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A note from the author

In the Irish Times columns I try to record the small things that happen to ordinary people. It’s a kind of alternative chronicle of Irish life. And in my memoirs, I have tried to make sense of those events at a deeper, more personal level.

Here, in On Tuesdays I’m a Buddhist, I’ve gone beyond the stories that pepper the columns and the reflections in other memoirs to confront the question of faith.

For many years I have used therapy as a language for understanding myself and others. But I have also sustained a lingering suspicion that to abandon the old-fashioned grammar of religious devotion might be a big mistake.

There is something in the language of faith that allows a human being understand themselves more fully, more completely, beyond even the bounds of reason or rational thought. It’s that push beyond coherence, that leaping into light, which liberates us.

Religion in the past has been a vehicle whereby people become enslaved to gods, demons and authoritarian institutions, but it can also provide the liberative language of self-understanding that allows people more fully belong in the present moment, with all the inherent sense of enlightenment and grace that flows from being here and now, and nothing more.
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I was a storyteller originally. As a child, I used to tell myself bedtime stories and I would daydream my way into stories when I was awake. As a teenager, I concocted wild, romantic fantasies about girls on bicycles that could never happen in real life because I was shy and terrified both of the strangeness and familiarity of girls.

But stories and fantasies kept loneliness at bay. I could imagine being with girls. I could imagine holding them. I could imagine what they said and how things always ended with me, the hero, glowing in the light of their adoring gaze.

I was terrified of my teachers too, so I never paid attention in class. Instead, I fell into daydreams. They created a wall between me and whatever was going on in the class.

If I was afraid of shadows in the bedroom at night, I told myself stories. My fear of being alone, isolated and unloved was kept at bay by stories and fairy tales. My anxieties dissolved when I allowed myself to be possessed by a story.

Even now, I’m ashamed to admit, the stories I made up when I was a child were often about my own death – I dreamed that I would die at sixteen. I often imagined my own funeral and all the people in the church talking and chattering about who I was and how they never really understood me but now that I was dead, they could see I was a great hero.

I would imagine the hearse and the service and the burial in the ground. I would imagine the President of Ireland and all the archbishops around the grave. Shots being fired in a gun salute. I was dead, but I had become a hero. That was the story.

And though it was a bleak ritual, it did keep the fear of death at a distance, because it wrapped death up in a story.

My feelings of isolation as a child and my endless anxiety about the imminence of death made me powerless unless I could name it. But when I daydreamed and invented a narrative about accomplishing some heroic deed – fighting for the poor or dying in a hail of bullets, perhaps like the cowboys on the black and white television set – and being buried with military honours while some beautiful young girl sang ‘The Streets of Laredo’ as my coffin was lowered into the ground by people who, by virtue of my heroic deeds, had come to love me, it was a way of protecting myself from the unease of just being an unlettered nobody, who was stupid, terrified of teachers and enduring life in a constant state of anxiety.

Rather than being powerless in the face of death, I became God in my own little universe of stories. My own little makey-uppy dreamland. And as I grew up, I began to suspect that everyone in the world was the same. We all play out our own fantasies of who we are.

We are all heroes.

We are all in love.

And we all wish to belong in one, single universal story.

And we all still hunger for stories of gods and devils and wonderful deeds. Game of Thrones and Harry Potter are narratives we love to inhabit.

We relish the telling of stories. We watch movies with an open heart and with tears in our eyes. We forget we are watching a movie. We become possessed by the truth of the story.

‘We all still hunger for stories of gods and devils and wonderful deeds.’

It doesn’t matter how well we have seen through the structure of the storytelling or how much we know about archetypal stories or how many workshops on screen-writing classes we have attended. We might have gone to university to get a degree in storytelling or writing, and we might know the back story of every movie character and every heroine in the book. But we have not lost the wonder. We have not lost the hunger for a story. As if all of us, at all times, were made real and true and whole in the stories we tell and the stories we live.

I like Game of Thrones, House of Cards and Star Wars. And I love the Bible too. I love the stories about Jesus, the songs of Milarepa and the folktales about old monks in the snowy mountains of Tibet hundreds of years ago and the stories that stream onto the pages of a thousand modern novels and the writers groups who share stories and the book-club folk who analyse stories. I especially love the haikus of Chinese poets who died hundreds of years ago, because although the haiku is a brief poem, in every haiku there is a novel and in every novel a person, and in every person there is the possibility of love.

That’s the truth, and there isn’t a story that was ever told that is not true.

If I tell you a story, we will both be liberated from fear for a short while. Love stories liberating us from the fear of loneliness. Stories of death and heroic destiny liberating us from the fear of our own failures. Protecting us from existential anxiety and from negative emotions. As long as we are telling or listening to a story, we are passing the time wisely.

But we do more than just listen to stories. We live the stories. We shape our lives from stories. Because every one of us is a storyteller. From the time we look in the mirror in the morning and assure ourselves about what we’re going to do for the day, what the pattern of our life will be until evening, we are forming stories. And when we lie down to rest on the sofa after a hard day’s work, with our eyes half-open, we can’t resist yet another story unfolding on the screen of a TV or a laptop.

And what happens between one story and the next? That’s the really interesting part. That’s the space where we find bliss; where we float sometimes, suspended, and only for a brief moment.

Perhaps only for a few scarce moments in an entire life.
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I’ve talked to my therapist about everything. The weather, the state of the nation, my breakdown in midlife, the death of my mother, my sex life, the significance of cats in my damaged childhood and the enduring loneliness I feel without God. Maybe there will be further issues for us to discuss in future. Things of which I am as yet unconscious and unaware, maybe I’m indulging in cover-ups of things that have yet to come to the surface. Maybe I need more closure. Maybe I am in denial.

Therapy is a strange business. It’s like being under investigation for crimes you’re not aware of or have not yet committed.

But at its best, it’s about words like opening, trust, listening and hope. The mechanics of it constitute an ongoing dialogue with a skilled guide. It’s about sixty minutes every week or every month in a face-to-face meeting between him, the guide, and me, the pilgrim, on a journey towards self-awareness.

I don’t go to my therapist consistently, so our sessions happen infrequently. Sometimes, once a year. Sometimes, on a weekly basis for a few months. Sometimes, I don’t go near him for years. And this has been going on for most of my adult life.

It began when I was in my twenties. I had friends involved in Gestalt therapy. I had a poster over the bed that said:



I do my thing. You do your thing.

I am not in this world to live up to your expectations.

You are not in this world to live up to mine.

If we should find each other, it would be beautiful.

If not, it can’t be helped.





Many a night I sat on a beanbag looking up at that poster, hoping it might guide me nakedly to her bed. That would, indeed, be beautiful, I thought. Finding her. Imagining myself speaking the words. A phrase I could use in the final moments of seduction, perhaps.

‘I am just trying to find you. We are just trying to find each other. Isn’t this beautiful?’

But I hated the cool indifference of the final option: If not, it can’t be helped.

Maybe she was my first real therapist. She was studying sociology and was a good listener with big, blue eyes and a high forehead, and sometimes she would write me letters rather than say something harsh to my face. Eventually, she ended our relationship because she found me too cynical and cold. I think she felt I was too self-obsessed – an observation that time has revealed to be accurate enough. My ego was hurt but in the game we played, she being a kind of proto-therapist and me being the proto-client, it had been a step forward. As the poster said, we didn’t meet and it couldn’t be helped. But I had learned how the process of therapy worked.

And though I lost a girlfriend, it didn’t stop me playing the same games with other girls. Enjoying wonderful sessions. Confessing the riskiest things we could think of. Dicing with shame. Edging our way to unspeakable admissions. Getting erotic charges from the intimacy of truth-telling. Back then, I always got a buzz from the titles of books that might be lying on another person’s coffee table or bookshelf.

‘And though I lost a girlfriend, it didn’t stop me playing the same games with other girls.’

Gestalt Therapy

I’m OK – You’re OK.

This is Me.

By the time I graduated in 1974 with a BA, I had gone to endless weekend courses on gestalt, and transactional analysis. I had done workshops. I had read books. I had visited the primal-scream therapist Jenny James in Donegal. I even visited born-again Christian sects that were governed by middle-aged gurus who used therapy to draw young adults into their own particular narrative of God. I met a load of quacks and crazy people as well as wise and genuine counsellors.

Addiction counsellors.

Guidance counsellors.

I stayed up until dawn at everyone’s party, latching on to anyone who would tolerate my narratives of shame, my confessions, who would let me share my secrets with them and test myself as a novice client over a bottle of wine. We sat at kitchen tables with cheap wine until dawn, brain-fucking each other. Believing in each other as true guides and counsellors.

But all those student nights of exhibitionist storytelling amounted to nothing compared to the real thing. The hard, cold eye of a man paid to open you up. I trusted the professional therapist when I met him for the first time. At long last, after a long, solitary childhood, I had someone who listened. And I had been looking for someone to listen.

It was the storyteller in me that found such satisfaction in the confessional narrative of my own personal life. That was crucial. From the very beginning, therapy was only another form of storytelling. Yes, I was an exhibitionist in pain. Yes, I liked showing people where I was wounded. But the satisfaction was in making a story of it all.

And so it was that with a certain amount of enthusiasm, I went alone one day to a semi-detached house on the southside of Dublin, where the therapist’s name was engraved on a brass plate outside the black door beneath a Georgian fanlight.

Clearly, there was money in therapy. And I had my wallet in hand to pay.

I was excited to begin the journey. I had a new belonging. I was somebody’s client. I had stepped over the threshold and had, at last, arrived in the land of therapy.


By the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century I was, like many others in Ireland, less and less in thrall to magical thinking. I was well advanced in the language of psychotherapy and I found it much more effective in balancing my extreme emotions, my bipolar leaps of enthusiasm, than any form of mindfulness, prayer or meditation.

Sometimes, I wanted to chat up Polish women I didn’t know at the cash desks of a supermarket and sometimes my bleak winters were spent lying motionless in bed, gripped by despair and the dread of death, listening to the sound of magpies in the spruce trees as if they were heralding nothing more than the imminent end of all life. But rather than pray, I would make notes to share with my therapist at a later stage.

I was maturing in the ways of modernity. I had magical thinking under control.

Or so I thought.

Something happened suddenly in the summer of 2016 that altered things. I encountered an icon of the Mother of Jesus. I fell in love with her soft eyes. And the more I looked at it, the more my confidence in therapy diminished.

I found myself on the brink of abandoning therapy altogether. My life in therapy has been an occasional, erratic pattern. I’ve never gone consistently. I usually attend for a few sessions because of some crisis or another, and then smugly decide that I have sorted out my problems and drop out. Terminate the engagement. Only to find a new set of problems, or the same old problems with new names, arising six months later.

Maybe we never get away from our baggage. Maybe there is nothing to resolve. Maybe psychological wounds can only be endured with grace rather than named, explained and dissolved.

That’s the conclusion I reached in the summer of 2016, when something happened that was to change my view of therapy deeply.

‘It was her,’ I explained. ‘It was the Mother of Jesus. My beloved just walked into the garden holding it in her hands.’

‘Ah, yes,’ the therapist said, ‘the icon.’

Pause.

I could see he didn’t want to go there. He was barely able to keep his eyes open whenever I spoke of religion.

Of course the icon didn’t really just appear. The beloved had brought it home from Warsaw. She had, as they say, ‘written’ it there, in the museum. It was a replica of Our Lady of Kazan. It was a work of restoration and there was nothing magical about that from her side at all. But the way I saw it, the icon appeared.

‘It appeared.’

That’s how to say it, if you have faith in it. And when it came into the house, it changed everything. If anyone had asked me what I hoped the beloved might bring home from Warsaw as a gift, I would probably have said a good bottle of vodka. An icon was the last thing I imagined and it landed in my lap without the slightest warning.

We were on the patio, drinking. It was a warm night in late May.

‘I have something for you,’ she said.

She went into the house, took it from her suitcase and returned to the patio. And there it was. Suddenly, lying on the wrought-iron garden table.

It appeared.

I saw it.

I became emotional.

I took it to my studio and placed it on the top shelf of my father’s bookcase. I adorned it with blue and white silk scarves and lit a small candle in front of it and wept like a sailor home from the seas or a hunter home from the hills. All my Tibetan bells and bowls had been gathering dust in drawers for a few years. The old chalice from my priesthood was caked in grime. The theology books from my student days in Maynooth that I had clung to for decades had vanished into a charity shop in Cavan two or three years earlier. I was getting over ‘that religion thing’. I was healing myself from the manic anxieties that magical thinking induced. And then suddenly one of the most old-fashioned, simple, compassionate icons in the Christian world, a mother, with her child, gazing fondly and serenely at me. The image on wood was silent. But its persistent gaze felt like a door opening. Releasing me from the prison of my own psyche.

This was backsliding. I knew that. From the moment I looked into the Blessed Mother’s eyes, I was edging closer to the fog of superstition again. I had become the Titanic. And the fog of sentimental devotion was gathering and the big iceberg of mysticism lay ahead.

‘I was healing myself from the manic anxieties that magical thinking induced.’

Soon, I would be thinking like a Catholic again. That was a real danger. The mindset of medieval Europe that took the subjugation of women as normal, considered this life merely as a rehearsal for some exotic heaven, presumed all of the universe’s cosmic grace and mystery could be deciphered into clear statements of rational thought, and which was a fearsome yoke on my imagination. And it was returning, day by day through the stealth of little devotions – and the inundation was frightening.

My rational mind would dissolve if I offered obedience to that narrative again. I would fall into the sleep of unconscious beings. I would no longer be awake as I walked the earth. I would end up muttering prayers and mumbling blessings and sprinkling holy water in the air as blithely unconscious as a baby whispering its devotions at the side of a cot or sucking on a soother or passing wind. What a terrible destiny! I would grow old and drag my feet towards grim death, fearing some dark inquisition at the end of life where I would doubtless be found wanting. What a load of medieval cant in which to be drowning!

And yet the icon, that beautiful image of compassion and mystery, was fierce in its power to subdue me.

The modern me wanted to banish the ghosts and shadows of unconscious projection and live in the clear light of day. The modern me didn’t want saints, angels or holy women that floated across the sea in stone coffins. I had no desire to immerse myself in the sweaty steam of religiosity that an icon can induce.

‘Religion is not good for me,’ I said. ‘It abstracts my feelings.’

‘Is that how you see it?’ the therapist asked.

Is that how you see it? He stressed the you. That was the issue. Religion was not the problem. It was how I saw it that mattered. My conflict.

I replied to surprise even myself. ‘No. Actually that’s not how I see it.’

‘So how do you see it?’

He was a smart fucker at times.

But how could I say how I saw it?

To completely turn away from Catholicism in Ireland was impossible. Christ oozed from the earth itself – from the old stones, the round towers, the beehive huts, the holy wells, the high crosses and the ancient slabs on the sides of various mountains, and on island sanctuaries where Celtic crosses danced in the sunlight.

‘I suspect that the hardest image to let go of is Mother,’ I suggested.

I meant the Holy Mother.

The Blessed Mother.

She was stuck like a lump in my heart. She had been embedded deep on the day I lay prostrate at the foot of an altar to commit myself in obedience to her son, Jesus.

An act of morbid submission that had brought me no bliss but which had enveloped the trembling hands of my depression like a firm glove.


My therapist has been like a guardian angel, shadowing me through all the ups and downs of life, guiding my blundering footsteps through various relationships, and helping me to name the baggage and burdens of lost love. It’s almost forty years since I first realised that therapy could be so effective in breaking into a person’s heart. And in that time I have received great benefits from it.

But there is no relationship in which we don’t want to please. And no matter how professional our meetings were, with money exchanged and the clock ticking, I always hoped to please him. The human mind is so layered that I would have really needed a second therapist to investigate my relationship with the first.

How honest was I being with him?

How often was I trying to find the right answers for him?

And I would have needed a third therapist to deal with the second therapist relationship, and so on it might go, until I was employing all the therapists in the world.

In fact, I did wander from one therapist to another over the years. But in my mind, there was only one. They were all fused into one flawless and exceptional archetype. A person who listened. A surrogate parent. A wise uncle. A non-judgemental and non-directive ear. He knew everything. And he was a professional down to the tips of his manicured fingers. I paid him. I trusted him like a doctor. I was his client.

I am his client.

But I am not sick in any chronic sense. It’s simply an issue of maintaining my mental health.

It’s intimate. And as he applies his skill, his attention, his listening, he encourages me to focus on what is here and now. In the room.

How I am feeling, here and now.

He asked me about my mother and my relationships. And about how I felt. In the here and now. All day and every day that we were having sessions he would enquire, ‘How are you feeling right now?’

There seemed to be some absolute reality hanging around that question. There seemed to be an absolute truth about the answers that might be required. So as long as I was speaking that language, minted in the world of cognitive sciences, I felt confident that I was naming the bird in an appropriate manner. I was saying the truth. I was nailing the reality of my condition to the verbs and nouns in my mouth.

And sometimes he would say, ‘It’s good that you have named it.’

And the following week, he would enquire again. ‘In the last session, I think you named some things for the first time. That was a great step. So how are you feeling now?’

I would usually say, ‘Oh yes, since I named that thing last week, I have felt much better.’

Because, for sure, it must be true that I would feel better if I could articulate who I was.

I was angry.

I am angry.

It’s a simple sentence. But if I say it, and feel the truth of it, then I feel better. In fact, I feel less angry the more I become aware of how angry I feel. Awareness dissipates the power of feeling. I’m not possessed by it, if I am conscious of it.

If I can say, ‘I’m angry’, I know what is passing through me.

I am no longer walking around unconsciously banging my head against a wall and wondering why it hurts.

Now I know I am angry. That’s why I was banging my head against the wall. Now I can stop. Because I am conscious of the fact that I am angry.

Except that this system of naming every emotion and becoming aware of it in order to be free of its tyranny didn’t entirely work for me.

Because I’m a storyteller. I always know there’s another way to say anything. No matter how many times I write a sentence, there will always be another, fresher way tomorrow morning when I open my eyes.

Words don’t just mean something, they mean various things depending on the context. But therapy demanded clarity. Exactitude. Name the feeling. Name the bird.

Metaphor lay on the floor like the bird shot down.

And that’s not good for a storyteller.

OK, I could accept that I was not well. That I suffered with depression. That I had never been emotionally stable and that that had a lot to do with my relationships with other humans from the moment I emerged from the womb.

The therapist brought my anxieties to the surface. And I found a path towards mental stability.

And because I paid him sixty euro an hour, I could talk about anything I wanted. I could talk about impending rain or the prospect of sunshine. And it was always worth the money.

‘Awareness dissipates the power of feeling.
I’m not possessed by it, if I am conscious of it.’

‘It’s your time,’ the therapist would say, if I worried that I was talking too much.
OEBPS/images/part1.jpg
)

[
Q
®

)]
-
_l





OEBPS/images/part2.jpg
%)
C
2
)
n
@
N
Q
-
_l





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
MICHAEL

HARDING
On Tuesdays

Twma

Budduist

CHET
ooooo





OEBPS/images/9781473623521.jpg
THE NUMBER ONE BESTSELLING AUTHOR

MICHAEL

HARDING
On Tuesdays

Twa

Buddeist

e
! L Stenn

EXPEDITIONS IN AN
IN-BETWEEN WORLD WHERE
THERAPY ENDS AND STORIES

SEGIV






OEBPS/images/cont.jpg





