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saying yes to love
Maura Sils

Maura Sills, born in Scotland, is a Buddhist

psychotherapist
and co

-founder of the Karuna Institute, situated on the wild
and bracing heights of Dartmoor. Briefly a Buddhist nun, she is
now married with a young daughter. She has great energy and
gives herself deeply to her students and clients, combining
professionalism with an elegant, light touch.
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A Spiritual Marriage

What i : _
Me jjttaltsio rsla;i dallt;cf)iunt saesxa in Bliddhism can be confusing.
tance of separation mfelatiorci(s)}?jp escari help ‘.falue the impor-
 relationship. My sexual rdatip. }elx is V.G'I'Y important within
my own sexual nature have infoirrlri N m'y h.USband and
L , ed my meditation, and my
meditation practice has deepened my sexual experience.

Most relationships end up in deep conditioning and depen-
dency. Knowing this helps me realize that fundamentally a rela-
tionship is a paradox. [ am totally alone and this liberates me
within the relationship. I am not looking for security in my rela-
tionship; actually Franklyn and I got together because of our
meditation. We married because we felt ready to marry and we
Kknew it would be a spiritual marriage.

At times in my life I have chosen to be celibate, and I honour
that choice and anybody who makes it. However, within some
forms of Buddhism there is bad press about sex, the idea almost
being that to be spiritual you must be non-sexual. My spiritual-
ity and my sexuality are so deeply connected that one is the
door to the other. Sexual intercourse is part of lay and married
life, and if spirituality and meditation cannot also be present,
s a basic mistake in the teachings. It is unhealthy if the
xual life and are only judgemental.
ect ideas about me because 1 prac-
t have sex, another that I

there i
teachings cannot inform se

Some of my students proj

tise Buddhism. One is that I must no
ot like it. Thus I become asexual in their eyes, which is
w I experience myself at all. They

lower end of human nature.
from celibate,

but

don
strange because this is not ho

have the idea that sex is at the
Most reports from Buddhists about sex come

non-married people. I am not only talking of physical sex,
of the inner relationship between male and female, which is
essential and central. To ignore male energy, female energy Of
Sexual energy in yourself, or in a relationship, is to ignore a
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whole illumination into the nature of life, int, the
n

at
being a woman. Ure

Saying Yes to Love

I am not referring to sex without love. You cannot sep

them once you go past a certain point. It is a wop derfy] erate
practise sexual love and it has a place in Buddhism, When IY to
married to Franklyn, as part of our wedding vows 80t
words from John Donne: ‘I will choose to say y
often as I can.” For me an adult relationship gi

We choge the
€S to love as

Ves you thyy
opportunity.

To choose to say yes to love is a practice and, like a medita-
tion practice, sometimes it is very difficult. It is a vehicle to ¢.
tivate the opening of the heart with somebody who is a5,
practising and hopefully who accepts the shortcomings of the
other person. I do not mean colluding; I mean accepting. This
can be an enormous encouragement and I believe people need
encouragement to love.

This is one of the dilemmas of modern life that, for whatever
reason, many children have not experienced adequate loving,
They have experienced other things, but they have not really
experienced total acceptance, total love. Most of our hearts have
been hurt either by being open and betrayed or abused, or by
being so closed off they could not feel love. Being in a continu-
ing relationship where both of you are choosing as often as pos-
sible to say yes to love is an ongoing practice.

The Way of the Warrior

' ‘ : . ~g and
There are enormous dangers in committed relationships @

the biggest is fear of losing the relationship, whether it is W

your partner or your children.

. oneé
Recently I witnessed two pieces of therapeutic work,
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Saying Yes to Love

| woman who lost her eight-month-old daughter four
ith 2 , She could not bear this loss and had been in the hel]
a .
ealr;S ?or the last four years. It became apparent to me that this
red

the risk you take when you become a mother and I realize |
is

m also attached to my daughter.
a

The other situation was a woman whose husband suddenly
died within three hours a couple of years ago. She had totally
died inside, and though functional and successful in her job,
she was frozen. One woman was distraught and in the hell
realms and the other looked like a hungry ghost, with nothing
to take the place of the loss of her husband.

So for me, choosing love in a committed relationship, choos-
ing love full stop, is the way of the warrior. It is the courageous

way to live, to risk everything. I feel love and death are close
together.

Psychotherapy and Meditation

Meditation helps us to risk opening our heart to bring in love
and kindness. It is essential to cultivate our ability to love,
which feels almost artificial unless it is put to the test.
Meditation can also enable us to survive the distress and pain of
feeling mortal love. It can help in experiencing the cost of not-
loving, but also in loosening our grip when we are attached and
dependent in love.

Meditation connects us with the universal qualities of love,
totally non-dependent on a personal connection, perhaps the
sense of something that will not change. It is not just under-
Standing the larger context, but experiencing support from the
tniversal nature of life. This can be called faith.

There is a strong connection between therapy and medita-
tion, Psychdtherapy often says things similar to the ear.ly teach-
Ngs of the Buddha: his search for truth, his inner inquiry, what
he deSignated important. The journey, the inquiry in therapy, is

191




Women on the Buddhist Path

very compatible with the journey and inquiry 5 med
would make.

The power of psychotherapy is very similar to the POwer of
meditation, which is the cultivation of awareness, A psy-
chotherapy which is not involved with the study of Conscioyg.
ness, or does not have awareness practice as centra] to being
human, cannot meet human needs today. Psychotherapy does
not only concentrate on the cognitive mind, it alsg has the
potential for a deeper, inner response or healing. The subliming]
mind, the wise mind uncovered in our attentive awareness, ig
the mind we need to be reconnected with.

itatOr

In Buddhism experience is not seen as a problem; it is how
we respond, react and relate to an experience which is problem-
atic. In transpersonal psychotherapy we see no matter how
pathological or difficult the Symptoms, they are trying to give
us some information, to teach us something; they are the door-
way to the subliminal mind, the wise mind.

There are differences between Buddhism and psychotherapy
too. Within traditional Buddhist practice there is very little
attention given to the personal, the self. Westerners who have a
healthy sense of self can use meditation as their only tool, but
there are many Westerners who have not even separated from
their mothers. They have not gone through the maturation
process that maybe most Easterners would have automatically
negotiated. Because of a different sense of the individual and of
the group, psychotherapy can help in working with the person-
ality, the unresolved, maturational, individuational issues
which must be dealt with in order to have a successful practice
of meditation. |

Sometimes Buddhism and psychotherapy are considered to be
in opposition. This is a misperception. A meditation practice that
embraces the personality and a psychotherapeutic practice that
embraces an understanding of the nature of consciousness are
both skilful models and can work in harmony. I see a movement
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editation practitioners starting to embrace psychotherapy
Oi;nof psychotherapists being open to exploring the nature of
ionsciousness.

Meditation has brought to my psychology a sense of the
mystery of being human. It has helped me trust the unknown in
psychotherapy and has allowed me to develop more patience,
tolerance, acceptance and awareness of the multiple layers of
resistance. It has enabled me to see the psychological layers the
person is struggling with and where they are free. It has helped
me to help the person.

Relaxing the Tension

In 1971 I was attracted to Chinese medicine and tai-chi, and my
teacher was as much Taoist as Buddhist. Gradually I realized we
were meditating. We were doing mostly inner energy practices,
using the breath to circulate energy [chi] and very slow-moving
chi kung exercises to develop an awareness of the chi. At other
times we were told to sit silently and just watch the mind.

I studied Chan Buddhism for about eight years, then in 1978
went to America, where I started to practise psychotherapy.

Franklyn was a student of Rina Sircar and I also felt inspired
by her. When her teacher, Taungpulu Sayadaw, came to
America, I decided it would be a great opportunity to take tem-
porary ordination and practise with him.

He taught simple insight meditation, a mindfulness practice
with special attention given to different personality attributes. I
watched many sensations, many feelings and spent a lot of time
looking at the body, which 1 found very helpful. However, nei-
ther‘psychotherapy nor meditation had altered the tension in
my body, though through these practices this anxiety was kept
tolerable.

One of my teachers recommended the Nyingma Insti.tute in
Berkeley and their technique, Kum Nye, which was described as
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relaxation. I thought a Buddhist form of meditative relaxatiop,
could help me lose this anxiety. However, I realizeq after the
first few days of the practice that it was not about making e
feel better. It was about working with all the resistances ang
failings of the personality. I did a three-month intensive Practice
which at the time was very hard for me. It was only when [ Jeft
the institute years later that I realized how important that
tice was.

Now I both teach and practise Kum Nye, but I would not say
that it is my main meditation practice. I feel it is more a mainte-
hance practice for the body-mind and energies, and in some
ways it is similar to the earlier practices of the Taoist/Chan tra-
dition. My personal practice is insight. I just continue to practise
sustained attention, watching to see if I can keep my mind
sharp for the impact of perceptions.

prac-

Two-Person Practice

For a long time I thought sitting silently on a cushion on retreat
or during the day was meditation, but over the years my prac-
tice has evolved and I have become more active in my daily life
and in my work as a psychotherapist, trainer and teacher. N ow
my meditation is to be with another person in relationship.

Sustained attention is still vital and this has been my main
learning vehicle. Although I have moved to a two-person joint
practice, I still need to sit and withdraw from relationship. The
change is to see the value in both instead of only seeing the sit-
ting practice as important.

It can be similar in psychotherapy. You see a client once or
twice a week, but the mistake can be for both client and thera-
pist to think this is the important time. In the same way for me
as a meditator the mistake was to think that sitting was the
important thing. Both views have shifted and I realize it is how
I am outside of these times that is significant. If I have not
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