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“we could say that standing behind every person is a sort of psychological-cum-spiritual 
blueprint of which they are the expression and which they are trying to work out in the 
experiences and events and achievements of their life.” 

“If there is a blueprint, of course, one might think that someone must have drawn it up, 
conceived it, and one might even say that the conceiver (or the preconceiver) was you in 
your past life” 

“If you study your own life, you may see not just a repetition of a pattern or theme but the 
unfolding of a certain meaning. It’s difficult to see this early in one’s life for obvious 
reasons, but it’s as though one’s whole life in its different stages constitutes a working out 
of that meaning or that pattern, that gestalt” 

“Something can exist in a subtle form and receive expression in a grosser medium, or it 
can exist in a germinal form and receive expression in a fuller and more detailed and 
explicit manner. In a sense, everything is contained in the seed but it is fully unfolded only 
in the whole plant and especially in the flower.” 

“One can have a gestalt, to use that term, coming from a previous life which is both 
reactive and creative” 

“there is another element: the ideal or the vision, which is purely transcendental. If in the 
process of working out your particular gestalt, which is both reactive and creative, you 
come in contact with the ideal or the vision and faith is generated, the pattern you were 
working out becomes incorporated into a higher pattern which you can think of as the 
mandala or the Pure Land, or whichever myth you care to choose. It can be so incorporated 
because there is that creative element in your gestalt already to a certain extent” 

“Once you have come in contact with the ideal, you continue to work out your pattern and 
incorporate it into the pattern of which the vision, let us say, is the central point, but you 
also come to see more and more that your particular pattern in a sense is that larger 
pattern or it links up naturally with that pattern more and more” 
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“if one did not want to speak in exclusively dualistic terms, when describing the 
awakening of faith one would speak of a reflection of the Transcendental in the mundane” 

“What I’m getting at is that one should not think in terms of an exclusively linear model 
for the spiritual life in a literal way: here am I, and I go forward stage by stage, and that’s 
the spiritual life” 

“For instance, you may have a true idea of spiritual community, but it may be quite vague 
and germinal. Only when you get an opportunity of working it out in practice and testing 
it and experiencing it will you find out to what extent you really are in touch with the 
ideal of spiritual community” 

“When you take a wide survey of your life, you begin to get an idea of what you are like 
because you can see what you’ve done and what you’ve worked out. Your life reveals 
yourself to yourself. Then the contact with the vision is the appearance of something new, 
as though there is an irruption of another element, which involves a total rearrangement” 

“what very often happens is that you have your natural gestalt, but for the greater part of 
your life, for one reason or another, you have been hindered from giving expression to it, or 
you’ve given it some sort of expression, but it has been distorted due to external 
circumstances. When you come in contact with the vision, you can see more clearly what 
has been happening, get rid of or avoid those distorting factors, and link up a more 
adequate expression of your gestalt with the vision.” 

“take another case – the case of a person who is naturally an artist, whose particular 
gestalt is fulfilled in that way, but who as a child was prevented from being an artist and 
compelled to do something else. His basic nature is there – his gestalt is trying to find 
expression – but it finds expression in a distorted way. Maybe he has found a job in a bank 
or has enlisted in the army, but whatever he’s doing, he is being prevented from giving 
natural expression to his gestalt. Then, if he comes into contact with the Buddhist 
community, he’s got to get rid of all the conditioning that was imposed upon him by 
working in the bank or being in the army, and unravel the distortions of his natural 
creativity brought about by being subject to that process. Perhaps he needs to become an 
artist with the support of the sangha, because that is his means of contacting in a real way 
the ideals and the vision of the Dharma. Undoing that distorting effect might be a lot of 
work and be quite painful.” 

“I don’t believe that anybody can have a negative gestalt. The gestalt exists on a higher 
level than positivity and negativity in that sense. ‘Negative’ lives, one could say, are the 
result of distortions in the gestalt. To express this in terms of Buddhist thought, one could 
say that the gestalt represents the reflection of the dharmakāya in the individual. We have 
to take this poetically, otherwise we get into quite deep waters metaphysically, having to 
consider whether this represents a ‘self’ and so on. The important point is that you are 
trying to work out an ideal in your spiritual life, or as your spiritual life. It is not that you 
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have a purely rational idea about Enlightenment, and you are trying to put that into 
practice on a purely rational basis. Much deeper, more creative forces have to be involved if 
you are going to get anywhere.” 

“A gestalt is a sort of whole” 

“Mozart used to say that before he composed a symphony he heard it instantaneously; it 
was all there at once, as a whole. That whole was the gestalt of the symphony, which he 
then proceeded to write out as a series of notes played one after another, but he actually 
experienced the whole thing together, out of time. ” 

“it is as though our gestalt is us, already completed, in a manner of speaking, outside time, 
and our life consists in the living out of that in time. That’s not just a metaphysical 
abstraction. It’s something you actually feel, a power motivating you through life. That’s 
why the symbol of the seed is useful, because it is something that grows. The gestalt is not 
a metaphysical entity. It’s not static or inert.” 

“To put it in traditional Buddhist terms, the gestalt is the product of the interaction 
between your self over a series of many lives – that is to say births and deaths and rebirths 
– and the dharmakāya, which produces as it were a reflection in you. The gestalt is the 
effect of the dharmakāya acting upon your best, most positive, most creative part. But the 
action of the dharmakāya is limited by the material itself: in some cases more limited, in 
other cases less limited. The material on which it is working is you as a phenomenal 
being.” 

“Why should the dharmakāya bother? It doesn’t bother. You might just as well ask why the 
moon should bother to reflect itself in the water. There is no question of why, because one 
is dealing with metaphors” 

“you have got your life as you are actually living it or have lived it for a certain length of 
time. If you look at that life, you can usually see one of two things. You either see a 
particular pattern repeated over and over again, or you see a pattern that is not yet 
complete being unfolded. Because you can see half the pattern you assume that 
‘somewhere’ there is a whole pattern. That is the gestalt, or that can be predicated as the 
gestalt. That’s all” 

“It is just like if you’ve got a half-unrolled Persian carpet, you can see a certain part of the 
pattern, and you can extrapolate from the pattern you see to the pattern you do not see. 
There can be varying degrees of clarity depending on your life experience. To continue the 
metaphor, you may only see vague blotches, or – bearing in mind that the expression of 
your gestalt may be distorted – there may be enormous stains on the carpet, which are 
obscuring the part of the pattern so far revealed, or even burns or holes. But one must 
realize the limitations of metaphor. The whole thing is changing all the time so that it’s 
not a question of the pattern only being revealed by the whole life. The pattern is also 
revealed by every part of the life. Even though the carpet has got all these stains and burns 

Page �  of �3 5



if you think in terms of one single carpet representing your whole life, you can also think 
that every minute is represented by the whole carpet. The carpet that you see after it has 
really been unrolled, the carpet that represents the whole life, the carpet that represents 
each minute after a certain stage in the unrolling process has been reached – even that 
still represents the whole life – has no burns, holes or stains at all. Once you’ve reached a 
certain point of creativity, a certain point of spiritual development, every single thing you 
do, whatever it is, fully reveals the whole pattern.” 

“Writing one’s autobiography, or telling one’s life story, can be a useful way of seeing the 
pattern more clearly, and also showing it to other people. Sometimes before coming in 
contact with the sangha people have gone through all sorts of difficult, painful and 
traumatic experiences. If you know that, you can understand certain things about their 
behaviour and make allowances for them. And from your own point of view, it’s not a bad 
thing to run through your whole life up to the present and see whether any sort of pattern, 
any meaning, emerges.” 

“Our lives don’t represent just a series of chances. One can quite meaningfully speak in 
terms of the working out of a pattern of some kind. A pattern is almost a law of nature.” 

“Sometimes we speak as though things were entirely random, but they are not. There is 
freedom, but there is a certain kind of determination as well, or at least limitation, and you 
get both of these in the pattern. One reason why it can be useful to think of your life as the 
working out of a pattern is that it helps you to realize that life is not a random thing. One 
has freedom, but it isn’t as though anything could have happened at any time. There is a 
perceivable pattern or at least part of a pattern. Seeing part of it, you can imagine the rest, 
and the whole is the gestalt, which can be revealed not only throughout the whole of the 
life, but at every single instant in it more and more clearly, the more creative you become.” 

“Gestalt’ is just one word to describe the interaction between the phenomenal 
individuality and the higher principle, the reflection of that higher principle within the 
individual. Perhaps it is not advisable to use any one word. One can say gestalt, one can say 
pattern, one can say reflection, one can say seed. It’s probably better to use all of them at 
different times in different contexts. Otherwise one might create the false impression that 
one is making a philosophical-cum-scientific statement. It’s really a poetic statement, a 
statement of a metaphorical nature, which has its own truth, but which is not truth in an 
objective, verifiable sense. You’re not giving a metaphysical explanation. You are clarifying 
an idea, or illuminating it metaphorically” 

“Each individual is a pattern, and to create a spiritual community those patterns have to 
coincide in their more important elements in such a way that they reflect a more universal 
pattern.” 

“each individual pattern has to be a variation on a more universal common pattern.” 

“The spiritual community is the unfolding of a wider, greater pattern.” 
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“One of the things I’ve noticed is that in thinking about individual development and 
spiritual life and all that, people tend to think very literally and linearly. We have to make 
our sense of it much more multidimensional and much less pinned down to specific 
definable ideas. It has to be in a way less graspable. In a sense, it shouldn’t be too clear, and 
one would be justified in becoming suspicious if it became so. When you discover your 
pattern, that will be clear in the sense that it has a definite outline, but a gestalt can’t be 
pinned down intellectually because the intellectual road is as it were linear, which the 
gestalt is not.” 

“Things shouldn’t be too clear or too sharply defined for the thinking mind. Or one could 
say, yes, let them be clearly defined for the thinking mind, but let the thinking mind not 
think that that is everything. Get things as clear as you can intellectually, by all means – 
don’t obfuscate or indulge in vague thinking – but even when your thinking is very clear, 
recognize that there are other dimensions, other ways of looking at things. Reducing 
things to intellectual formulas represents an attenuation of reality and an attenuation of 
one’s own experience, a self-limitation, because you’re more than that.” 
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