The Western
Spiritual Medical
Tradition:
An Interview with Gerald Epstein, M.D.
by Heidi E. Rain

Dr. Gerald Epstein, a medical doctor and a psychiatrist in
private practice in New York City and an assistant clinical
Professor ofPsychiatry at Mt. Sinai Medical Centerin New York
City, teaches the Western spiritual medical tradition. He is the
director of a school for this work, teaching it to health profes
sionals. He is the author of Healing Visualizations: Creating
Health Through Imagery and Waking Dream Therapy. In the
late summer of 1993, he spoke with auth9r Heidi Rain about the
Western tradition and his work.
Why do you think it is thatpeople seem to know so much about
Eastern spiritual traditions and so very little about Western?
Judaism, Christianity and Islam have suppressed the spiritual
strand. When these three traditions took over many long centu
ries ago, they did so in a way to attain power-to maintain and
achieve power. They had to keep suppressing the tradition that
speaks to a person's individual freedom without the need for an
intermediary to find his or her way to the Source. In order to
maintain power over their people, they made it so that you had
to go through the intermediary of the church and its officials
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rather than have your direct communication with God, which is
a Western concept. This Western conception about one God
in which you can make direct contact with that God-would not
have required an intermediary who had the function of escorting
you there, or giving you special dispensation so that you can
reach God.
Is that why people turn to Eastern religions?
Yes. There's a great spiritual yearning in people. Spiritual
reality means in effect that you are making a turn toward the
invisible reality, accepting its truth in physical reality, and that
you're wanting to find your way to freedom.
What do you mean by freedom?
Freedom means truth and liberation from the enslavement
that characterizes our relationship to this world. And what
characterizes our relationship to this world is our enslavement
to the great institutions that dominate the scene and determine
for us what's good, what's bad, what's right, what's wrong,
what's normal, what's abnormal ...
It doesn't sound like you 'rejust speaking ofthe church then.
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No. There are other institutions as
well. You have the military institution,
the governmental institution, the medical
arts institution, the institutions of sci
ence, theology, and, in recent decades,
you have the big business institutions.
You have essentially six major institu
tions and these six have really been the
dominating forces in our lives throughout
the five millennia (5000 years) that have
constituted recorded history. So in this
5000-year epic, we have these major
institutions that have sought to gain con
trol and domination over other human
beings. The name of the game on the
earth has been dominance and submis
sion, or dominance-subjugation. The er
roneous notion is that for the individuals
in the dominating group, to be free, it
would require the enslavement of others.
That the enslavement of others-another
country, for example-allows you to be
free.
That sounds like radical thinking. I
understand that you are a medical doc
tor.
Well that's what I do by trade. I ply
what I've done for a living and I've
reestablished a link that has been there
through millennia about a way to practice
a medicine based on this tradition of truth
and freedom and of finding your own
authority and not being dependent on
these great institutions. You use your
actual illness, whether it be emotional or
physical or both, as your way toward your
freedom.
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I always heard about Western spiri
tual tradition having to do with a body
mind split.
Oh, no, no, it' s quite the opposite. The
spiritual tradition has always been of the
body-mind unity, and that they were in
dissolubly linked, that they were mirror
reflections of each other. The split came
in the middle of the 17th century with the
rise of rational science and medicine,
with the conventional medicine we now
have, and the science that grew up as a
secular response to the church's domina
tion through all the centuries.
What do you believe causes illness?
There are three tendencies ofthe mind
that create all physical and mental illness
and give rise to all of the disturbances that
we experience as human beings.
And what are those?
Those tendencies are doubt, expecta
tion, and denial-an acronym of which I
made called DED, what makes us dead.
So the seed cause of all illness in the
world is doubt; the origin of that is in the
Garden of Eden. Eve is told with Adam
that they have this paradise forever, as
long as they listen to the first voice, the
one voice. As long as they don't eat the
fruit, as long as they don't learn about the
physical world, the world of duality, of
object and subject. They're fine until the
serpent whispers in Eve's ear, and says,
" You can become God, you can have
control over events, you can be omni
scient, omnipresent, know the future and
become immortal. All you have to do is

learn about the knowledge ofthe phy9'ical
world and you can become God."
Eve is falling into this existential quan
dary because she is hearing this one voice
which says, "Follow me and you live,"
and the voice of the serpent which is the
second voice, and the second voice is
always the voice of doubt because doubt
means two, if you look up the root of the
word doubt.
And of course, as the archetypal story
goes, she bites and she goes for the apple
and they're hurtled into the world of
disease, death, unhappiness, misery, tor
ture, suffering and pain. And so the doubt
was the seed cause. To resolve the doubt
she went for the experience-to eat the
apple-rather than turning back to the
one voice, Le., to turn to spirit. And that
starts the whole engine of decay.
And what's the expectation part?
Always thinking into the future: what
could be, should be, ought to be, must be,
is going to be, will be, if/thenWhat about denial?
We are always denying qualities of
ourselves and seeing them reflected in
the disturbing events that come into our
lives. But what wedo when these disturb
ing events and people come into our lives,
rather than seeing them as reflections of
qualities within us, we immediately blame
them, feel alienated from them, want to
build defenses against them, or feel vic
timized by them. So we never realize that
what comes into our existence is really a
product ofour own denial, what qualities
of ourselves that we refuse to look at.
That's really interesting. I don't know
a lot about it even though I had a Jewish
background.
That's because the tradition that has
been passed on to us has sought not to
emphasize or teach spiritual points. I
think the original fear was that because
the Jews were subject to such persecution
when they were exiled from the Holy
Land, they did not want to appear as
threatening entities in foreign lands. So
they sought not to teach this kind of
education overtly. And Ithinkeventually
what this led to was the suppression of it
altogether, and to assimilate more into
the cultures in which the Jews found
themselves.
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Is the Kabala part of what was lost?
Of course. It was held to be esoteric
you're not supposed to study it. Women
are not to learn it at all. You're not
supposed to dabble in it. It's dangerous.
All sorts of myths and superstitions arose
around it. It would have been much to the
Jews' benefit and service to have con
veyed this kind of thinking into the world
because it's what the world is lacking. Be
that as it may, the huge percentage of
Americans who find themselves in Ori
ental traditions are Jews-because they
have not had the training in their own
traditions, while the Oriental traditions
made it very much a part of the fabric of
their educational system. You grow up in
India, you learn the Bhagavad-Gita, you
were taught that. Before Mao in China,
you learned about Taoism. In Japan, you
learn about Shinto and about Zen Bud
dhism. And in Tibet, of course, it was a
land in which everybody learned the Bud
dhist tradition.
How have you incorporated the West
ern teachings into your work?
I have a private practice in New York.
I do intensive weekend training seminars
for all health professionals, showing them
how to integrate imagery into their clini
cal practice. I do have a New York State
Regents-chartered schooUpost-graduate
training center. We practically apply all
this understanding to our therapeutics.
This frees people to heal their physical
and emotional and social disturbances.
And the healing takes place very quickly.
It's an educative work, giving people a
reeducation showing a new direction,
pointing out habits, giving them the tools
to change these habits. We're doing it in
a climate ofacceptance without anyjudg
ments and no standards.
Do you do any kind ofpsychoanalytic
work?
Oh no. Not at all. It would be an .
adultery. Adultery means to mix. That
would be the Seventh Commandment.
We don't want to bring another language,
the language of psychology, in to define
what we are doing.
What would yours be called?
Phenomenology. Phenomenology
means the study of the moment as it
presents itselfwithout any objective quan
tification, experimentation or subjective
interpretation. You just let the phenomNovember/December 1993

enon speak. You learn to read the phe
nomenon, which is an image because the
language of the mind, the true language
of the inner life is image. The Egyptians
knew this quite well and conveyed it very
clearly in their ancient Pharaonic lan
guage called hieroglyphics. The
hieroglyphs were there to show you all
the knowledge which was embodied in
these images. Because the image is the

Meditation was never
conceived of as a
therapeutics. Meditation
was always created for
people who had gone
through their daily life
problems and had now
been able to move beyond
that to a place where
they could seek
spiritual fulfillment.
true language of the inner life, of the
subjective life -- that's the intuitive life or
the spiritual life.
So all the experience in the world is
glyphic. You have dreams, you have
images, you have external reality, which
appears to you in the form of images
coming into your life space. What I said
before about denial: When you deny
something about yourself, you see itcome
into your life space in the form of the
people and events that happen, which are
embodying qualities at first: the invisible
giving rise to the visible. So the qualities
give rise to the visible physical which
comes into your life space and acts on you
in a certain way that is a representation of
a quality in you, which has now taken on
a visible quality.
It sounds a lot like what I've studied in
Eastern spirituality, ofeverything yearn
ing toward wholeness. In other words, if
you have this denial, it'll be presented to
you so you can have a wholeness.
Always. It's always presented to us so
we can be our own teacher. We're always
creating what's presented to us so that we
can-if we learn to read it-always know

exactly what we need to carry out for
ourselves in this life.
About hieroglyphics and the impor
tance ofimage-is that a universal East
ern and Western spiritual truth?
No, it's a Western spiritual truth. The
hieroglyphs of the mind is image. So
image is the universal language; that's
the Western point, the shared language of
the world. And so every aspect of our life
is reflecting itself to us as image. What I
do in my work and in my students' work,
and how we train people is to learn to read
the glyphs-a new language that you've
never been taught to read before.
Each other's glyphs?
Each other's glyphs. You're learning
two fundamentally Western ways which
are essential to our healing technique:
thinking by analogy-no cause and ef
fect thinking-by mirror reflections of
each other, things comesponding to each
other, the correlations of one thing to
another. So we're thinking by analogy.
And we're concentrating without ef
fort, which means that we're focusing on
the presence ofthe present without regard
for the outcome, or the results or the
consequence. No future outcome, no pre
diction.
No goal orientation.
No goal orientation-all the things
that science is interested in, we're not
interested in. Because science is inter
ested in a realm that doesn't exist from
our point of view-a realm called the
future. So for us the future is an illusion.
And therefore we concentrate without
effort. We focus on the presence of the
present.
The paradigm of the Zen masters in
Zen and theArt ofArchery, where he lines
himself up, gets his body perfectly set,
pulls the bow and arrow back with perfect
tension and aims it, right? And the mo
ment he shoots the arrow, he shuts his
eyes. That's concentration without ef
fort. And the arrow unerringly goes into
the bull's-eye. Because he's not inter
ested in the outcome, onlyin the process.
That's concentration without effort. And
without that, forget healing. There is no
healing without that principle.

And so what about when people are
healed other ways?

41

When you say other ways, what do you
mean?
Without necessarily being uncon
cerned about the future.
I haven't seen that.
How would you see it as different?
Healing is a coming into wholeness.
So you can get cured; you know, if you
have a sore throat you can take an antibi
otic, and if it happens to work, you are
cured of that sore throat. But you never
were asked by any physician, "What's
the context of that soreness? What's the
life situation in which that soreness is
existing? What's its correlation, what's
its analogy to your everyday life, to your
emotional life? What are you sore about?"
and so on. That's the healing. The heal
ing is bringing everything into whole
ness. You can get cured in time by an
antibiotic, but you're not healed.
Are there a lot ofpractitioners work
ing the way you're speaking ofworking?
A lot, no.
And do you see these shifts in world
view happening in a more Widespread
way? Do you see more people turning
toward Western spiritual healing and this
kind of imagery thinking?
I think there are more people than ever
turning toward the imagery process in
North America. But it's still hard for the
voice to be heard openly. The tendency of
the media, excepting Body Mind & Spirit,
has been always to turn, to look to the
Eastern practitioners or the people who
are embracing some sort of Eastern
method-they're quick to grab at that. If
you look to the Moyers' PBS series on the
mind-body, you'll find nothing Western
in that. The gravitational pull of that
series was directly to the East. There was
not one voice that represented the West
ern spiritual tradition.
And you see imagery as the founda
tion of that?
Absolutely the foundation.
Is there any way to use these images in
our everyday life; is there anything you
could impart to readers who are inter
ested?
Yes, the key here is really to attend to
the first voice. Because the model was
given to us in Genesis. In Genesis, God
said, listen only to my voice and don't eat
the fruit, don't try to find out about the
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knowledge of the physical world. He
said, listen to the one voice, that one
voice that always speaks through us, and
the one voice always speaks the truth.
And how do we differentiate the one
voice from the chatter, the mind chatter
that we always have: this one says this
thing, that one says that thing . .. How do
we get down to that one voice, how do we
know that it's the one voice and not just
another authoritarian -
Because it always speaks in the present
tense. Or it speaks in the imperative

There are three
tendencies of the mind
that create all physical
and mental illness and
give rise to all of the
disturbances that
we experience as
human beings.
voice. And the second voice always
speaks in the future or the past tense.
"If you don't, then --"
Yes, if you don't then-the if-then
voice. Or "I want to take this trip, but if
I go on this trip, then ..." All that chatter
is in the future tense. So you have to
become a witness to yourself. You have
to become an observer of how you're
operating; then you can take appropriate
action.
Do you think meditation helps in this
process?
Well, meditation was never conceived
of as a therapeutics. Meditation was al
ways created for people who had gone
through their daily life problems and had
now been able to move beyond that to a
place where they could seek spiritual
fulfillment.
Is there anyone technique you would
share with peoplefor taking and using the
image in everyday life?
Yes, let's say for pain-which most
people experience on a physical level, or
by their equivalents on an emotional
level-like anxiety, worry, fear, anger,
and so on. Whenever bothered, the first
thing to do is ask yourself: What image

would describe what I'm experiencing?
What image would relate to what I'm
going through now? What does this what
ever-I'm-going-through look like? And
if you ask yourself anyone of these kinds
of questions, that image will come.
Okay, and then what do you do with
that image?
Correct it. Make it what's called in
Judaism a tikkun. You make a tikkun, a
correction. And so, for example, ifyou're
feeling anxious-do you feel, do you get
anxious at times?
I'm very anxious. My computer just
crashed.
Okay, so I say to you, what does that
anxiety look like? What image would
you see associated with it?
(Pause) A lot of ragged gray moun
tains.
Okay. So just breathe out slowly and
correct this image. Change it, knowing
that as you correct it, the anxiety is disap
pearing.
Some green is coming in.
Yes. So let the green grow on the
mountainside.
Slowly.
Slowly. Yes, you see the sprouts
starting to come through. As the sprouts
are coming through slowly, tell me how
you feel?
My shoulders are coming down.
Yes. So there's a physical equivalent,
your physical analogy to the anxiety be
gins to change. It is a mind-body unity.
What happens on the emotional level is
happening on the physical level. What's
happening physically is happening emo
tionally. Simultaneously.
The light's coming over the hill.
The' light's coming up over the hill,
you begin to see light. So this is a work
of light. Light and life.
And I'm not supposed to think, won
dering, how am I going to get this com
puter fixed, is it going to befixed?
No, because that's the second voice
chattering away. Because you're talking
future talk. What you're doing now is
creating a space, because now the anxiety
is disappearing. And in that space when
the anxiety's disappeared, you'll have an
insight or an intuition about what to do.
It'll come to you. Without your having to
engage in rational thought.

Body Mind & Spirit

#

There's a level oftrust, there's a level
ofletting go that sounds like you're talk
ingabout
It's called faith, the practice of faith.
People say, if you're not born with faith,
you can't develop it. That's not true. You
can practice it. This is a way ofpracticing
it. And one ofthe ways ofpracticing faith
is through tikkun, making a correction. A
very simple way that everybody can do.
And tikkun is "to correct"?
It's a correction. You're correcting
the error. To be in error is to miss the
mark. The imaging, the tikkun, comes
through will. The three tendencies
doubt, expectation and denial-have their
three remedies. They're called voluntary
will, imagination and memory. And the
acronyn for that is VIM. The three func
tions of the mind: will, imagination and
memory.
I get the will and imagination, but how
does memory play into this?
Remembering God. Remembering
your relationship always to the invisible
reality. And not putting your stock in just
the visible world, not believing the vis
ible world holds the answers and keys to
your existence, and freedom, and truth.
And that's what the serpent would have
you believe. It's turning your attention to
the invisible reality that says the truth of
life is in the absolute moral correctness of
the world.
Absolute moral correctness ofthings
as they are?
As they are, that's right. And the
restoration of ourselves to life is to re
member ourselves, is to put ourselves
together again because to remember
means to put yourself together, to re
member.
What about redemption?
To redeem ourselves, to live, to re
deem the moral errors that we make. And
eventually by doing so, you overcome·
death. That's resurrection. It's the resto
ration of the dead souls to life and the
overcoming of death in this life.
Are there a lot of parallels with the
Eastern? I keep hearing this. whether it's
reincarnation or the chance to live again.
Well, reincarnation is the wheel of
birth and death. And we're talking about
overcoming that wheel of birth and death
to overcome death in this life. And the
Western spiritual tradition has that as its
November/December 1993

central point. And that is the central point
of all the major Western traditions that
exist now-Christianity, Judaism and Is
lam.
Well, we can go on forever here
(laughs) but...(laughs)
This is wondeiful. Thanks so muchfor
your time.
My pleasure.
Dr. Epstein can be reachedforprivate
therapeutic work or classes at 351 East

84 Street, New York, NY 10028; (212)
988-7750.
Heidi Rain is a poet/writer/astrologi
cal counselor living in Brooklyn with her
son and their two cats. Her reviews have
appeared in Free Spirit and The Whole
Life Times. Her poems have been pub
lished in such publications as The New
Press Literary Quarterly, Wings and
Nomad's Choir.
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