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UH (UnifiedHealth™): Thanks again for generously
giving of your time and energy for this interview,
especially amidst your full teaching and writing
schedule.  In preparation for speaking with you, I
was grateful for the opportunity to read your book,
Faith: Trusting Your Own Deepest Experience. It
really seems to me as though this book reflects the
essence of so many of your well-known teachings
on lovingkindness and meditation. In your writings
about your personal understanding of faith since you
were a young girl, a particular aspect of your expe-
rience stood out to me.  Some months after you left
New York and arrived in India in 1971 you recall,
“With a surge of conviction, I thought, But I am here,
and I can learn to be truly free.” Later in your book,
you describe an even deeper understanding of this
inner resolution, saying:
“There under the bodhi tree”, I asked myself what

I most wanted this inner journey to yield. The
answer welled up from my heart: ‘I’m practicing so
that I can have the love of the Buddha, so I can love

other people the way the Buddha did.’ That morning,
I fell fully in love with a new vision of what my life
might look like. 
Would you speak about the significance of this

quality of faith – as you describe, this inner setting of
the compass or setting of one’s heart?  You also
quote Paul Tillich, a German-American theologian,
as referring to this aspiring quality of faith as one’s
“ultimate concern.”  Throughout your book, I was
struck by your resolution to “develop the love of the
Buddha,” and felt compelled to start by asking you to
say more about this aspect of faith.

SS (Sharon Salzberg): When I was writing
Faith;Trusting Your Own Deepest Experience, people
would ask me what I was working on, and when I
told them I was writing a book about faith, I would
often be met with alarm, amusement or even anger.
So often people seem to associate the word faith
with dogmatic beliefs, with unquestioning allegiance;
with being silenced and unable to ask questions
about what is being presented to them. This is not
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how the word faith is used in Buddhist teaching.  In
Pali, the language of the original Buddhist texts, sad-
dha is the word for faith, and it means to offer one’s
heart, to give one’s heart.  This has a very different
sense than blind belief, or being unable to question.
It’s really more about both commitment and opening.
Faith is said to develop when we cultivate greater
self-respect, and the confidence to question and
seek answers for ourselves.
I did write that a sense of faith is one’s ‘ultimate

concern’ because I think we too often tend to have a
limited faith, or a limited sense of aspiration.  Aspira-
tion influences so much of our ability to take a risk or
to leave what is convenient and familiar to go into a
more expansive sense of what is possible.  If our
sense of aspiration is really blunted or small, it’s a
feeling of “Well, I can’t do anything much,” or “I can’t
contribute anything significant, nothing I do could be
meaningful,” and so on.  This is something we begin
to challenge.

UHYou wrote about how at 17 years old, you had
a very limited sense of what was possible for your-
self, following a childhood of great loss, including the
loss of both of your parents at a young age.  And then
you took a college course that began to challenge
this limited sense of aspiration...

SS That’s right.  I took a course in Asian philoso-
phy, which turned out to be a course in Buddhism.
Hearing the Buddhist teaching was a dramatic turn-
ing point for me for two reasons.  One was the Bud-
dha’s very open, unafraid and unashamed acknowl-

edgment that there is pain and suffering in life.  This
acknowledgement was very important in my own life,
as my own personal suffering had left me feeling iso-
lated and cut off.  To hear that the Buddha said right
out loud, ”There is suffering in life,” was in itself quite
liberating.  
The second reason that course was so significant

for me was what seemed to be the Buddha’s com-
pletely open invitation to do something about that
suffering.  The Buddhist teaching seemed to say that
everybody has the capacity to learn, to understand
their lives and not just live mechanically, but to have
greater love and compassion.  Whatever we may go
through personally, that capacity is something that
can never be destroyed.  It may be covered over or
hard to reach, or something we don’t trust, but as a
capacity it is always there.  And the teachings said
that there are tools; tools of living like ethics and giv-
ing, and tools of meditation, which can change your
life if you actually put them into practice.  That provid-
ed a tremendous sense of inclusion for me, rather
than my feeling excluded from a sense of possibility.
It was just breathtaking to hear this.

UH It reminds me of the classic saying attributed
to the Buddha about how rare or precious a human
life is, rarer still to hear of enlightenment, let alone put
into practice teachings and pursue enlightenment. 

SS Yes, definitely.  It is one thing to hold some-
thing in the abstract; to say “Oh, isn’t that great, the
Buddha got enlightened under a tree 2,500 years
ago.” (Laughter)  “Too bad I live in New York City or
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wherever I might live, where it is too noisy to go far
in meditation.” This is where faith comes in; rather
than staying on the sidelines, to step directly into an
endeavor or a prospect or an approach to life and to
ask “What might this mean for me?” It is a vibrant
kind of faith, a spirit or an attitude that says, “I am
going to check this out for myself.” 
That’s what I did. I went to India to study Buddhist

meditation.  And when I was there, sitting under that
tree - the bodhi tree said to be the offspring of the
tree the Buddha was sitting under when he became
enlightened - I had a tremendous sense of our
shared, innate capacity. It came through in the form
of love, lovingkindness.  I felt that I too could devel-
op - as we all can - into greater and greater love and
compassion.  In many ways, that became the core
value of my exploration.

UH Your ultimate concern?
SS Yes, my ultimate concern.

UH That reminds me about what you describe in
your book as ‘bright faith,’ something you distinguish
from what you called ‘verified faith.’ Would you com-
ment on what you mean when you speak of moving
from a sense of bright faith to verified faith?

SS Bright faith is talked about as the first stage or
aspect of faith that we experience.  It is likened to the
feeling of someone being in a closed, dark room,
feeling confined and cut off, when for some reason
the door swings open and there is a huge contrast to
what we felt before.  There is a sense of being freed
from all that constraint and limitation.  You may not
know exactly what is on the other side of the door,
but suddenly it’s like, “Oh, wow!  It’s a big world and
many things are possible.”  That relief and exhilara-
tion and joy are very strong feelings, so much so that
they are likened to falling in love. Bright faith is a
huge kind of expansiveness that can be very intoxi-
cating.  
Bright faith most often comes from an encounter

with something external.  We may meet a person
who is inspiring, or we could be reading something,
hearing music, seeing art, or possibly being in an
extraordinary place in nature.  Bright faith is very
beautiful and often essential as a beginning to a jour-
ney of faith. Yet, from the Buddhist point of view it is
considered just the first stage of faith and it has cer-
tain vulnerabilities.  One vulnerability is because it
tends to be provoked by something outside of our-
selves, and is not necessarily so centered in our own
experience of what is true.  We might meet a teacher
and be quite inspired and determined to follow the

path they describe; then we meet another, perhaps
more charismatic figure and we think, “This is the
one I am going to follow!” (Laughter)  It can be rather
fickle and unsteady in that way.  
And because it provides such an extraordinary

feeling, we may not want to do anything to threaten
our proximity to the external source of that amazing
feeling.  That’s when some people may be afraid to
question or express their doubt or uncertainty.  They
may find certain things around a teacher, for
instance, that make them somewhat uneasy but
don’t want to address these concerns and perhaps
threaten this wonderful feeling. If this happens, if one
becomes afraid to question, what we call bright faith
degenerates into what is commonly called blind faith.
In this sense, it can be a dangerous phase.
So while we appreciate, delight in and are even

awed by bright faith, it needs to develop further and
mature.  The next stage of faith is called verified faith.
We are no longer counting on that proximity to an
external object or person.  Our sense of faith is real-
ly grounded in our own seeing of what is true, our
own understanding and our own experience.
Because it is done through investigation and seeing
for ourselves, by putting some tools into practice, in
a funny way, the transition from bright faith to verified
faith is developed through doubt.

UH You often speak from the Buddhist perspec-
tive of two kinds of doubt.

SS Yes.  One is a very positive, useful, even
essential doubt where we have confidence in our
right and ability to see what is true for ourselves.  So
we examine and we question and we wonder.  We
don’t take things for granted and we’re not gullible.
This kind of doubt allows us to take some risks and
come closer to a process, to examine it fully from
within. We assess, but based on an authentic expe-
rience of something.
The other kind of doubt is more of a hindrance.  It

is referred to as skeptical doubt, a stance of stepping
out of a process and not really asking questions.  It
is dismissive, taking a cynical point of view where
we’re not putting something into practice to see for
ourselves if it’s true, we’re merely stepping away and
judging.  That kind of doubt doesn’t further us, it
doesn’t allow us to really experience many things.   
Often a lack of confidence in oneself masquerades

as skeptical doubt, “I will never be able to see what
is true, therefore I am not even going to try.”  Skepti-
cal doubt could also manifest as restlessness, where
we step away from a process in indecision.  It leaves
us stuck and unable to take the very next step, which
is the one we need to take.
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UH You share a moving excerpt of a young man
confined to a wheelchair attending an event about
this woman who miraculously was able to walk
again.  Next to him sits his hard-working father.  And
the reader gets a sense of this young man so hope-
ful for a healing, juxtaposed next to his loving father,
who seems hopeful, yet in a different way.  You write
that you had the feeling this father’s “love for his son
was completely independent of any particular out-
come, so that he could be guided by faith instead of
fear.”  Would you describe what a faith, independent
of any investment in an outcome, looks like?

SSDistinctions in language are often very precise
in the Buddhist tradition.  There is a distinction that is
made between what we might customarily call hope
and what we call faith.  The distinction doesn’t mean
the goal is to be hopeless; instead, it points to how
when we use the word hope very often we really
mean attachment.  It may be a wish to be in control,
a need to have a certain outcome, accompanied by
a sense of desolation when that outcome doesn’t
appear, or doesn’t appear according to our timetable.
It can be a very narrow focus and in turn, may miss
a bigger picture.  When the word hope is used in this
way it really means attachment, not a sense of aspi-
ration or energy.  We all know the problem with that
kind of attachment.  We can’t successfully hold on to
people, to outcomes and so on.  It doesn’t mean we
don’t want anything; of course we do.  But, we have
to understand what we’re investing in that outcome.
If somebody doesn’t get well, do we abandon them

because our own sense of powerlessness or help-
lessness is ruling the day?  
An alternative to attachment is often described as

lovingkindness.  In this sense, lovingkindness is a
connection likened to the practice of generosity; gen-
erosity of the spirit rather than, perhaps, material
generosity.  Lovingkindness is like a freely given gift,
which is not the same as saying “I will love you as
long as you fulfill these conditions,” or “I will love
myself as long as I never make a mistake.”  The word
for lovingkindness in the Pali language is metta.
Translated literally it means friendship; developing
friendship with ourselves and with all of life.  This isn’t
to say that attachment should be scorned or judged.
But when we really examine it, we see its limitations
and pain; we can see its fragility or brittleness.  You
know, how long is it going to be before we make a
mistake? (Laughter)

UH Yeah, they’re sort of inevitable! 

SS In contrast, metta is considered to be more of
a steady state, rather than going up and down and
being broken with all of life’s inevitable changes in
conditions.

UH I was especially moved reading about the
time you spent with one of your dearest teachers,
Nyoshaul Khen Rinpoche, or ‘Khenpo,’ some weeks
before his passing.  It seems that experience brought
about a deeper understanding of faith.  Would you
comment on what that time revealed to you?
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SS I have this feeling that I seem to be learning
the same lessons again and again, hopefully at a
deeper level all the time.  There were many things
about Khenpo that were extraordinary.  One was this
sense of aspiration or faith we have been talking
about. He more or less said to us, (this is a para-
phrase,) ‘Why is your sense of aspiration so small, so
meager?  Why do you think you can only accomplish
so little? Why not aspire to be a fully liberated being
for the sake of all beings?’ He conveyed just an
immense sense of possibility. Ultimately, a spiritual
teacher lives to serve the student; the whole relation-
ship is not meant to be about the ego of the teacher,
but about the development and the liberation of the
students.  The teacher serves as a mirror for the best
part of us, that sense of aspiration and capacity with-
in. I relied on Khenpo to keep reflecting the best in
me, and all that I might become. When he died, I was
confronted with the knowledge that my faith had to
come from within me.  

UHAs you know, most of our readers are health-
care professionals.  In the context of what we’re dis-
cussing today, what would you offer with regard to
the meaning of health and healing?  In other words,
based on your experience and understanding of
Buddhist teachings, how might a clinician best sup-
port their clients in their aim to heal?

SS I think of something much like what is con-
veyed by a great teacher like Khenpo. A combination
of mirroring a possibility or aspiration, together with
a kind of calm or patience, which I sometimes call
surrender.  That is a tricky word because surrender
doesn’t mean subjugation, but instead, allowing a

process to unfold; understanding the need for
patience and trust in the rhythms of healing, allow-
ing conditions to emerge.  I believe that both a
tremendous aspiration and a sense of calm can be
conveyed to patients or clients from a clinician,
much like a teacher conveys both to a student. 
If I were to go see a meditation teacher or a thera-

pist or someone I am seeking help from while in a
state of distress, ideally I would want them to
respond with a combination of a lot of tenderness
and compassion, an empathetic response to my
pain, and also with a sense of a bigger perspective,
a spaciousness, something that is not completely
defined by that pain.  If I told my sad story to a per-
son and this person were dismissive, cold or uncar-
ing I would feel really bad.  But if they broke down
sobbing on the floor I would feel really bad, too. 
I want a deep vision and awareness from those

helping me.  I want the caring and I want something
vast and open, whether that bigger perspective is
about not being in control or not doing things as
quickly, or having patience or expanding a sense of
what is possible. I think that is what a great teacher
like Khenpo gives their students, or what a great cli-
nician gives their patients or clients.

UHCan you suggest any practical tools clinicians
might utilize in practice and/or make available to their
clients?

SS One thing is concentration – in terms of a full-
ness of attention.  That is something that I think we
can all experience.  Many times when I am in con-
versation with somebody, I realize I am only half
there, and half thinking about the phone call I have
to make or the next person I need to talk to.  And I



realize it wouldn’t take much to gather my attention
and be fully present.  Developing more concentra-
tion is a primary meditation tool. It doesn’t mean that
our attention stays fixed, but that we know how to
return more easily from being distracted. The gift of
whole-hearted attention is a tremendous thing we
can offer people, certainly something that clinicians
can offer patients. Many people would describe lov-
ingkindness as resting on that whole-hearted atten-
tion, because that is what people feel when they’re
truly listened to.
Then there are also qualities like mindfulness and

awareness, which within the Buddhist tradition would
mean being aware without an instant reactivity of
either holding on or pushing away.  It would mean lis-
tening to somebody without overriding preconcep-
tions and judgments. This allows us to be more
present with things as they are and as they are
emerging – seeing more clearly what is going on.  
There is also insight, remembering for example,

that everything changes all of the time.  This implies
both a chance to make new beginnings and also
needing to let go.  Bringing that into one’s awareness
and having that as a concept within which we are
working with others is very useful.  
Finally, in the healing professions, a basic sense of

connection is very helpful because life is changing all
the time and conditions are changing all the time.
There is pleasure and pain for everybody in life, and
there is getting what we want and losing it; there is
birth and death.  This is true for everybody, and when
someone else is having difficulty it means something
about us, as well, and our lives. So a basic sense of
connection is very relevant to clinical practice. All
these practices go back to my own experience at 17
or 18 years of age in college, and realizing that this
doesn’t have to be just a theoretical pursuit.  There
really are tools, and if one chooses, one can explore
them. We can use them and see what happens from
that exploration. 

UH Thank you, Sharon.

SS Thank you.
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