a r e a r ea s  wh er e t h e t wo

a t t it udes seem to be simila r , bu t  convey some
impor tan t  and in  fact  cr it ica l differences.

The dissimila r it ies actua lly cen ter  a round
one fundamenta l issue and tha t  is: how we a re
to t r ea t  and r ega rd wha t  t he East erner s ca ll
lower  self or  per sona lity; i.e. t hose pa r t s of us
wh ich  beh a ve in  a  less t h a n  idea l spir it u a l
manner .2

If we obser ve t h e ba sic ideologies beh in d
Focusing and the Eastern  t radit ions, we not ice
tha t  both  fost er  t he a t t it ude of inclusiveness.
H owever , u pon  deeper  exa m in a t ion  we fin d
our selves faced with  t he key divergen t  poin t :
exact ly WHAT should be included.

Focusing says tha t  we need to be inclusive
of ALL a s p ect s  of ou r s e lves : h igh /low,

good /b a d ,  s p i r i t u a l ly  we l l -beh a ved  or
ot h er wise. I t  t ea ch es t h a t  we a r e essen t ia lly
one whole being–"the whole t h ing"–with  both
posit ive a n d n ega t ive a spect s , a n d t h a t  t h e
wa y t o r ea l u n it y is  by in clu s iven ess  a n d
acceptance of a ll t hose pa r t s with  noth ing left
ou t . Th e poin t  h er e is  t h a t  by h on or in g ou r
h u m a n it y we r ea ch  spir it u a l in t egr it y a n d
unity.
 The East ern  t each ings on  t he other  hand
em ph a size focu sed a t t en t ion  on  t h e spir it u a l
aspect s of being, r ega rding our  human-ness a s
someth ing to be coped with  or  overcome.
 The t each ings hold tha t  on ly the sou l has
the ability to be inclusive, to hea l, and to un ify
the un-in tegra ted condit ions of the persona lity.
Th is idea  is based on  the premise tha t  we a re
essen t ia lly a  du a lit y or  du a l self, wit h  t wo
dist inct  pa r t s. P r ior  to spir itua l t r a in ing these
two pa r t s a re pola r ized and living two dist inct
lives (since, in  the ea r ly stages, the persona lity
is complet ely unaware of t he inner  life of t he
soul).
 Th e n a m es a n d descr ipt ion s of t h e t wo-
s ided  n a t u r e  a r e  qu it e  in t er es t in g a n d
r evea lin g in  t er m s of t h eir  r ela t ion sh ip t o
F ocu sin g. On e Self (wit h  a  ca pit a l "S”) is
r efer r ed to a s Sou l, Source, H igher  Self, Rea l
or  True Self (among other s) and is posit ive in
pola r it y. I t  is  by n a t u r e in clu s ive, wh ole,
compassiona t e, loving, and a ll other  qua lit ies
tha t  might  be a t t r ibu ted to a  Divine Nature.

Th e sou l is  con sider ed t o be ou r  Tr u e
Self–Who we rea lly a re and therefore the pa r t
t ha t  we a r e most  defin it ely a sked t o iden t ify
wit h  a s Rea l a n d Tr u e. An yt h in g ot h er  t h a n
ou r  Sou r ce is  con sider ed t o be ou t s ide t h e
rea lm of spir itua l r ea lity and consequen t ly not
wor thy of a t ten t ion , except  to the degree tha t  it
can  be upgraded or  t ransmuted in to someth ing
more r efined (i.e., spir itua l). Th is br ings us to
per sona lit y, t he other  pa r t  of self (sma ll "s”),
wh ich  is  n ega t ive in  pola r it y a s  well a s
sepa r a t ive a n d  r ea ct ive by n a t u r e. I t  is
considered to be the key elemen t  "st anding in
t h e  wa y" of u s  a n d  bein g wh ole . Th e
per sona lity is capable of r esona t ing with  such
t r a it s a s a nger , gr eed, ha t r ed, jea lousy, fea r ,
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selfishness, et c. It  is viewed as the cause of a ll
human suffer ing. The names and terms used to
fu r t h er  descr ibe t h e per son a lit y a r e qu it e
st r iking: the lower  self, lit t le self, shadow self,
illu sor y self, a n d t h e m ost  pr ovoca t ive in
rela t ion  to Focusing, the not-self.
 The implica t ions here a re stagger ing. From
a  pu r ely E a s t er n  per spect ive, F ocu sin g is
a sk in g u s t o pa y a t t en t ion  (a t  lea st  a t  som e
level) t o som et h in g t h a t  doesn 't  exist  in  t h e
fir st  place! It  is no wonder  t ha t  t hose deeply
en t r en ch ed in  E a st er n  disciplin es wou ld feel
hor r ified a t  the though t  of having to "go down
there" and pay a t ten t ion  to THAT!
  Th is br in gs for t h  a  ver y cr it ica l qu est ion
for  a n yon e in t er est ed in  in t egr a t in g t h e t wo
ph ilosoph ies in t o da ily life: H ow a r e we t o
rega rd t he per sona lit y? Wha t  sor t  of a t t it ude
shou ld we have toward it ? Both  ideologies a re
very specific about  th is poin t .

Focusing says we must  honor  every pa r t  of
us, and a sks tha t  we give a  "fr iendly hea r ing"
to even  the most  r esist an t  and unru ly pa r t s of
ou r  na tu res. We a re a sked to be kind, gen t le,
and nu r tu r ing t o t hose elemen t s in  u s wh ich
exp e r ien ce  fea r ,  p a in ,  s a d n es s ,  h u r t ,
vu ln er a bilit y, et c., a n d a bove a ll t o becom e
increa singly aware of how we t r ea t  ou r selves
from day to day. We are asked to not ice how we
handle t hose pa r t s of ou r selves t ha t  we don 't
like a n d a ppr ecia t e. If it  is  wit h  cr u elt y a n d
h a r sh  ju dgm en t  we a r e a sked t o see wh a t  it
wou ld be like to st a r t  t r ea t ing those oft en  sad
a n d u n h a ppy pa r t s wit h  a  lit t le r espect  a n d
loving a t ten t ion . We are asked to nur ture those
pla ces ba ck t o h ea lt h  r a t h er  t h a n  bea t  t h em
into submission .
 Th e E a st er n  pa t h s do n ot  exa ct ly t ea ch
unkindness, unca r ing or  un fr iendliness a s fa r
a s t he per sona lit y is concerned. They simply
sa y: Ign or e it ! Alt h ou gh  h a r sh -sou n din g a t
fir st , especia lly to Focusing ea r s, t h is a t t it ude
is  n ot  a s  u n com pa ss ion a t e a s  it  in it ia lly
a ppea r s, n or  is  it  m ea n t  t o be. Th e idea  is
founded on  the ancien t  maxim:' 'Energy follows
thought ; as you  th ink, so you  will become." The
im plica t ion  is  clea r : if you  t h in k  n ega t ively,
iden t ify wit h  t h e per son a lit y life a n d  it s

lim it a t ions, you  become THAT. On  t he other
hand, if you  th ink posit ively, iden t ify with  love,
expa n s iven ess , wisdom , et c., you  becom e
TH AT. So t h e wor k  is  t o decen t r a lize t h e
consciousness ou t  of t he chaot ic and unst able
environmen t  of per sona lity dr ives and desir es
(a n  en vir on m en t  wh ich  is  a lwa ys su bject  t o
sepa r a t en ess  a n d  lim it a t ion  by it s  ver y
na tu re.) By not  iden t ifying with  the pet ty and
ma ter ia list ic a spect s of physica l pla ne life (a
con dit ion  kn own  a s  "n on -a t t a ch m en t ") t h e
energy and conscious a t t en t ion  can  be sh ift ed
in t o, fixed  u pon , a n d  a bsor bed  in  h igh er
spir it u a l goa ls , vir t u es  a n d a spir a t ion s. In
t ime, th rough  the process of t r anscending (i.e.
lift ing oneself up, r ising above the obst acles),
one's whole or ien ta t ion  will re-direct  it self from
outer  rea lity (which  is actua lly non-rea lity and
r efer r ed t o a s  t h e "wor ld of a ppea r a n ce or
illusion") to inner  r ea lity. At  th is junctu re, the
spir it ua l disciplines and Focusing once aga in
m eet  a n d a lign , s in ce bot h  a ckn owledge a n
inner  life or  deep place of knowing and t ru th .

E a s t e r n  t h ou gh t  s ees  for m  a s  a n
en t rapment , someth ing binding and limited, to
break ou t  of and get  fr ee from. Focusing looks
a t  these so-ca lled obstacles and sees them as a
ga teway.

E a st er n  t h ou gh t  a dvises  u s  t o ca st  ou t
n ega t ivit y, over com e it . F ocu sin g sa ys  t h e
lower  n a t u r e is n ot  a  bla ck  sh eep t o be ca st
fr om  t h e flock , bu t  t h e pr odiga l ch ild t o be
welcomed home.

E a s t er n  t h ou gh t  sa ys  con cen t r a t e  on
s p ir i t u a li t y; F ocu s in g s a ys  in clu d e  ou r
humanity too.
 Bot h  a r e r igh t  in  t h eir  wa y a n d lea d u s
fu r t h er  in t o t h e per plexin g ph a ses  of t h e
soul/persona lity conundrum, th is one having to
do wit h  for m  a n d st r u ct u r e or  m or e sim ply
"how to".
 Aga in  we see som e diss im ila r it ies . Th e
Eastern  t each ings a re very deta iled (volumes'
wor t h ) on  h ow t o a ch ieve h igh er  s t a t es  of
con sciou sn ess. Alt h ou gh  t h e for m s a r e m a n y
a n d va r ied, it  is  gen er a lly a gr eed t h a t  som e
m et h od, for m , s t r u ct u r e a n d disciplin e a r e
essen t ia l to spir itua l growth  and development .
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(Th e pr oper  wor d is  sadhana --mean ing one's
r egu la r  spir it u a l pr a ct ices.) Th er e is  a  wide
r a n ge fr om  wh ich  t o ch oose a  per son a l
sadhana : medita t ion  (in  a ll it s many forms and
st yles), pr a yer , spir it u a l st u dy a n d r ea din g,
journa l-keeping, dream work, va r ious forms of
Yoga --a n d  even  F ocu s in g. Th e p r in cip le
cr it er ion  is t ha t  t he chosen  sadhana , wh ich  is
t o be pr a ct iced r egu la r ly (pr efer a bly da ily),
em ph a sizes pa yin g a t t en t ion  t o, a n d m a kin g
room for , the sou l to increasingly express it self
and make it s voice hea rd. (Th is is someth ing
like giving the soul a  "fr iendly hear ing.")

To m ost  people a t t em pt in g t o t r ea d t h e
spir it ua l pa th , t he foregoing probably sounds
rea sona ble. The poin t  of depa r tu r e, however ,
emerges a round the issue of per sona lity. Pa r t
and parcel of the discipline is tha t  we cu lt iva te
a n  a t t it u de of wa t ch fu ln ess  r ega r din g t h e
per son a lit y life . Th r ou gh  t h e p r ocess  of
becoming what  is known as "t ra ined observers"
in  esot er ic pa r la n ce, we begin  t o n ot ice t h e
va r iou s  a n t ics , sch em es , r es is t a n ces , a n d
cu n n in g t h a t  t h e so-ca lled lower  self u ses t o
a void  bein g con sciou s , fa cin g it s  self or
adher ing to the chosen  disciplines or  forms.
 We a r e t h er efor e a sked t o develop a n d
main ta in  an  a t t it ude of detachment , and with
t h a t  a t t it u de a s a  ba ckdr op sim ply t o do it ,
whether  the per sona lity likes it  or  doesn 't  like
it , is in  the mood or  isn 't .
 Th is  p h a s e  of t h e  s t r u ggle  is  well
documented in  nea r ly a ll wr it ings on  spir itua l
development . It  is most  poet ica lly descr ibed in
the ancien t  cla ssic, t he Bhagavad Git a , where
t h e st r u ggle is  r efer r ed t o a s t h e "ba t t le of
Ar juna" (meaning the ba t t le between  the lower
self a nd t he h igher  self t o ga in  con t rol). The
ba t t le en ds  in  t h e su r r en der  of t h e lower
n a t u r e  t o t h e  h igh er  a n d  t h e  wea pon s
em ployed in  t h a t  vict or y a r e: per sever a n ce
(t owa r d t h e goa l), s t ea dfa st n ess  (t o t r u t h ),
courage (over  defea t ), plus deep fa ith  and t rust
(in  t h e r igh t n ess  of t h e in n er  p r ocess ).
Wh a t ever  n a m es a n d for m s a r e u sed, t h e
u l t i m a t e  p u r p os e  i s  m a s t e r y  a n d
t r a n scen den ce over  t h e lower  n a t u r e--m in d,
emot ions and physica l body--to ga in  access t o

the Infin ite Wisdom.
  The Focusing a t t it ude is fa r  more len ien t
in  th is r ega rd. It  checks to see whether  any or
a ll of the above "feels r igh t " in  the fir st  place,
a n d con t in u es t o ch eck r egu la r ly t h r ou gh ou t
t h e  p r oces s . I n  p a r t icu la r ,  i t  h a n d les
resist ances with  very ca r ing kindness. Also, it
is gea red more t oward flu idit y and flexibilit y
t h a n  for m  a n d st r u ct u r e. By ca r in g for  a n d
nur tu r ing the per sona lit y (a s with  a  difficu lt ,
st ubborn  ch ild), t he con t inued a nd su st a ined
a t t itude of loving respect  will u lt ima tely br ing
abou t  t he same un ified condit ion  a imed a t  by
Eastern  pa ths. As with  the Eastern  t r adit ions,
Focusing too r equ ires an  a t t it ude of fa ith  and
t rust  in  t he process, and in  it s abilit y t o hea l
our  psycho-emot iona l wounds.
 Bot h  wa ys offer  m u ch . Bot h  h a ve t h eir
va lues and drawbacks. Trying to in tegra te the
two ca lls for th  some soul-search ing quest ions:

1. If it  is t rue tha t  t he per sona lit y is such  a
mass of uncont rolled emot ions, desires and
n ega t ivit y, is  it  a  good  idea  t o give
a t t en t ion  a n d t im e t o it ? On  t h e ot h er
h a n d , does  t h e  con s t a n t  a t t em p t  t o
t r a n scen d it  p la ce u s  in  a  pos it ion  of
denying and avoiding par t  of ourselves?

2. Does pa yin g a t t en t ion  t o t h e lower  self
(per sona lit y) abroga te paying a t t en t ion  to
the h igher  self (soul)?

3. When is it  appropr ia te to t ranscend?
Wh en  is it  a ppr opr ia t e t o "go down  in t o"
and exper ience?

4. Where is the ba lance between  discipline
(st ructu re, methods and defin it e pr act ice)
a n d let t in g/a llowin g (bein g m or e len ien t
with  our  un-in tegra ted aspect s)? Does each
even tua lly br ing one to the goa l (wha tever
tha t  may be)?

5. Does the pa th  of discipline crea te too much
r igid it y, in flexib il i t y, a n d  h a r s h n es s
toward the persona lity? Alterna t ively, does
the permissive a t t itude of Focusing lead to
p a m p e r in g  e ve r y  l i t t le  w h im  a n d
persona lity react ion?

 Th ese a r e ver y d ifficu lt  qu es t ion s  t o
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a n swer  a n d clea r ly wh a t  is  so, a n d wh a t  is
t rue, is a  subject ive ma t t er  and needs to r est
u pon  t h e essen t ia l a n d im m edia t e qu est ion :
What  is needed here? The living ou t  of human
exist ence is a  process of const an t ly ba lancing
a n d r e-ba la n cin g by u n der st a n din g n ot  on ly
wh a t  is  n eeded, bu t  wh a t  is  m issin g, in  a n y
given  moment .
 We oft en  hea r  people r efer red to a s hea r t -
types or  head-types, beers or  doers, th inkers or
feelers. Metaphysics refers to th is as one's "line
of lea st  r esist a n ce", m ea n in g on e's  in h er en t
and na tura l inclina t ions, one's modus vivendi.
  Cer t a in  people a r e over ly d iscip lin ed ,
over ly r igid, and too ha rd on  themselves and,
h er e, t h e let t in g, a llowin g a n d gen t len ess of
F ocu s in g is  wh a t  is  n eeded  a n d  wh a t  is
missing to obta in  ba lance. Other s, because of
t h eir  "lin e of lea st  r esist a n ce" h a ve wh a t  we
m igh t  ca ll a  t oo flu id n a t u r e, m a n ifest in g in
over -permissiveness and len iency to the poin t
of being unclea r , vague, and vacilla t ing abou t
making decisions and seeing them th rough  to
complet ion . Here, st ructu re, order  and defin it e
for m s or  m et h ods m a y be wh a t  is  n eeded t o
establish  ba lance.
 One migh t  a sk a t  th is poin t : "But  how do I
know if I 'm  ou t  of ba lance? How can  I t ell if I
t h in k  bot h  F ocu sin g a n d spir it u a l wor k  a r e
geared toward making us increasingly a t tuned
to our selves, and more sensit ive and aware a t
ever y level. As we a r e a ble t o develop t h e
ability to "check inside", • we begin  to not ice if
someth ing is not  r igh t --physica lly, emot iona lly,
m en t a lly a n d spir it u a lly. We a lso becom e
a wa r e  of be in g ou t  of ba la n ce  (or  in
metaphysics, una ligned).
 Wh en  on e h a s exper ien ced in n er  ba la n ce
and a t t unemen t --even  once--the exper ience is
so vivid, unforget t able and in terna lly th r illing
tha t  the lack of it  is sudden ly pronounced and
qu it e pa in fu l. It  hu r t s t o be ou t  of t ouch  with
on e's cor e pla ce, a n d m ir a cu lou sly (it  seem s)
t h e  exp e r ien ce  of im ba la n ce  becom es
increasingly unacceptable.
 Th e key wor d in  fin din g r igh t  ba la n ce is
appropr ia teness. The bible says: there is a  t ime
and season  for  a ll t h ings, a  t ime to be born , a

t ime to die, a  t ime to sow and a  t ime to r eap.
Metaphysics r efer s to these cycles a s the Law
of Per iodicity. There is a  t ime to pay a t t en t ion
t o t h e n eeds of t h e sou l a n d a  t im e t o r ise
above and t ranscend the lower  na ture. If one is
act ively pu r su ing t he spir it ua l life t her e is a
t im e a n d r igh t n ess t o givin g a t t en t ion  a n d
energy to spir itua l mat ters.

Th er e is  a lso a  t im e t o pa y a t t en t ion  t o
wh a t  s t a n ds  in  t h e wa y of a lign in g wit h
spir it u a l t en et s . By givin g a  r espect fu l a n d
open  h ea r in g t o wh a t  a t  fir st  a ppea r s t o be
n ega t ivit y, we ca n  oft en  r edir ect  t h e flow of
energy in  a  posit ive way.
 As s t a t ed ea r lier , t h e idea  of givin g a
"fr ien dly h ea r in g" t o per son a lit y issu es is  a
n ovel on e (t o sa y t h e lea st !) t o t h ose st r ict ly
t r a ined in  the East ern  t r adit ions. It  is simply
not  pa r t  of t he t ea ch ings, a nd r equ ir es some
rea l inner  and a t t itudina l adjustments. I have
com e t o u n der st a n d (sin ce it  wa s n ew t o m e
t oo) t h a t  F ocu sin g is  n ot , in  a n y m a n n er ,
a sk in g t h a t  we iden t ify wit h  per son a lit y
react ions, bu t  merely tha t  we not ice them. This
is  ver y clea r ly la id ou t  in  t h e fir s t  s t ep of
F ocu s in g, ca lled  "Clea r in g a  Spa ce", t h e
purpose of which  is to find a  way to BE (as in
exist ence) apa r t  and a side from our  problems.
This is done by visua lly and sensit ively get t ing
som e d is t a n ce fr om , a n d  es t a blish in g a
r ela t ion sh ip  wit h , t h e issu es  a t  h a n d. By
cr ea t in g a n  I /it  r ela t ion sh ip, we a r e a ble t o
discern  and make clea r  delinea t ions between
being a problem  and having a problem .

 This is not  dissimila r  to the Yoga  concept
of non-ident ifica t ion  and provides, I feel, a  very
sensit ive and subt le approach  toward a t ta in ing
a  hea lthy and holist ic ba lance between  being
h u m a n  a n d bein g spir it u a l--sin ce we a r e, in
fact , both .
 It  is a  r ea l spir itua l t r ap to th ink tha t  any
pa r t  of u s shou ld be den ied or  avoided on  the
grounds tha t  t hose pa r t s a re not  good enough
or  "h igh" enough  to war ran t  a t t en t ion . Having
come to the conclusion  tha t  t he way I u sed to
t r ea t  t h e so-ca lled lower  self cou ld ea sily be
iden t ified in  Focusing t erms a s ch ild abuse, I
a m  con vin ced t h a t  t h is  wa y is  a bsolu t ely
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unacceptable. I do however  see a  pit fa ll on  the
ot h er  s ide. I t  h a s t o do wit h  t h e differ en ce
bet ween  t h e cr it ica l m in d a n d t h e sou l. On e
migh t  here wonder  how anyone cou ld possibly
con fu se t h e t wo. I  offer  t h e followin g for
considera t ion :
 We genera lly descr ibe the cr it ic a s ha r sh ,
judgmenta l and making us con t inua lly wrong.
We give the exact  opposite qua lit ies to the soul:
k in d, n on -ju dgm en t a l, a ccept in g, et c. So fa r
th is is clea r . The sou l's expression  however  is
oft en  descr ibed a s the "st ill, sma ll, qu iet  voice
fr om  wit h in ." An d wh ile I  t h in k  t h a t  t h is is
gen er a lly t r u e, it  doesn 't  s t r ike m e a s  100
percen t  t rue. Yes, the sou l's voice is oft en  wise
and qu iet . It  is a lso a t  t imes wise and noisy,
having to be qu ite loud and forcefu l to be heard
amongst  the myr iad other  raucous noises: "NO,
it  is  n ot  ok  t o s t ea l, ch ea t , lie, a bu se t h e
planet ." "NO, it  is not  ok to be cruel to oneself
or  to others. SO STOP IT."

My poin t  is t ha t  t he sou l's "no, not  ok" is
qu it e differ en t  from the cr it ic's ver sion  of t he
sa m e lin e a n d a t  t im es t h ey ca n  be equ a lly
for cefu l. Th ey ca n  be con fu sed, for  h owever
wise the sou l is, t he cr it ic is exact ly a s smar t
a s we a re . . . and for  some tha t  makes for  a
br illian t ly clever  cr it ic!
 An ot h e r  a r e a  op e n  t o p os s i b l e
m is in t e r p r e t a t ion  r e ga r d s  a  con ce p t
emphasized in  vir tua lly a ll spir itua l t each ings,
ea s t er n  a n d  wes t er n . I t  is  ca lled  gr ou p
consciousness or  group awareness. Th is r efer s
to a  consciousness tha t  is able to step ou t  of it s
own  per sona l, individua l needs to include the
n eeds, con cer n s, opin ion s a n d welfa r e of t h e
whole group.
 Aga in , t he word "appropr ia t eness" a r ises.
If one's own  per sona l needs a re r a rely met  in
l i fe ,  i t  i s  ext r em e ly d ifficu l t  in  a n y
circumstance to a lign  with  group need or  group
in ten t ion . On  the other  hand, given  tha t  most
of us a re requ ired by circumstance to dea l with
s om e t yp e  of gr ou p  (fa m ily, r e l igiou s ,
com m u n it y, or ga n iza t ion a l, et c.) t h er e a r e
t imes when  it  is necessa ry to st ep ou t  of one's
per son a l wa n t s  a n d des ir es , beca u se t h a t
a ct ion  u lt im a t ely br in gs  coh es ion  t o a n d

benefit s the la rger  whole.
 Th is con cept  is  t r icky wh er e F ocu sin g is
con cer n ed . On  t h e pos it ive s ide, if ea ch
member  of a  group is encouraged to sensit ively
in t er n a lize wh a t  "feels  r igh t " (for  self a n d
whole) t her e is a  good chance t ha t  t he group
will r each  a  place of collect ive a t tunement  and
a gr eem en t . On  t h e n ega t ive s ide, if ea ch
member  of the group is preoccupied on ly with
in dividu a l n eeds a n d con cer n s (t h a t  is , on ly
wit h  wh a t  feels  r igh t  for  m e) ch a os  a n d
narcissism of the worst  kind can  be crea ted.
 I st rongly believe tha t  no mat ter  what  pa th
one follows, if wha t  is r igh t  for  me con t inua lly
exclu des  wh a t  is  r igh t  for  ot h er s  t h en
someth ing is very wrong--and missing. Pa r t  of
the concept  of ba lance is, I believe, a  process of
br inging inner  spir itua l r ea lity in to a  pract ica l
wor k in g a pp lica t ion  in  da ily life . (Th is
pr in ciple is  r efer r ed t o in  m et a ph ysics  a s
"spir itua lizing form.")

One simple word t ha t  encapsu la t es a ll of
the above is service. The word embraces many
meanings bu t  the one I feel most  touched by is:
"Service is the spon taneous ou t flow of a  loving
hear t .” I would like to th ink tha t  a ll inner  work
is  m ea n t  t o br in g u s  t o t h a t  t r u e pla ce of
service.
 F in a lly, a  t h ou gh t  a bou t  S t ep  6, t h e
Receiving Step in  Focusing. I have a lways been
fascina ted and somewhat  awed by the depth  of
wha t  is possible in  th is st ep, for  "wha t  comes"
seem s t o m e t o be t h e essen ce of spir it u a l
rea lity: insigh t , in tu it ion , increased awareness,
a n  open  ch a n n el for  som et h in g n ew, fr esh ,
un t r ied. Th is I believe is t he sou l making it s
presence felt . I a lso believe tha t  from th is step,
rea l medit a t ion  is possible, for  medit a t ion  and
t r a n scen den ce ca n  occu r  on ly wh en  t h e
obstacles have been  removed. Hence, Focusing
and medita t ion , when  used together , provide a
per fect  complement  for  each  other .

Focusing serves a  very specia l funct ion  in
tha t  it  addresses, accept s and accoun t s for  the
fa ct  t h a t  we a r e  con s t a n t ly fa ced  wit h
p e r s on a l i t y  r e a ct ion s : l ik e s ,  d i s l ik e s ,
resist ance, fea r  of let t ing go, etc. And it  a llows
u s t o "h a ve" t h ese wit h ou t  bein g wr on g or
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iden t ified  wit h  t h em . F ocu s in g is  t r u ly
spir itua l in  tha t  it  offer s r ea l insigh t  in to, and
compassion  for , the human predicament .

Th e E a s t er n  t r a dit ion s  a lso pr ovide a
specia l funct ion , the depth  of which  can  bet t er
be u n der st ood by con sider in g a n  oft en  u sed
a lt er n a t ive  n a m e: Th e An cien t  Wisdom
Tea ch in gs. Th e "wisdom " h a s been  h a n ded
fr om  t ea ch er  t o st u den t  for  well over  2,000
yea r s and includes a ll of t he Yogas, and their
off–sh oot s : Bu ddh ism , Su fism , Ta oism  a n d
m a n y, m a n y ot h er s . I t  is  docu m en t ed  in
lit er a lly t h ou sa n ds  of volu m es  of wor k
dedica ted to descr ibing the pit fa lls of the pa th ,
t h e st a t es of con sciou sn ess we exper ien ce in
going th rough  the h ills and va lleys of conscious
evolu t ion  and the ways to overcome them. The
va lu e of t h e t ea ch in gs is  in est im a ble. Wh a t
t h ey r equ ir e  is  w is e  a p p l ica t ion  a n d
in tegra t ion  in to western  life.

Spir it u a lit y t ea ch es u s h ow t o t r a n scen d
t h e lim it s  of ot h er  people's  per son a lit ies  by
t ranscending our  own.
  F ocu sin g t ea ch es  u s  h ow t o a ccept  t h e
lim it a t ion s of ot h er  people's  per son a lit ies by
accept ing our  own . I feel so deeply gra t efu l t o
have both .

***

1 A wa y of bein g t h a t  en cou r a ges  self-
acceptance, self-love and self-respect
by  t rea t ing a ll par t s of ourselves-especia lly the
ones we tend to reject -with  an  a t t itude of open ,
car ing and respect fu l a t ten t ion .

2  In  t h e t r a dit ion a l E a st er n  t ea ch in gs t h e
per son a lit y  is   descr ibed  a s   a  t h r ee-fold
con dit ion  con sis t in g of a  ph ysica l body (or
ph ys io-e t h er ic body r efer r in g en er gy or
vit a lit y), a n  em ot ion a l body (t ech n ica lly
r efer r ed t o a s t h e a st r a l body), a n d a  lower
m en t a l body (r efer r in g t o t h e  con cr et e ,
ana lyt ica l left -bra in , linea r  mind). Per sona lity
is considered to be the ou ter  r eflect ion  or  form
used by the soul to express it self in  the ou ter  or
human wor ld.
 The soul as well encompasses th ree aspects

or  t yp es  of en er gy: will  a n d  p u r p os e ,
love/wisdom , a n d h igh er  m in d (h a vin g t o do
with  crea t ive, in tu it ive, r igh t -bra in  th inking).
 Align m en t  h a s t o do wit h  a  ba la n cin g or
reciprocity tha t  occurs between  the persona lity
and the sou l so tha t  the will/purpose a spect  of
t h e sou l expr esses  it self t h r ou gh  a  clea r ,
in t elligen t , t r a ined (lower ) m ind; t he wisdom
a n d love of t h e sou l expr esses it self t h r ou gh
t h e em ot ion a l pla n e of per son a lit y, a n d t h e
cr ea t ivit y a spect  expr esses  it self t h r ou gh
applica t ion  on  the physica l plane in  da ily life.

1987, Ba la  J a ison


