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This article explores the diﬀerent ways in which suﬀering is represented iconographically in
Christianity and in Buddhism. The disparate images of Christ nailed to a cross and Buddha
sitting serenely under a tree suggest diametrically opposed attitudes toward the role of suﬀering in religion. In line with the suggestion posed by a Tibetan lama to the author, this article
seeks to demonstrate that these various approaches to suﬀering—seeking redemption through
suﬀering versus transcendence of suﬀering—are at a deeper level not in actuality diﬀerent.
This rapprochement is achieved through appealing to Jungian and post-Jungian theories in
situating Christ and Buddha within a singular process of psychospiritual transformation.

Framing the Question
Several years ago, while on Buddhist pilgrimage in Bodhgaya, India, I
was granted an interview with a lama in the Nyingmapa school of Tibetan
Buddhism. This lama’s manner was so relaxed and welcoming that I felt no
compunction about asking him a question that had concerned me for some
time. I said, “I have long been troubled by the diﬀerence between a Western-style redemption through suﬀering and a Buddhist-style transcendence
of suﬀering.” The lama’s response issued from his whole Being, and I will
never forget the delivery, intonation, and physical and energetic presence
with which he gently asked, “Is there a diﬀerence?” With that response I
felt something align immediately in me and I spontaneously uttered back,
“No, of course not.” What before had seemed so paradoxical to me, now
did not. I felt as if Manjushri, the Lord of Wisdom, had wielded the sword
that cuts through illusion to heal my philosophical ﬁssure.
My concern over the diﬀerence between redemption through suﬀering
and transcendence of suﬀering had arisen in the early 90s when I started
studying existential phenomenological psychology. I had earlier adopted a
Tibetan Buddhist practice, and I found that Buddhist philosophy provided
me a comprehensive map within which I could situate all of the various
western philosophical and psychological concepts I was learning. Later, a
three-year Jungian training analysis led me to question how my own neurotic patterns had participated in my decision to take up a foreign spiritual
practice, and in the ways I was interpreting its teachings and relating them
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to my life. In particular, I fell sway to James Hillman’s suggestion that, in
its westernized appropriation, Buddhism promotes a transcendence of suffering without giving proper attention to the work of soul, to the need to
tend our shadow.1 I thought about Christ on the cross, cruciﬁed for our sins,
the central image of Christianity, and an image, most decidedly, of redemption through suﬀering. In contrast, the peaceful, smiling Buddha sits with
his hand outstretched in the earth touching gesture, an image of complete
serenity, the transcendence of all suﬀering. “Is there a diﬀerence?” The lama’s
question-as-answer, if applied to these representative images themselves,
suggests not. Aided by Jungian and post-Jungian thought, this paper seeks
to situate these disparate images within a singular understanding so as to
ﬁnd rapprochement between them.
Distinguishing Soul from Spirit
At one level, the striking diﬀerence between these two iconic images
can be traced to opposing philosophical assumptions and their soteriological
solutions. In Christianity, an external God creates man, while in Buddhism
there is no external god—all that exists is spontaneous arising, in the same
way that a ﬂower grows organically from a seed, given the right causes and
conditions. In line with this distinction, Christianity espouses the existence
of an eternal, individual soul that will go either to Heaven or Hell; Buddhism
makes explicit the illusory nature of soul (anatta) and the illusory nature
of an inherently existing individual self.2 When possessed of an individual
soul, we must suﬀer to reﬁne it as a means of seeking redemption. When
we have neither an individual soul nor a personal god, we need only come
to recognize our own lack of substantiality to transcend all suﬀering. Jesus,
the external god made ﬂesh, suﬀers to save our souls, and thereby dies
nailed to a wooden cross. Siddhartha, sensing the vast interconnectedness
of all beings, ﬁnds the solution to suﬀering within himself. Thus we ﬁnd
Siddhartha, scientist of the mind, sitting peacefully under a tree.
If we take these diﬀering perspectives toward soul and spirit literally,
we are left without any commonality within which we might draw connections between Christ on the cross and Buddha under the tree. Suppose,
however, we take soul and spirit less literally, as psychologist James Hillman
has suggested.3,4 For Hillman, soul and spirit are not entities or energies;
rather, they are psychological perspectives. According to this view, soul is the
province of the underworld, the chthonic depths of heavy emotionality and
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pathologizing. It is embodied, dark, and chaotic. In opposition to soul, spirit
is light and ephemeral, logical, reasonable, and well ordered. These alterative
perspectives, soul and spirit, constitute alterative orientations through which
we can view the world and approach it. In particular, soul is the perspective
through which we catch sight of our suﬀering; by entering into soul, we
seek and gain redemption. Spirit is the perspective through which we enter
mental abstraction, removing ourselves from the impermanence of our
bodies to seek transcendence in an ephemeral realm. If we focus on one of
these human capacities at the expense of the other, failing to integrate them
in our approach to ourselves and the world, something is lost.
Connecting Transcendence to Transformation
One critical element in this discussion is the nature of transcendence
itself. Transcendence is a function of spirit, signifying a rising above the
world and the body in pursuit of immortal, ethereal realms. In contrast
to transcendence, transformation engages the depths as we sit with our
emotions, grieve our losses, and work with the stuﬀ of existence to knead
it and fashion something new from it. Transformation, governed by soul,
produces change inherent within the same level. If we transcend without
transformation, we leave behind the bodily, emotional depths of our being,
leaving us vulnerable to repression and unconscious acting out. If we attempt to transform without gaining transcendence, we wallow interminably
in our pain and suﬀering. But these two functions come together when we
recognize that true transcendence arises in and through transformation, and
transformation unfolds most eﬀectively when we contact the transcendental
in it. In this view, the images of Christ on the cross and Buddha under the
tree reﬂect diﬀerent aspects of the same principle of transcendence through
transformation.
It is easy to see this principle in the story of Christ, who resurrects and
ascends to Heaven following extreme physical, emotional, and spiritual suffering. For Buddha, transformation occurs in the confrontation of his own
personal demons through meditation practice. A common misconception of
Buddhist meditation is that it entails entering into a trance state far removed
from the world, i.e., a state of pure transcendence.5 In fact, nothing could
be further from the truth. Consider, as illustration, Bhante Gunaratana’s
description of the Buddhist vipassana meditation practice:
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Throw a stone into a stream. The running water would smooth the
surface, but the inner part remains unchanged. Take that stone and
place it in the intense ﬁres of a forge, and the whole stone changes inside
and outside. It all melts. Civilization changes man on the outside.
Meditation softens him within, through and through.6
It is remarkable how closely this description conforms to the alchemical image employed by Carl Jung to describe the processes of psychological
transformation.7 The alchemists cooked base metals in a pot to convert them
to gold. When our own base elements, the ore of our psyche, are provided a
container, and heat is applied, they subsequently are transformed in a process Hillman refers to as soul-making.8 This is the process that psychological
analysis oﬀers, with the consulting room being the pot, and the presence
of the analyst the heat.
Siddhartha achieves the serene, peaceful state of Buddhahood by directly experiencing his own mind, and its attendant suﬀering, uncompromisingly. As with analytic psychotherapy, the process of meditation provides a
container for whatever might arise. Our attention and awareness act as the
heat that cooks our habitual patterns and neuroses, transforming them in
the process. Interestingly, a traditional metaphor used in Tibetan Buddhism
applies the same image with regard to receiving the dharma teachings. If
students are to take in the truth of how things are and process it eﬀectively,
they must avoid the “three defects of the pot.”9 If the pot is turned over,
the teachings don’t enter, signifying that the student is not listening. If the
pot is cracked, the teachings are heard but forgotten. If the pot is poisoned,
the student’s previous attitudes or preconceived ideas distort the truth in
what is said. Our pot must be upright, sound, and empty to provide the
proper containment that we might cook the prima materia of the mind and
transform our suﬀering into peace.
Therefore, even in Buddhism, it is through the process of transformation that transcendence is achieved. This reality is amusingly reinforced in
the story of a lecture given by Tibetan meditation master Chögyam Trungpa
Rinpoche after he came to Boulder in the late 1960s.10 A large number of
spiritual seekers had paid a sizable sum to enter the lecture hall. As the crowd
settled down, Trungpa asked how many of them were new to the spiritual
path. When a large number of hands went up, he advised them to leave
and get their money back, noting how diﬃcult, painful, and harrowing the
spiritual path is. However, he advised, for those who have already started, it
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is best to ﬁnish. While technically there is no soul in Buddhist philosophy,
when we understand soul as a perspective, we see that clearly there is soulmaking in Buddhist practice.
Religious Allegory and Psychopathologizing
We have seen that the central iconic images of Buddhism and Christianity both imply soul and spirit when these dimensions are understood
as perspectives rather than substantially existing things. For Hillman, the
narrative structure of religious allegory (and its icons) always provides a
container for psychopathology, which he glosses etymologically as meaning “the suﬀering of the soul,” or “the soul’s suﬀering of meaning.”11 But,
similar to his treatment of soul and spirit, Hillman rejects the notion that
psychopathology exists in a solidly existing way, choosing instead to refer
to a process of pathologizing. As Hillman describes it,
I am introducing the term pathologizing to mean the psyche’s autonomous ability to create illness, morbidity, disorder, abnormality, and
suﬀering in any aspect of its behavior and to experience and imagine
life through this deformed and aﬄicted perspective.12
For Hillman, pathologizing is a perfectly normal activity. A disturbed existence only arises when we adopt pathologizing as a habitual pattern. The
image of the cruciﬁxion most vividly presents pathologizing in the guise of
emotional and physical torment. Writing of this image, he states:
The allegory of suﬀering and its imagery has functioned so successfully
to contain the pathologizing that one tends to miss the psychopathology
that is actually so blatant in a conﬁguration at once distorted, grotesque,
bizarre, and even perverse: Golgotha, place of skulls; betrayal of money,
Barabbas the murderer, the thieves and gambling soldiers; the mock
purple robes and scorning laughter; the nails, lance, and thorns; the
broken legs, bleeding wounds, sour sop; persecutory victimization along
the route; women lovingly holding a greening corpse and their postmortem hallucinatory visions. Quite an extraordinary condensation
and overdetermination of psychopathological motifs.13
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As an archetypal psychologist, Hillman’s stated goal is to break up the encrusted allegory so that other aspects of the Christ image, such as love, and
other forms of psychopathologizing, can be expressed.
A vivid, contemporary illustration of Hillman’s point is found in the
example of Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ.14 This movie takes the arrest and cruciﬁxion of Christ out of their larger context, focusing exclusively
on his intense suﬀering. In an interview with Diane Sawyer, the ﬁlmmaker
discussed how his own experiences of pathologizing—including extreme addictive tendencies, depression, and suicidal ideation—led him to surrender
to Christ.15 This personal history may provide a clue as to what led Gibson
to render the story of Jesus’ cruciﬁxion in so gruesome and explicitly violent
a manner as to prompt a New York Times critic to declare “this ﬁlm seems to
arise less from love than from wrath, and to succeed more in assaulting the
spirit than in uplifting it.”16 During the interview, Gibson admits to having
issued the following threat to a critic: “I want to kill him, I want his intestines on a stick, I want to kill his dog.”17 In reﬂecting back on that incident,
he expresses no remorse for the threat, ﬂippantly retracting the part about
the dog. Is it a coincidence that it is Mel Gibson’s own hand in the movie
holding the spike that is hammered into Jesus’s hand? Is this ﬁlm—made for
25-30 million dollars out of Gibson’s own pocket—the ﬁlmmaker’s attempt
to contain his own pathologizing? Does its extraordinary popularity with
evangelical groups convey its eﬃcacy in doing the same for them?
Cooking the Image
When religion breaks down and can no longer contain a culture’s
pathologizing, Hillman suggests, then “complexes search for new Gods”.18
As the vitality of Christianity has been on the decline in the west, these
unleashed complexes have resulted in the rise of various psychotherapies
and New Age practices. While either religion or psychotherapy can contain
psychopathology, taken up in the right spirit, either can serve to transform
it. A genuine encounter with God, or with the nature of mind, can generate
a greater sense of wholeness and deepen one’s understanding of the underlying spiritual message that is at the core of religious allegory. If we fail to
establish an authentic encounter with the living Buddha or living Christ,19
then we might misconstrue their iconic images in a pathologizing way:
Christ becomes a hell realm being, Buddha a denizen of the god realms.
We project our own fantasies, perversions, inadequacies, hopes, longings,
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and self-hatred onto our deities. Through spiritual practice, however, we are
able to recover the authentic experience of Buddha in his self-mastery and
Christ in his total surrender to the will of God.
Contemplating the image of Christ on the cross provides an opportunity to connect with our own suﬀering and awaken in our hearts compassion for ourselves and for others. A problem arises when we keep the divine
relegated to the function of an external agency, a realm from which we are
granted blessings, while we ourselves remain powerless. If Christ becomes a
representation of our own divine nature, our own Christ consciousness, then
reﬂecting on this image empowers us. We can connect with the depths of
our suﬀering, touch our grief, and transform it. This process is very similar
to the Buddhist contemplation of the hell realm beings, the descriptions of
which depict forms of suﬀering even more intense that what Jesus endures,
and for much longer durations.20 These images serve as tools for awakening
compassion, as well as motivating our spiritual practice by conveying the
intensity of suﬀering that can arise if we go to the end of our lives without
having puriﬁed our souls or trained our minds.
The use of iconic images as containers for pathology is an explicit part
of the Vajrayana Buddhist path. These images, called yidams, are depictions of deities that represent enlightened aspects of our own minds.21 The
wrathful yidams—with multiple eyes, garlands of human skulls, all manner
of hideous features, and resting in a bed of ﬂames—represent speciﬁc enlightened, wrathful energies. By visualizing such an image in meditation, we
project our own neurotic energy onto it, amplify that energy, and transform
it. This transformation uncovers the originally pure energy that gives rise
to all mental states, for it is only when we attach to those energies that they
become pathological.22 As such, this form of transformation is a matter of
revealing or recovering our true nature.
Psychospiritual Transformation
We have seen that although the two central iconic images of Buddhism
and Christianity are outwardly diﬀerent, they both partake of transformation and transcendence. The more psychological, soul dimension is vividly
aroused in the cruciﬁxion image, while spiritual serenity is suggested by the
image of Buddha. But we would make a mistake to identify the psychological only with soul, for etymologically psychology means the study of soul
or spirit.23 Similarly, as we have seen, the spiritual path includes elements
of soul-making. Each interpenetrates the other in the manner of yin and
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yang. Therefore, I prefer to use the term psychospiritual as one that explicitly embraces both psyche (soul) and spirit. What happens when we view
the images of Buddha and Christ from the perspective of psychospiritual
development, wherein soul and spirit are understood to travel in tandem
and braid together in intricate ways? And, in contrast, what happens if we
emphasize only one at the exclusion of the other?
It is useful here to invoke Jung’s notion of individuation, which is a
process of developing as an individual, wherein one reintegrates those aspects
of the self from which he or she is split oﬀ.24 This reintegration extends beyond the narrow conﬁnes of ego, pointing to the larger dimensions of the
person characterized by the archetype of the Self. Edinger characterizes the
Self as “the ordering and unifying center of the total psyche (conscious and
unconscious) just as the ego is the center of the conscious personality.”25 In
his book, Aion: Researches into the Phenomenology of the Self (1959),26 Jung
goes to great lengths to demonstrate that the ﬁgure of Christ is a symbol
of the Self.27 Edinger suggests “when the Christian myth is examined carefully in the light of analytic psychology, the conclusion is inescapable that
the underlying meaning of Christianity is the quest for individuation.”28 In
this process, the ego becomes increasingly related to the Self without being
identiﬁed with it, and in this particular instance, Jesus, as son of God, is
both Self and ego. We might say that to individuate is to be cruciﬁed along
the ego-Self axis.
Because the infant begins life completely identiﬁed with the Self, or
the divine, a period of alienation is necessary in order for the ego to separate from the Self.29 Otherwise, we prepare the ground for psychological
illness in the form of inﬂation or psychosis. This alienation is depicted in
the fall from grace in the Garden of Eden, and can be understood not only
in relation to infancy, but also as descriptive of a process we go through
with each incremental increase in conscious awareness.30 As with the myth
of Prometheus, whose liver was eaten daily as punishment for giving man
ﬁre, the acquisition of consciousness, and any step toward individuation, is
experienced as a crime against the collective. This theme is related to the hero
myth that Joseph Campbell culled as a general pattern among the world’s
peoples.31 The hero, experiencing this alienation, must separate from the
collective, go through a period of initiation, then return to the collective to
share what he or she has gained.
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The Path of the Spiritual Warrior
In applying the hero myth to the stories of Siddhartha and Jesus, the
dominant iconic images associated with each depict them at the end of their
respective initiation phases. On the cross, Christ endured unimaginable pain
and suﬀering en route to the ultimate surrender. When he asks, “My God,
my God, why hast though forsaken me?”32 he puts forth the last element
of struggle before his complete surrender with the words, “Father, into thy
hands I commend my spirit.”33 Buddha, having just endured the mental
trials of the armies of Mara, withstanding lust, fear, and pride, makes the
earth touching gesture to bear witness to his many lifetimes of embodied
commitment to awakening, a gesture of surrender that summons forth
the causes and conditions culminating in full liberation.34 It is important
to note that in both instances embodiment is an essential aspect of these
stories, keeping the spiritual path grounded in the physical, using the body
as a vehicle for spiritual realization. This body is ultimately realized to be
the ﬂesh of the world: when Jesus dies and when Siddhartha achieves enlightenment, in both instances, the world violently shakes and thunders to
signify a liberation that is cosmic, not merely personal.
Problems arise when we attempt to transcend our suﬀering by leaving
our bodies prematurely, reﬂected in dissociation, inﬂation, or psychosis.
A form of spiritual bypassing35 occurs when we attempt to achieve grace or
enlightenment without fully entering into initiation, without going through
and completing our worldly development. Similarly, if we do not engage the
divine or the spiritual, we ﬁnd ourselves locked in constricted psyches, living
as animals, hungry ghosts, or hell realm beings. Clearly, this developmental
journey requires that we engage our psychological development while we also
maintain connection with a larger spiritual identity. While the ego must be
surrendered at one level, the ego-Self axis must be preserved, a psychologically expressed reality that is reﬂected in the Buddhist understanding of the
two truths, relative and absolute, each of which depends upon the other.36
The ego cannot exist independently, but it does exist interdependently, and
must retain contact with the All, the Divine, the Self. This is the tantric
embrace of form and emptiness.
While the myth of the hero ﬁts the stories of both Buddha and Christ,
our conventional notions of hero do not ﬁt the subjective, lived nature of
their spiritual quests: the image of the hero who exerts great eﬀort to achieve
his or her will is at odds with spiritual surrender. Trungpa characterizes the
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true spiritual path as at once the hard way and the open way, contrasting
them to the hero’s journey, which he calls the easy way.37 The hard way is
hard because it requires that we open ourselves totally to whatever arises in
our experience, and here the surrender does not happen at the end of our
story, but rather recurs continually in our moment-to-moment experience.
The open way is the way of compassion, of keeping an open heart to the
suﬀering of ourselves and of others. In Mahayana Buddhism this principle
is emphasized and concretized in the image of the bodhisattva who vows to
return to the suﬀerings of samsara to liberate all sentient beings. Therefore,
the bodhisattva, like Christ, also takes on suﬀering to redeem others. In the
Mahayana practice of tonglen, one breathes in another’s pain and suﬀering, exhaling one’s own peace, joy, and wisdom.38 Reversing the ordinary
impulses of the ego, this practice invites tremendous peace and stability
in its practitioner by clearly separating ego from Self, while maintaining a
connection between them. We break through the identiﬁcations whereby
we habitually avoid or attach to our own pain, freeing us of ﬁxation and
opening our hearts to the world. This is authentic heroism.
Is There a Diﬀerence?
To the extent that we can position the serene Buddha and the suﬀering Christ on the same basic psychospiritual path, exemplifying the same
processes of transformation and transcendence, we ﬁnd rapprochement
between them. However, at another level, we can’t deny that diﬀerence does
exist, and we must honor that diﬀerence. One image is exceedingly peaceful,
while the other is exceedingly violent. In a sense, these images represent the
two alternative means by which total surrender and awakening are achieved:
through deliberate spiritual practice or through involuntary suﬀering.39
Still, why these diﬀerent images in these diﬀerent contexts? Siddhartha’s
India was—and largely still is—a relatively peaceful country, while Jesus’
Middle East was—and largely still is—very violent. Thich Nhat Hanh has
said, “If Buddha had been born into the society in which Jesus was born, I
think he, too, would have been cruciﬁed.”40 The trajectory of the paths of
these two great teachers necessarily diﬀered in accord with the contexts of
their respective incarnations. They were bodhisattvas who appeared where
needed, and who employed skillful means in total surrender to the requirements of their circumstances.
So is there a diﬀerence between these two images and what they
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represent? Is there a diﬀerence in the ways we seek liberation? Such questions themselves are ﬂawed because their very formulations are grounded
in duality. Nagarjuna, through his four-cornered negation, demonstrated
that any logical proposition can be deconstructed and shown invalid.41
Therefore, we ultimately cannot say that there is a diﬀerence, nor can we say
that there is not a diﬀerence. Neither can we say there is both a diﬀerence
and no diﬀerence, nor can we say that there is neither a diﬀerence nor not
a diﬀerence. Any logical stance we try to adopt falls away! I suspect that
the Tibetan lama’s response to my dilemma—“Is there a diﬀerence?”—was
intended not to imply that there absolutely is no diﬀerence, but rather to
jog me from my own ﬁxation to the idea that there is. He might just as
well have asked, “Is there not a diﬀerence?” had I been attached instead to
seeing transcendence from suﬀering and redemption through suﬀering as
exactly the same.
At this point, one may wonder why we even ask such questions. We
ask them, and struggle for answers to them, in order to move to the next
level of understanding, which itself is not ﬁnished, but requires another
question. The braided processes of transformation and transcendence are
never completed, but slither through time like a great serpent in search
of its home. Home is at once a destination we seek and the place that we
already are. When we catch glimpse of the true nature of lived experience
as unable to be captured or ﬁxed through concepts, we come to appreciate
that transcendence ultimately is not a matter of moving to a higher order;
rather, it is a matter of recognizing the fundamental interrelatedness of
all phenomena such that higher and lower become illusory distinctions.
However we conceive the images of Christ and of Buddha, our concepts
ultimately must yield to the pure presence that each embodies, in the hope
that they reveal our own Christ-consciousness, or our own Buddha-nature,
to each of us. At that point, the need to ask “Is there a diﬀerence?” will no
doubt fall away.
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