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PREFACE TO THE WISDOM EDITION

This book originated in an unusual way.
In the late 1980s I was living in Japan and focused on my Zen practice 

at the San’Un Zendo in Kamakura. I was also reading everything I could 
about death, not only Buddhist and other spiritual texts but as much of 
the relevant psychological and philosophical literature as I could find. By 
far the most insightful and provocative books were the last two by the ex-
istential psychologist Ernest Becker: The Denial of Death, which received 
the Pulitzer Prize for nonfiction in 1975; and his unfinished Escape from 
Freedom. 

According to Becker, our inability to accept our inevitable death is also 
our inability to live fully. Death is so terrifying that we must repress it, yet 
that doesn’t work very well. As Freud discovered, what has been repressed 
tends to return to consciousness in distorted form, as a symptom—in this 
case, as obsessive “immortality projects” in which we try to immortalize 
ourselves symbolically. Physical death may be unavoidable, but by becom-
ing someone special one can hope to qualify for a special fate. Maybe by 
writing a great philosophy book, in which case one’s words and name 
might survive. 

But I couldn’t avoid Becker’s main point so easily. It was a painful 
shock to realize how much my Zen practice was full of “gaining ideas.” 
Rather than meditating wholeheartedly, I was using zazen as a means to 
reach some other goal—to become deeply enlightened. What could be 
more special than that? Maybe even to become a great Zen master! Hui-
neng, Ma-tsu, Dogen, Hakuin, and . . . David Loy? Instead of “forgetting 
myself ” in the practice, this attitude reinforced my sense of self. In short, 
my Zen practice had become another kind of immortality project.
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The ground beneath my feet disappeared, yet eventually, as the sadness 
and disorientation eased, there was the taste of a new kind of freedom. 
I didn’t need to play that game anymore. Although my often-awkward 
self-consciousness and feelings of inadequacy didn’t disappear, they didn’t 
matter so much, because at my core something else had opened up.   

It certainly felt like this transformation was influenced by what Becker 
had written, but the result was not something that Becker had described. 
And, from a Buddhist perspective, it now seemed to me that Becker’s ba-
sic claim was a little off-focus: that our fundamental problem is not death 
(sometime in the future) but our lack of self-existence right now. I con-
tinued my zazen, along with my studies. At that point I had no idea what 
they might lead to, yet commitment to both was still intense.

A year or so later, I sat down to write a teisho, a Zen talk. A Zen teacher 
had asked me to write one, but I had no particular topic in mind. I duly 
wrote down a desultory sentence or two, and then something completely 
unexpected happened. A fresh thought about what I had been reading 
arose in my mind—I wrote it down. As soon as I finished recording it, 
another thought appeared. I wrote that one down. Another thought, and 
then another. To my surprise, they kept coming, for hours. As quickly as I 
could write one thought down, the next one appeared. Each arose sponta-
neously, as if it had a life of its own. There was no mental effort involved, 
nor was there any particular logical sequence in the way the thoughts ap-
peared. They jumped from one theme to another. 

This continued for more than two days (with the usual breaks for 
eating and sleeping). Near the end of that time, as the thoughts slowed 
down, I went back over my notes and reread what I’d written down so 
hastily; that led to more thoughts, which now began to link the previ-
ous thoughts together. After another day or so, the detailed structure of a 
book had emerged—this one. 

Of course, that was just an outline. After that the real work began, 
fleshing out the arguments and tying them together discursively. But I 
already knew what I wanted to say—or, more precisely, what wanted to be 
said, because it really felt like this book had a life of its own and that my 
task was to midwife its birth.

Since then I have published many other books, but this remains my 
favorite. Its central idea—that the sense of self is normally haunted by a 
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sense of lack, the feeling that “something is wrong with me”—still seems 
to me quite important, and I continue to explore its implications. It helps 
us understand why we individually tend to become so obsessed with mon-
ey, fame, status, our physical appearance, among other things. It also has 
collective social implications that have been developed in some of the 
other books.

Very few changes have been made in the text of this second edition, 
none of them substantial, mostly stylistic. Occasionally I have added a few 
words to clarify a point, but that is all. 

I am very grateful to Wisdom Publications for making Lack and Tran-
scendence available in this more affordable and readable edition.



INTRODUCTION 

This book grew out of the cross-fertilization of two basic ideas. 
One is the Freudian concept of repression, including the return of the 
repressed in symbolic form as a symptom. The other is the Buddhist doc-
trine of anātman, “no-self.” If our sense of self as something autonomous 
and self-grounded is a fiction, if the ego is in fact mentally constructed 
and socially internalized, then perhaps our primal repression is not sexual 
wishes (as Freud thought) nor fear of death (as many existential psychol-
ogists think) but the quite valid suspicion that “I” am not real. This shift 
in emphasis from libido-instinct to the way we understand our situation 
in the world opens up possibilities that classical psychoanalysis did not 
allow—many of which existentialism and Buddhism have explored, as we 
shall see. 

When those possibilities are taken seriously, a web of relationships be-
gins to spin among fields of inquiry usually understood to be distinct. 

It is a sad comment on our balkanized intellectual world that this book 
must begin with an apologia for hitching together three supposedly dif-
ferent horses. The defense is straightforward: whatever the differences in 
their methods and goals, psychotherapy, existentialism, and Buddhism 
are concerned with many of the same fundamental issues, and therefore 
we can benefit from comparing what they think they have learned. In ad-
dition to an historical affinity between psychoanalysis and existentialism 
(see below) and more recent links between Buddhism and Western psy-
chology (such as transpersonal psychology), there have been many stud-
ies of Buddhism and existentialism: Nietzsche and Buddhism, Heideg-
ger and Buddhism, and so on. Then, why not bring all three traditions 
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together, in a study receptive to the insights of each? Important figures 
in each tradition have arrived at many of the same conclusions about the 
problems of life and death and life-in-death: for example, that what passes 
for normalcy today is a low grade of psychopathology, usually unnoticed 
because so common; that the denial of death poisons life; that the sup-
posedly autonomous ego-self is conditioned in ways it is normally un-
aware of; and that it is possible to become more free by becoming more 
aware of our mental processes—a transformation that all three traditions 
encourage. Noticing these and other similarities made me wonder about 
the relationships among them. How do such agreements constellate? 
In spite of the differences one would expect, might an interdisciplinary 
study nevertheless adumbrate some shared understanding about the hu-
man condition—perhaps even some basic reasons for our notorious in-
ability to be happy? 

Much has happened to psychoanalysis in a century, and Freud today 
would have difficulty recognizing many of his progeny. Among those de-
scendants, Jungian analysis and more recently transpersonal psychology 
have attracted most of the attention of students of religion. This book 
focuses on existential psychoanalysis, which originated from an early 
cross-fertilization between Freudianism and phenomenology, especially 
Heidegger’s Being and Time. The most innovative figure was the Swiss 
psychiatrist Ludwig Binswanger, who is also distinguished by the fact that 
he was able to disagree with Freud without that leading to a break between 
them. For reasons that become apparent in chapter 2, I think this original 
movement made a mistake in allying itself with the early Heidegger, and 
what follows is more influenced by the second- and third-generation of 
existential psychologists in the United States: among the analysts, Rollo 
May and Irvin Yalom; of the scholars, Norman O. Brown and most of all 
Ernest Becker, whose influential books The Denial of Death and Escape 
from Evil (the second unfinished at his own death) are used in chapter 1 
to summarize the existential approach to psychoanalysis. 

These figures are more pragmatic than the first generation. For them, 
the “existential” in existential psychology means not so much existential-
ism as being rooted in the fundamental issues of life and death, freedom 
and responsibility, groundlessness and meaninglessness. Despite this—or 
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is it because of this?—their findings display a remarkable agreement with 
the best of the existentialist tradition. Becker refers often to Pascal and 
Kierkegaard, and he could have found as much in Nietzsche and Sartre to 
buttress his conclusions. This confluence is important because it is one of 
the fertile places where science and philosophy meet today. Psychoanal-
ysis/psychotherapy is many things: a religion (with founder, dogma, and 
schisms), a philosophy (Freud and many since him couldn’t resist meta-
physical extrapolations), but also perhaps the rudimentary, groping be-
ginnings of something that is capable of learning from its mistakes. One 
important example of such self-correction: in place of the doctrinal dis-
putes that preoccupied early psychoanalysis, contemporary therapists are 
more aware of the relativity of their theoretical constructs. Yet this hardly 
a recent discovery, as we shall see. 

The most important existentialist thinkers also stress that philoso-
phizing should lead to a personal transformation in the way we live, an 
emphasis that makes their philosophies therapeutic as well as conceptual. 
Nietzsche discovered our ressentiment and how we project a higher “spiri-
tual” world to compensate for our inability to be comfortable in this one. 
The modern disappearance of that other world has left us nihilistic and 
with the difficult task of revaluing this world. Heidegger’s Being and Time 
argues that awareness of death can open up the possibility of authentic 
life, and emphasizes the intimate connection between such authentic-
ity and the way we experience time. Sartre is more pessimistic: human 
consciousness is always a lack because our nothingness cannot help crav-
ing the supposed self-grounded being of objective things. Kierkegaard’s 
solution to the anxiety that bedevils our lives is to become thoroughly 
anxious: to let anxiety dredge up and devour all our “finite ends,” those 
psychological securities we have hedged around us and then “forgotten” 
in order to hide in a safe but constricted world. 

In this book the above issues will be contemplated and integrated into 
a framework that is predominantly Buddhist, because sympathetic to 
what Buddhism says about the relationship between duḥkha (our human 
dis-ease) and the delusive sense-of-self. Like Nietzsche, Buddhism denies 
both God and any “higher world,” for the difference between saṁsāra and 
nirvāna is found in the ways we experience this world. Like Being and 



LACK  AND  TRANSCENDENCE4

Time, Buddhism notices a relationship between authenticity and another 
way of experiencing time, yet its understanding of that relation implies 
a critique of the temporality Heidegger recommends. Buddhism agrees 
with Sartre that our ego-consciousness is a lack, but its deconstruction of 
the duality between consciousness and object allows for a solution that 
Sartre does not envision. Like Kierkegaard’s attitude toward anxiety, the 
Buddhist solution to the problem of duḥkha is not to evade it but to be-
come it and see what that does to us. 

Śākyamuni Buddha declared that he taught only the fact of our duḥkha 
and how to end it. The path that ends duḥkha requires developing our 
awareness, since, as in psychotherapy, transformation occurs through in-
sight. And the most important insight is realizing how the self does not 
exist: for Buddhism, the root cause of our suffering is the delusion of self. 
In response to existential-psychological emphasis on death-repression, 
Buddhism views the problem of life-fearing-death as merely one version 
of our more general problem with bipolar thinking. We distinguish one 
pole (e.g., success) from its opposite (failure) in order to attain the first 
and reject the other, but that bifurcation does not work because the two 
terms are interdependent. Since the meaning of each depends on negat-
ing the other, we can have both or neither, the two sides of a single coin. 
So, our hope for success is shadowed by an equal fear of failure, and in 
the same manner our repression of death represses life. For those who deny 
death, the interdependence of life and death implies a death-in-life. 

That is the issue in the first chapter, “The Nonduality of Life and 
Death.” Insofar as we repress our fear of death, the repressed returns as our 
compulsion to secure and if possible immortalize ourselves symbolically. 
Our yearning for fame is a good example, for “how can he be dead, who 
lives immortal in the hearts of men?” Unfortunately, no amount of fame 
can satisfy me if it’s not really fame I want. The Buddhist approach to this 
issue is presented mainly by explicating what the twelfth-century Japanese 
Zen master Dōgen wrote about the dualism of life-and-death. However, 
from the Buddhist perspective, our primary repression is not death-terror 
but another fear even more fundamental: the suspicion that “I” am not 
real. Rather than being autonomous in some Cartesian fashion, our sense 
of self is mentally and socially conditioned, therefore ungrounded and (as 
the mentally ill remind us) fragile.
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In many ways the difference between this approach and death-repres-
sion is slight, and much of Becker’s argument remains valid with some 
adjustments. The main distinction is that death-repression allows us to 
project our problem into the future, as we dread losing what we think we 
have now, whereas the repression of our groundlessness is a way to avoid 
facing what we are (or are not) right now. Freud and many others have 
noticed the peculiarity of fearing one’s own death: there’s nothing to fear 
if I will not be here to notice that I’m missing. Epicurus concluded that 
“the most horrible of ends, death, is nothing to us,” and the early Freud 
supposed that death-fear must disguise other repressions, notably castra-
tion. Yet that fear is all too understandable if it is the closest we usually 
come to glimpsing our own groundlessness. The difference becomes cru-
cial because of the different possibilities they allow.

The Buddhist emphasis on the groundlessness of the ego-self implies 
that our most troublesome dualism is not life-versus-death but being ver-
sus nothingness (or no-thing-ness): the anxious self intuiting and dreading 
its own lack of being (or thing-ness). As a result, our sense-of-self is shad-
owed by a sense of lack that it perpetually yet vainly tries to resolve. The 
interdependence of bipolar dualisms still holds: to the extent I come to 
feel autonomous, my consciousness is also infected with a gnawing sense 
of unreality, usually experienced as the vague feeling that “there is some-
thing wrong with me.” Since we do not know how to cope with such an 
intimate sense of lack, it is repressed, only to return in projected form as 
the compulsive ways we attempt to make ourselves real in the world—
which implies, among other things, a time orientation focused on the 
future.

In Being and Time, Heidegger claims that consciousness of my finitude 
cuts through the chance possibilities that normally distract me by making 
me consider what I really want to do during my short time on this earth. 
That unifies the scattered “nows” of the inauthentic present into the care-
full and thus future-oriented concern of the authentic present. Chapter 
2, “The Moving Image of Eternity,” argues that this approach is insightful 
but upside-down. Being and Time presents essentially the same relations 
among death, self, guilt, and time as chapter 1 does, yet draws the opposite 
conclusions because it absolutizes temporality. From a psychotherapeu-
tic standpoint, Heidegger misses the return of the repressed in symbolic 
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form, which makes future-oriented time into a schema for the expiation 
of guilt, as Norman O. Brown put it. In more Buddhist terms, the sense 
of time as something objective that we are in derives from our sense of 
lack and our projects to fill up that lack. Both of Heidegger’s alternatives, 
inauthentic and authentic, are preoccupied with the future because they 
are our two main ways of reacting to the inevitable possibility of death. In 
order to glimpse how time might be experienced without the shadow of 
death, the last part of chapter 2 offers a Buddhist deconstruction of time. 

Chapter 3, “The Pain of Being Human,” evaluates in more detail the 
claim that a dissatisfaction with life is intrinsic to the ego-self as it usual-
ly functions. The first part surveys the psychoanalytic understanding of 
ontological guilt and basic anxiety, both now recognized as ineliminable 
even from a “well-adjusted” ego. The two most important Western philos-
ophies of lack are quite pessimistic, and their challenge to wishful think-
ing is addressed in the second part. Yet Schopenhauer’s monism of un-
satisfiable will may be criticized for projecting our sense of lack onto the 
cosmos, and Sartre’s ontological dualism between the for-itself and the 
in-itself is also questionable. The last part of this chapter (and the crux of 
this book) discusses how the Buddhist deconstruction of the ego-self can 
end its duḥkha. The Mahāyāna critique of self-existence is explained by 
considering Nāgārjuna’s arguments about interdependence and the Hua-
yen analogy of Indra’s Net. 

The Buddhist solution to bipolar dualisms usually involves accepting 
the term that has been denied. If our worst fear is death, the answer is 
to die now. To study Buddhism is to study yourself, says Dōgen, and to 
study yourself is to forget yourself. The ego-self ’s attempt to make itself 
real is a self-reflexive effort to grasp itself, an impossibility that leads to 
self-paralysis; Buddhist meditation, in which I become absorbed into my 
practice, is thus an exercise in de-reflection. To yield to my groundlessness 
is to realize that I have always been grounded: not as a sense-of-self, but 
insofar as I have never been separate from the world, never been other 
than the world. 

Chapter 4, “The Meaning of It All,” considers what the previous chap-
ters imply about our understanding of morality, the search for truth, and 
the meaning of our lives. These implications are developed by engaging 
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in a dialogue with Nietzsche, perhaps the first Western thinker to realize 
that they are not discovered but constructed: internalized games we learn 
from each other and play with ourselves. Nietzsche sees how moral codes 
gain their psychological compulsion because they provide a symbolic way 
for us to gain some grip on our fate. His solution is to reverse priorityand 
replace slave morality with master morality, yet he does not see how much 
the heroic ego of his Overman is a fantasy project for overcoming our 
lack. In contrast, Buddhism undercuts the ethical problem by emphasiz-
ing an interdependence so great that I am you. Nietzsche sees that our 
search for truth also tends to be a sublimated attempt to secure ourselves: 
we want to grasp the symbols that enable us to grasp reality, because they 
reflect it. Stripped of its will-to-power, Nietzschean perspectivism, which 
liberates all truths from the supervision of a dominant one, turns out to 
be similar to Nāgārjuna’s realization that “no truth has been taught by a 
Buddha to anyone, anywhere.” 

Eternal recurrence is Nietzsche’s attempt to resolve nihilism by reval-
uing this world, yet it is not a good enough myth because it still seeks be-
ing: it attempts to make the here-and-now real by making it recur (or by 
acting as if it recurs) eternally. For Buddhism, however, nihilism is not the 
meaninglessness of life but our fear of that meaninglessness and the ways 
we evade it—ways that include myths about eternal recurrence. To accept 
meaninglessness, as part of the process of yielding to the no-thing-ness we 
dread, is to realize what might be called meaningfreeness. As a result, life 
becomes more playful. Yet, the question is not whether we play but how. 
Do we suffer our various games because they are sublimated life-or-death 
struggles, or do we dance with the light feet that Nietzsche called the first 
attribute of divinity? The problem is that anyone who must play—because 
he or she needs to get something from their play—cannot play. 

Chapter 5, “Trying to Become Real,” discusses some of our more com-
pulsive games, four of the most popular ways we symbolically try to fill up 
our sense of lack: the craving for fame, the love of love, the money com-
plex, and our collective Oedipal project of technological development. 
Although now so widespread we take them for granted, these pursuits 
are not “natural” (i.e., not needing to be explained) but historically con-
ditioned. All four began to become important just before or during the 
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Renaissance, when the Western individual sense of self—and therefore 
its shadow sense of lack as well—became hypertrophied. Each of the four 
can be viewed as a demonic secular religion: secular because by pursuing 
it we seek a salvation for the self in this world; religious because in that 
pursuit a basically spiritual urge for reality manifests in distorted form; 
and tending to become demonic because the inability to overcome our 
sense of unreality through these pursuits is usually experienced as “I do 
not yet have enough. . . .”

If the concept of lack can illuminate such aspects of Western culture, 
might it also shed light on other cultures? In place of a more conventional 
summary, the conclusion speculates about the differences among Indian, 
Sino-Japanese, and Western cultures and about the possible role of lack 
in those differences: some key distinguishing features may be understood 
as different ways of responding to our sense-of-lack. The distinction be-
tween this world and another transcendental dimension is fundamental 
to India but much less important in China and Japan, which emphasize 
this phenomenal world. In terms of lack, Indian culture traditionally ori-
ents itself to another reality that can fill up the sense of lack we feel here, 
while China and Japan try to resolve human groundlessness by grounding 
their members more tightly into a hierarchical social system. In the West, 
an early transcendental dimension was gradually internalized to become 
the supposedly autonomous and self-directed individual addressed above. 

The argument in this book provides another version of the often-made 
claim that today, as usual, our deepest problem is a spiritual one. Since 
that word is not respectable in some circles and too respectable in some 
others, let me emphasize the special sense of the word as it is employed 
in the interpretation of Buddhism that follows. Our problem is spiritual 
insofar as the sense-of-self ’s lack of being compels it to seek being one way 
or another, consciously or unconsciously. The solution is spiritual insofar 
as what is necessary is a metanoia, a turning-around or rather a letting-go, 
at our “empty” core. It should not be assumed that this puts us in touch 
with some other transcendental dimension; according to Mahāyāna Bud-
dhism what it reveals is the actual nature of the world we have understood 
ourselves to be in yet always felt ourselves to be separate from. That sense 
of separation from the world is what motivates me to try to secure myself 
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within it, but according to Buddhism the only satisfactory resolution is to 
realize I am not other than it. 

In contrast to the various types of reductionism that have been pre-
dominant in the twentieth century—Marxist, Freudian, behaviorist, ma-
terialist, etc.—the chapters that follow argue for what might be called 
a transcendental reduction, or a “transcendentalization.” The reduction 
goes the other way, up instead of down, by noticing how our ultimate con-
cern, the need to ground the groundless sense-of-self, cannot be denied. 
When we attempt to ignore it, by devoting ourselves to secular pursuits, 
we end up sacralizing them—and therefore demonize them, as chapter 
5 argues. According to Nāgārjuna’s famous dictum, the limit (koti) of 
nirvāṇa is the limit of the everyday world; there is not even the subtlest 
difference between them (Mūlamadhyamikakārikā XXV.20). Then, the 
sacred/secular distinction too needs to be conflated, by demonstrating 
how each term is complicit in the other. Nietzsche attempted such a de-
construction with his critique of all “higher worlds,” only to become im-
paled on the other horn by celebrating the will-to-power of a heroic ego. 
His brave new world eliminated the sacred without doing the same to its 
opposite, which we perceive as the secular. In sum, the concept of repres-
sion can help us see ultimate concerns functioning in so-called secular 
pursuits, although in a distorted, unconscious, and compulsive fashion.

If there is no difference between nirvāṇa and the everyday world, the 
sacred can be nothing other than the true nature of the secular. To real-
ize this is to experience our phenomenal world as holy: not because it is 
God’s creation or śūnyatā’s form, not because it recurs again and again, 
not as symbolic or symptomatic of something else, but as what it is. The 
question, finally, is not whether the world can be resacralized but whether 
we will sacralize it fetishistically, because unconsciously, or wholehearted-
ly, because awake. 


