A CONTEMPLATIVE APPROACH TO PSYCHOTHERAPY ~
JEAN-MARC MANTEL "

ON THE NATURE OF CONTEMPLATION

We propose to explore here a psychotherapeutic approach that we would describe as
contemplative.

Contemplation can be defined as the naturd &bility to perceive objects whatever ther kind:
sensations, emotions, thoughts, sights, sounds...

This ability is inherent in al of us However it is not awvakened in each of us to the same
degree. Indeed, a cetan menta and physcd cdm is required for the contemplative
dimension of our being to be functiondly available.

Our awareness has the peculiarity of only being able to settle on one object of perception at a
time. The posshility of shifting very rgpidly from one object to another gives the impresson
of Imultanaity, but actudly it occurs consecutively.

When our mind is busy, it moves from one object to another dmost without interruption, and
s0 thereislittle availability for an unexpected perception to emerge from the background.

If, for example you are a the whed, concentrating on the road ahead, and someone touches
you on the back of the shoulder, a certain delay in time will be needed for consciousness to
release its object of perception, and return to the physicd sensation. This time lag is often
responsible for accidents caused by abusy mind “log” in thought.

Inversdly, there exigts a quality of awareness that is more detached, without tenson, such as
we experience when ligening to music or poetry, in a way that welcomes sounds, without
seeking to seize them, through a reaxed and loose ligening. In this different qudity of
ligening, which resembles the “floating” listening of psychoandydts, the fidd of perception is
globa and open. Perceptions are received without tenson, but with a sense of detal that is
less sharp than when attention is focussed. It is comparable to when you are focussing with a
camnera. The focussng can be concentrated on a precise point, or more generdly, with less
precison in the detall but with awider field of perception.

Contemplation can thus be understood as a totd welcoming of present perceptions, free from
choice, judgement and preference. In this ligening without seizing, the mind is a rest. The
need to comment, analyse or draw conclusonsis not presen.

PERCEPTION AND INTERPRETATION

We need here to differentiate between immediate perception, which exigts only in the ingant
it emerges, and the interpretation that the mind mekes of it. This interpretation is individud,
referring to the content of memory, to an acquired knowledge. One can describe it as
projective, in the sense that it is not the redity proper of what has been perceived, but the way
the perception is fdt, understood, and interpreted. One can say here that the immediate
perception is not dependent on the mind, but on the dimenson of consciousness in which the
object of perception imprints itsdlf, and that the interpretation of the perception is mentd in
nature, and belongs to the individud sdif.
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INTRODUCTION TO CONTEMPLATIVE PSYCHOTHERAPY

Following the introduction, intended to more accurately define the essence of contemplation,
we are going to see how it can be applied in a psychotherapeutic context.

Let us imagine that a client comes to see us. The dient tels us their personad sory, and
experiences it with ggnificant emotiond intendty, which engenders dl sorts of different inner
dates. If the client has been motivated to attend a session, then it is likely that these dates are
ones of suffering and fear.

In generd, people who have not familiarized themsdves with inner gpproaches, whatever
kind they are, do not distinguish between perception and the interpretation that they make of
it. Their account mixes up what belongs to pure perception, for example, a description of the
facts as they unfolded, with an interpretation of the perception, which is about the way in
which they lived those facts and the understanding tha they have of the Studtion. There is
auffering, otherwise there would be no demand for help, and the suffering seems caused by
past and present circumstances.

THE CONTEMPLATIVE GAZE

One of the fird dtages of a contemplative approach is to learn to look without interpretation.
We are going to visudize the Stuation with an eye that does not blinker itsdf with judgement,
whether negative or podtive. One can familiaize onesdf with this style of looking by
contemplating nature. The mountain or the forex can be seen from a point of view which
contents itsdf with welcoming impressions, colours, sensations, without referring to the pedt,
without any hint of judgement. Thus the gaze is liberated from interpretation. Perceptions are
welcomed just as they ae in the ingant in which they emerge in consciousness. Each
moment is lived as if independent from the previous ore It is in fact this experience that
comes when memory and the mind don’t try to attach a perception to the one that immediately
preceded it.

When applied to the perception of the current or past Stuation in life, this way of postioning
onedf with regard to events rapidly brings an easng of didress. In fact there is often an
dement of quilt just under the suffering, which is éiminated when the perception is not
encased in a judgement of others or oneself. Not judging does not mean to sedl onesdf na
lethargic passvity without capecity to discriminate, but thet the judgement one can have of
the Stuation is conddered to be rdative, not absolute. It's only a point of view, and a point of
view isafraction, not the totdity of the thing.

Take the wdl-known gtory of the sage and his disciple who receive two people in a dtate of
conflict. The sage acquiesces to the first one, then acquiesces to the second, and when the
disciple asks him “but Master how have you been able to say to both that they are right?’ the
sage replieswith ashrug “you areright”.

The relative point of view can be summed up as the individud viewpoint. It is conditioned by
individua experiences and the content of memory

The globa viewpoint can be cdled universd. Here we leave individudity to better postion
oursdves a a levd of vison, which wecomes perception without enclosng it in
interpretation, whatever it might be. One can speask of impersondity, because the perception
becomes impersond. A mountain is a mountain, a tree is a tree, a flower is a flower. The
name has a universal vaue, whereas what the name evokes has an individua dimension.



CONTEMPLATION AND THE PSYCHE

Applied to the psyche, a contemplative perspective will act as the welcoming area for various
kinds of perceptions. physica sensations, emotions, thoughts, sounds, sghts....

Here we are going to examine different levels of perception.

THE BODY AND CONTEMPLATION

The body is usudly known by the representation that the mind makes of it. There is a mentd
image and identification with that image.

The body can dso be approached from the inner perspective, that which is presented, for
example, when the eyes are closed and we listen to physical sensations.

The sensdtions are perceived from moment to momert. They are by nature locdized and
condantly changing.

This gpproach to the body is going to have an impact on severd levels.

Firg of al, when the body is lisened to, it rdlaxes. We can make the experiment at the leve
of the breath. As soon as on€'s attention is brought to bear on it, the breath changes its
rhythm. It dows down, becomes fuller, more spacious. It occupies a larger territory and will
even overflow the body’ s limits to spread out in the space beyond.

Ligening to sensations will equally dlow the identification of arees of tenson. A region that
istenseis experienced as contracted, cold and dense, and breathing little or not at al.

The recognition of these tensons is an important eement in a contemplative approach. Indeed
these tengons are not only of a physica naure, but reflect a defensve state of mind. We see
here that the body is a mirror, an extenson of the mind. All these atitudes and behaviours
belonging to the persondity imprint themsdves in the body. A feding of fear is accompanied
by a tenson, locdized preferentidly in an area Specific to each one. A feding of joy is
accompanied by dilation, a gentle warmth which invades dl or part of one' s physica space.

Thus we have, under our eyes, an open book, which alows us to better understand the way we
position oursalves with regard to the world and ourselves.

Often enough, with an emotiond reaction, psychologica andyss is not, on its own, sufficient
to free one from oppressive fedings. You can know why you have a deep terror of water,
without nevertheless having it be changed. On the other hand, when you dlow the body to
release, the anxiety-inducing dtuation - the water in this example - can be approached with a
more expanded consciousness. The reaction will be influenced by this expangon, and often it
will be lessintense and long lasting.

Thus it is difficult to exclude the body in a globa psychotherapeutic gpproach. We can delude
oursdlves, but the body itsdf does not lie It is a fathful witness to what occurs in the
background.

EMOTION AND CONTEMPLATION

Emoation is a reaction. It is a way of reacting in the face of a given Stuaion, which comes to
touch a sengtive and reactive area. It can be, for example, old memories that have never been
accepted. Imagine one has experienced abuse as a child, the sght of smilar abuse as an adult
can immediately provoke a resction of suffering. If | redlly accepted what | experienced in the
padt, the reaction would be less. Even if there remains a sendtive scar, this area loses its
reactivity. We can say therefore that the emotion comes to inform us of what has not yet been
completdly integrated in our psychic life. It isaguide.



We could say that emation is the physicad manifestation of the mind. Fear, anger, sorrow, joy
and contentment are, above dl, physcd experiences, expressng themsdves through multiple
and ever changing sensations. Thus emotions come to reflect the experience and the maturity
of the moment.

But intdlectudly underganding the nature of the emotion is not enough to dlow for its
resolution.

It is here that a contemplative gpproachis going to reved itstrue vaue.

For in this way the emotion is observed, being first of dl objectified a the level of the body.
Indeed, emotion is above dl a sensation. Remove the sensation from the emotion and what is
left? When this emotion is welcomed, and we mean properly welcomed and not interpreted, it
will be resbsorbed. The tendon that is hed within it reveds itsdf, invades the fidd of
awareness, then dissolves dowly in the observing consciousness - this dimenson of presence
which welcomes al perceptionsin us.

Here is a radica observation. A possibility opens up, that belongs neither to represson whose
limits we know, nor to colluson, the atitude of identification that feeds and determines the
perception and the menta representation that we have of it.

THOUGHT AND CONTEMPLATION

Contemplation is equdly reevant to mental activity. Thoughts, in their contents and flow, can
be observed. They appear, take shape, transform themselves and disgppear. This active
contemplation of the mental processis useful on severd levels.

Firg of al, it will dlow us to better gppreciate the content of our thoughts, and to recognize
that on the whole, thoughts are “egocentric’, that is to say, concerned with the person cdled
“mysdf’. Thoughts are often centred on the pronoun “I” which recurs like an obsessve
leitmotiv. This observation will alow us to get to know one of the man expressions of the

€go.

A second comment concerns the relationship between the padt, the future and thought. Menta
images of the past manifest in awareness. They are experienced as red, and can lead to
corresponding emotiona reactions, whether they are reactions of joy or suffering. When the
future is thought about, it dso tekes the form of mentd images and they in turn ae
experienced as being red, even able to unleash genuine panic attacks. However, these thought
events have no redity other than as menta represertations. It is proof of the astonishing
power of the mind, which bregthes life into shapes and then makes us experience them as if
they were perfectly red.

It must be noted that the content of our thoughts is never about the present moment, since as
soon as the ingant is thought, it becomes the past. If for indance you look a a dStuaion in
which you find yoursdf, and thoughts develop around this perception, attention orientates
itself to those thoughts and abandons what is redly present. The thought of the object then
subdtitutes itself for the object itsdlf.

Thus we can spend a good portion of our exisence believing tha we live in redity, dl the
while contemplating thoughts which are not the redity of what is present. Indeed the thought
of the present is not the redity of the present. The thoughts that we develop about someone
are not the redlity of that person, but only menta representations.

Another benefit of contemplating the mental process is its capacity to create distance. When
thoughts are observed, without rgection or seizure, a feding of digance is established in us.
This distance, which let us repedt, is a naurad disancing - different from the wilful disancing



oursdves from something we want to flee- is one of the keys to easing emationd tenson. A
Stuation contemplated with a detached eye is not seen in the same way as when it is
contemplated from an involved point of view.

Being involved in a dtudion is the result of an inherent tendency of the ego to identify itsdf
with objects of perception. We can see it clearly when we watch a thriller or a romantic film.
Our emotions change as a function of the nature of the images and of what is evoked in us.
And yet, dl of that isjust agame of images that unfold before our eyes.

A new possbility opens up then, that of non-identification, which is not to be confused with
indifference. Non-identification is smply an awareness that | am not what | see, but that | am
the one who sees. The difference can gopear minima, but it is condderable in its effects.
When | identify mysdf with the scene before me, | suffer dl the emotional consequences.
When | look a the scene without identifying mysdf with it, my body says quiet and free of
tenson. In both cases, the scene isthe same, but the way it islived is different.

BREATHING AND CONTEM PLATION

Noteworthy for the wedth of indruction it contans, the breath is equdly an object of
observation.

This contemplation of the breathing process teach us firg of dl to ligen, and to be fully
present to the sensations such as they are. The breeth is listened to, and respected in its natura
unfoldment. We are going to see that its flow is often shdlow, irregular, and tight. We see
here that it contains dl the accumulated tensons of the psyche, its defences, fears and
resgance. When we dart to lisen to the bresth, one of the first observetions is that its
movement dows down, becomes fuller, more fluid. By the smple power of ligening, the
breeth reorganises itsdlf.

We are aso going to see the tendency to control. This tendency manifests itsdf in particular at
the beginning of the inhdaion, with a habit to pull in the inhdaion, as if we were afrad of
suffocation, and a the end of the exhdation, with a habit to push out the exhdation, as if we
were afraid to choke on too full a resdue. This tendency, which is another expression of the
€go, is going to be objectified by the contemplation of the bresth. Through this observation,
this tendency is transformed. It appears, as aresult of observation, unnecessary to pull on the
inhaation, and to push out the exhdation. It is in fact the tendencies to seize and to regect that
are thus transformed. They are both expressons of a search for security, which express itsef
by the desire to keep what is pleasant and to push away what is unpleasant.

One of the comments that can be made relates to the issue of anticipation. The habit of
anticipating, wanting to throw onesdf into the next moment indead of facing the current one,
shows itsdf in the tendency to inhde before the preceding exhdation is completely finished.
In bringing on€'s dtention to this tendency, the exhdation can then be accompanied to its
natura end, and the inhaation can occur when the body invites it. Then there is no longer any
fear-induced pressure.

The moment, which divides the end of the exhdation from the beginning of the next one, is
equdly rich in information. This ingant, when it is completdy lived, is a moment of menta
suspension, in which an expangon of consciousness can occur. To inhabit this indant is in
fact to fully live the present without anticipating the subsequent moment. There is here a
precious message, which invites us to completey live each moment, without dispersng
ourselvesin mental projections of the past or future.

Therefore we see through these few examples that the contemplation of the breath goes
beyond smple physcd wel-being, to offer a more subtle understanding of the persondity’s



tendencies and to present an opportunity for liberation from the oppressve grip of an avid
of.

ACTION AND CONTEMPLATION

Contemplation is not passvity. Passvity is a form of inetia, an inhibition caused by fear.
Contemplation is an active presence that contains the action within it and observes its
unfolding.

Contemplation includes both an interior and exterior orientation. It welcomes perceptions, but
aso the responses that emerge to meet a Stuation. In an gppropriate relationship to perceived
phenomena, the emergence of the response is neither encouraged, nor rejected. It is smply
accompanied by a permanent presence. Thereis neither repression, nor impulsiveness.

The idea that | am the author of my acts is nothing but a menta creation. Under the eye of
contemplation, acts unfold without an author. Life crestes the dements of the action, its
development, and its consequences. From this point of view, life is the sole player in a
scenario that it directs from one end to the other.

The <df, in its dduson of power, seeks to gppropriate acts and ther fruit for itsdf. But this
«f is nothing other than a menta character that has no existence outsde the thought that
cregted it. In this way we can say that, an action freed from the idea of an author is an
eruption of lifés spontangty. As a reault, it is fluid and in harmony with the needs of the
moment. Inversaly, an action weighed down by the demands of a sdf in need of recognition is
abrasve, incoherent and maadapted to the actua Stuation. It is this type of act that causes
awkwardness and reactions. Derived from the violence of a sdf that seeks to impose its own
lawv, the action dimulates wha it has emeged from - violence confuson and
incomprehengon.

RELATIONSHIP AND CONTEMPLATION

When this qudity of seeing is extended to our daly environment, we can then look a our
close relations in a way that is freed from memory, anger and various resentments. It is from
this qudity of seeing that an authentic relationship can be established, a relationship not based
on power and competition, but on the awvareness of a unity that binds us. It is in fact our way
of sedng which creates and maintans separation. When the place from which we see
changes, the feding of separation leaves us. For example, see a person towards whom you
have thoughts loaded with anger and resentment, postion yoursdf in front of them, and look
directly into their eyes. You will now see something completely different from what was
present on the mental plane. A depth reveds itsdf behind the surface gppearance. A contact
can now be established from depth to depth and no longer from periphery to periphery.

LOVE AND CONTEMPLATION

A contemplative gaze placed upon our persondity’s functioning will dlow us to recognize
what love is not - compensaion, sef-promotion, acknowledgement.... Tendencies belonging
to the sdf, which reved themsdves in sometimes quite subtle ways in the need to love others
or in dtruigic behaviour, are recognized as soon as they are seen for what they are, with the
lucidity of awelcoming gaze.

This understanding of what love is not, leads to a new experience of a love free from the need
to love and be loved.

Thus we can say that sght works with a scrubbing motion, diminating the dross which hides
the jewd.



It isaddiverance, since the needs of the person are as insatiable as a bottomless pit.

SILENCE AND CONTEMPLATION

The slence that is the issue here in inner experience, is often confused with the absence of
noise. This misunderstanding sometimes leads to absurd behaviours, prompted by a desire to
impose Slence on one' s surroundings.

The nature of this dlence is experienced in awareness itsdf. We could say that dlence is
consciousness. This expresson points to an inner dimension free of thought, which includes
the sounds, but is not the sounds. Ligten for ingtance to a melody played dowly, and bring
your attention to the Slent gaps between the notes. In despening your experience of this slent
pace, you will notice that a slent dimensgon dso exids in the background when the notes are
played. The dlence here can be compared to the sun, which cannot be disturbed by the
presence of clouds. It is a permanence in which the impermanent emerges. The impermanence
of sounds and other noises can only be noticed because you are the permanence, you are the
dlence in which sounds and noise gppear. The indant awareness of this slent nature is what
we cdl here slence. See therefore that it does not refer to an absence of sound but to a slent
presence, without words or thought.

UNITY AND CONTEMPLATION

The question of unity and dudlity is often asked. We can notice that as soon as the “I” thought
awakens, a separation has dready occurred between what belongs to me and what belongs to
the “not-me’.

The root of separation lies in our own minds, in the atachment to various sysems of beiefs
and opinions that mesh into a dense web, leading to violent behaviour of the kind well known
in our society.

The experience of unity is discovered and affirmed in slent consciousness, which brings a
feding of fulfilment and contentment. In this experience intrindc to consciousness, things are
naturaly accepted just as they are, since the sdf, as judge and controller, does not occupy
centre stage. Unity and acceptance are not therefore the result of an effort, but rather the
abandonment of the illuson of the sdf, the illuson of a separation between the sdf and the
world.

Wha is cdled dudity is smply the consequence of a belief in the redity of the “I” concept, as
a Separate entity.

An accurate perspective will bring the re-absorption of this belief and its associated suffering.

CONTEMPLATOR AND CONTEMPLATION

The idea of the existence of a contemplator is another thought which can be observed by the
background’ s contemplative eye.

At its core, contemplation is free from the contemplator. The absorption of the persond sdf in
impersona  consciousness is a key moment in edablishing a permanent contemplative
dimension, one that no longer fluctuates dependent on outer circumstances.

It is at this level that an experience of freedom can be tasted, not a freedom of choices and
decisons, which gtill remain projected conditionings of the self, but a freedom of being.

The very notion of identity is cdled into question here as soon as mentd projections are
recognized as such, and the sense of being - a sense that precedes the birth of thought -
affirms itsdlf as the sole identity. The surface identity, which corresponds to the current notion



of identity, has, certtanly, a functiond vaue usgful in space-time, but it takes a different
amplitude when it is supplemented with identity rooted in the depth of being.

EPILOGUE

As we have seen, a contemplative approach to our inner functioning is not a psychologica
gopproach, in the sense that it does not seek to analyse or to describe.

It can be conddered liberating, for when the ego is seen for what it is, with dl its trangtory
manifesaions, the contemplating eye experiences itsdf as free from what is observed. We
refer here not to a freedom of action, knowing that the action is as conditioned by inner
circumstances as outer ones, but a freedom of being.

With a traditiona psychothergpeutic method, when the explanatory models reach the end of
their potentid, a moment comes where understanding no longer finds anything to hold on to.
It is a this moment that an opening is possble towards an understanding, which is not
conceptua in nature but points towards an experience of joy and freedom not dependent on
circumstances.

A globd psychothergpeutic gpproach must therefore include the awakening to a dimenson of
consciousness free of conflict and suffering.

This qudity of experience, which establishes itsdf in a maure mind and an inhabited body, is
the central focus of a therapy, which does not limit understanding to the confines of the saf,
but opensitsaf to adimenson of impersona consciousness.

It is at this point, where the horizontd and the vertical axes mest, that the profound desire for
freedom finds its attainment and radiance.

S0 et us toast the hedth of a liberating therapy which invites us to drop the heavy yoke of the
s f to open up to the limitless horizon of unitive consciousness.



