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The Buddhist doctrine of mental health

What indeed Buddhism means?

In broader sense, Buddhism is a family of beliefs
and practices considered by most to be a religion and
is based on the teachings attributed to Siddhartha
Gautama, commonly known as "The Buddha' (the
Awakened One), who was born in what is today Nepal.
He lived and taught in the northeastern region of the
Indian subcontinent and most likely died around 400
BC, after serving for 45 years for the sake of humanity.

Buddhists recognize him as an awakened teacher
who shared his insights to help sentient beings end
their suffering by understanding the true nature of
phenomena, thereby escaping the cycle of suffering
and rebirth (saCsra) that is, attending Nirvana.

Among the methods various schools of Buddhism
apply fowards this goal are: ethical conduct and altruistic
behavior, devotional practices, ceremonies and the
invocations, renunciation of worldly matters,

meditation, physical exercises, study, and the cultivation

of wisdom.

Buddhism is broadly recognized as being
composed of two major branches:

Theravada, which has widespread followers in
Southeast Asian counties like, Thailand, Myanmar,
Cambodia, Sri Lanka, and some Islands like Sumatra
Java and Borneo.

Mahayana including Pure Land, Zen, Nichiren
Buddhism, Shingon, Tibetan Buddhism and Tendai,
found throughout East Asia. It should be noted that in
some methods of classification, Vajrayana is considered

a third branch.

While Buddhism remains most popular within

these regions of Asia, both branches are now found
throughout the world.

Various sources put the number of Buddhists in
the world between 230 million and 500 million. While

formal conversion or
membership varies
between communities,
basic lay adherence is

often defined in terms of a

25 Ven. Dhammapal

traditional formula in

which the practitioner
takes refuge in The Three Jewels: the Buddha, the
Dharma (the teachings of the Buddha), and the Sangha

(the community of Buddhists).

Understanding of Buddhism is helped by seeing
the structures of the entire spiritual path, by
understanding its essence and how it brings about
human happiness and freedom. The essential path
taught by the Buddha has three parts to it. The first is
kindness of heart, which is practiced by a combination
of virtue and generosity. The second is inner stillness
or concentration. The third aspect of all Buddhist
practice is the development of liberating wisdom.

All Buddhist practices are ways of developing
virtue that entails the non-harming of other beings and
a generosity of heart. There are ways of developing
concentration, stillness, steadiness, clarity or depth of
mind; and there are ways of developing insight or
wisdom, a wise relationship to the whole body and
mind, and the freedom that comes from it. These three
aspects of practice themselves are but the means to
the final freedom of the heart. As the Buddha himself
said, "The purpose of my teaching of the holy life of
the Dharma is not for merit, nor good deeds, nor
rapture, nor concentration, nor insight, but the sure
mental fitness and health." This and this alone is the
reason for the feaching of the Buddha. The purpose of
all these practices of virtue, kindness, non-harming,
generosity, concentration, steadiness of mind, and the
understanding and wisdom that arises is to bring us to
freedom.

The many practices of Buddhism are like paths
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up a mountain, outwardly different approaches that
are appropriate for different personalities and character
types. Yet, through skillful guidance and skillful
teachers, many of these paths can be used to lead one
to universal vision at the summit of the mountain.

Buddhist concern of mentality; psychological
perspective

Buddhism has played a part in many of the recent
advances in western science which has made about
the brain. Much of this is due to a series of dialogues
between western brain researchers of various disciplines
and Buddhist monks. Buddhism will also make subtle
changes in the way it views mental health issues as a
result of these dialogs.

One of the findings to come out of these
dialogues is that meditation increases the size and
activity level of the left pre-frontal cortex. Those with
a more active left pre-frontal cortex have been found
to be happier, more peaceful and calmer. In contrast,
those with a more active right pre-frontal cortex have
been found to be more depressed and prone to
sponfaneous anti-social behavior. That’s the politically
correct way of saying becoming angry and violent.

Buddhism looks at mental illness differently than
Western psychologists. In the U.S., the DSM-IV sets
out specific behaviors and the existence of certain types
of delusions as being necessary fo receive a mental
health diagnosis. In Buddhism, anyone in the grip of
strong emotions; anger, lust, greed, jealously, etc., is
showing signs of having mental health problems.

In addition, it is believed that there are two types
of people who will be prone to develop a mental health
problem; those who take on too much responsibility,
and consequently spend an enormous amount of time
thinking; and those who take on too little responsibility,
and spend little time developing their mental abilities.
It is also believed that individuals have one of five
vibrational aspects. It is not that one vibrational aspect
is better than any other, but that individual contentment
occurs when individuals pursue activities that are in
harmony with that aspect.

— 94

Not being in harmony with your vibrational aspect
results in creating a harsh meaning frequency which
manifests itself in depression and self destructive
behaviors. The further out of harmony an individual
goes, the greater the tfendency for destructive behaviors.

Recent findings, such as the reduction of the
hippocampus during the onset of Post Traumatic Stress
Disorder or PTSD, and the changes in the brain when
Schizophrenia is left untreated for long times, may result
in minor perspective changes in the Buddhist view of
mental health problems.

Buddhist techniques (doctrinal usages) of
mental health

Mindfulness is a word from the English language,
meaning awareness or heedfulness. Expressions like
'mind your language', 'mind the step', ‘mind your head’
or'mind the gap' clearly convey this sense. Buddhism
began in the 6" Century BC and used Pali, the popular
language of the time. In Pali, there are three related
concepts:

i.  Sati (mindfulness),
i.  Samadhi (absorption) and

iii.  Bhavana (meditation including Sati, Samadhi and
Panna or wisdom).

Four aspects of Sati are described in the
Satipatthana Sutta,

a. Kayanupassana satipatthan (awareness of body
parts and functions such as, breathing),

b.  Vedananupassana satipatthan (awareness of
sensations and feelings),

c.  Cittananupassana satipatthan (awareness of
thoughts, category of consciousness etc.)

d.  Dhammananupassana satipatthan (awareness of
mental hindrances etc.).

It is important to appreciate that this concept of
mindfulness (Sati) implies a Meta perspective as well,
so that one is constantly aware of what the mind is
doing. We may be engrossed in fantasies, thoughts,
wishes, feelings, recollections, planning etc. but not
realize that fact at that time (i.e. lacking in
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mindfulness).

We tend to assume that we are usually aware of
our mental activities and therefore there is no need to
do anything to improve or cultivate this any further.
This in fact, is a mistaken belief. For example, if some
one says something insulting, hurtful or nasty, it is
natural for us to feel hurt or angry. This happens very
fast and our breathing, heart rate, blood pressure, skin
conductance etc. all change suddenly. These may
change without our knowledge and certainly without
our permission. We also continue to remain in such a
state of mind even after the person has stopped being
hurtful. The mind keeps going over and over the said
phrases, the demeanor, the tone, the look, the accent
and so on. The mind gets glued to these mental objects,
which are just memories in this instance, keep stirring
up the feelings of hurt, anger etc. Even if someone
else may be nice to us, we might not nofice this because
the mind is too busy with the other hurtful mental object.

Eventually, may be after an hour or so, we might
feel not so churned up; those feelings might go out of
our consciousness and become latent or dormant.
However, later in the day even if we are in a pleasant
situation, we might suddenly remember the incidence
and once again the heart rate, breathing etc. would
change dramatically. No one is insulting us then, it is
purely a memory but the mind treats it as if it is real.
Even the next day, the day after and so on, the same
thing may happen again and again. People who have
had very traumatic experiences know how distressing
these flashbacks can be.

Similarly if we watch a horror film at night, most
of us would feel scared, although there is no real
creature or blood, but only glass screen, light, shade
and electronics, as if the mind becomes unaware of
such realities. An erofic film can in a similar way
produce arousal in the viewer, although no one is
doing anything in reality to him or her. Thus, our minds
are very skilled in mixing the real with the unreal, as if
these are water and milk.

When one feels hurt, angry, upset etc., the feelings
if intense can spill over into verbal or physical actions.

— GEEgewr
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So, one might respond to an insult by becoming
insulting oneself, verbally or physically hitting back. In
this way, there seem to be three layers, i.e.

1. the dormant or latent stage,

2. Mental objects in the consciousness stirring up
feelings and

3. Spilling over into actions affecting external objects.

One of the Burmese Buddhist teachers, Ledi
Sayadaw who lived from 1846 to 1923 likened this to
3 levels of fire in a box of matches. Fire usually manifests
whenever a match is struck. This is the second level of
fire and is analogous to a mental object striking on
the consciousness and stirring up feelings. The third
level of fire is when the burning match comes into
contact with flammable objects analogous to the
emotionally charged person coming in contact with
an external object and the intense feelings spilling over
into verbal and/or physical action.

However, the first level of fire is inherent, latent
or dormant in the box of matches analogous to latent
or preconscious predisposition for feelings such as,
anger and so on.

This latent predisposition (Anusaya, in Pali) is a
product of illusory processes creating a deep sense of
self. In the presence of Anusaya, when a mental object
strikes the consciousness, the feelings are stirred up
because of poor mindfulness. It is because of poor
mindfulness that a mental object is not appreciated as
only a mental object (ideation, memory, image etc.)
and is responded to as if it is a real object. The second
level i. e .the stirring up of the feelings and the mind
getting glued to it, is called Pariyuthana as if obsessed
with the mental object. The third level or physical and/or
verbal actions (Vitikkama, in Pali literally meaning
transgression) arise if the relevant physical object comes
into contact in the presence of Pariyuthana and poor
volitional control.

To be continue.....
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