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Eileen’s Story 
 
I was born to an Irish mother in 1946.  
After a lot of anguish,  
she decided she couldn’t keep me  
and I was adopted. 
One of her requests had been  
that I would be adopted into a Catholic family.  
I carried my adoption lightly in one sense  
but I did feel there were unanswered questions. 
Questions I couldn’t ask.    
 
My adoptive parents were converts.   
They’d been searchers all their lives.  
So the spiritual atmosphere of the house  
was of people who were very committed Catholics, 
but they were quite new Catholics.  
 
My father had died when I was still a child.  
I felt tremendously the burden of expectation  
that I would be my mother’s companion.   
So eventually I just knew that I had to move out,  
and get into a different social and cultural atmosphere.   
So I got myself into university here in Edinburgh.  
That was when,  
looking for somewhere to belong, 
in this new city and this new country,  
I was drawn to the Catholic chaplaincy.  
That became a very important place for me for the next few years.  
It was a way to get involved in something I really believed in,  
in social action and help. 
 
The quest for community and a sense of belonging has always been with me. 
It’s one of those powerful things about religion,  
in its form of a local church and a local community,  
that it offers a sense of belonging,  
a sense of membership, which, throughout my life, 
I’ve felt is essential. 
 
In the 1970s, during my working life as a social worker,  
my mother died fairly suddenly.  
This was a major change in my life,  
something that I’d anticipated and lived with and worried about.  
My mother’s death propelled me into psychotherapy for myself.  
It was the dreams and the nightmares that brought me to seek help.   
Six sessions were enough to open up something in me  
that then did not have to feel shame  
about my dreams, my fantasies, sexuality.   
I found it tremendously liberating.  
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I knew that the direction I wanted to go  
was in an exploration of my dreams. 
My psychotherapist recommended I go and see Dr Winifred Rushforth. 
 
Winifred was like the grandmother that I hadn’t had. 
There was that kind of forthright, apparently uncompromising, straight-gazed, no-

nonsense woman,  
but who contained a tremendous ability to listen and to understand  
and to be unshocked by anything really.  
She said that she would like me to become a member of one of her dream groups,  
but only when I had been to the Sempervivum Easter School,  
which she ran annually in the Borders.   
 
So I went off to the Sempervivum Easter School  
and found it an extraordinarily rich place to be,  
with a chance to experience everything  
in an atmosphere of friendship, excitement, connection.   
There was quiet contemplative meditation in the mornings.   
There were dream groups.  
There was something for everyone in this large country house.   
It was overwhelming and scary. 
And a real opening into the possibilities of shifting consciousness,   
which became a significant turning point in my life. 
 
I left social work and joined Wellspring 
where I led therapeutic dream groups,  
which were intense weekly groups  
where people stayed maybe for one or two years  
and worked through many life issues. 
I was using what we might call shamanic techniques,  
which meant being with the thing itself,  
entering into the realm of dream or ceremony  
without an external interpretation.   
 
Samye Ling, the Tibetan Buddhist Monastery, had been growing.  
From Samye Ling, into Edinburgh came the Tara Trust  
which was a therapy centre run by Buddhist-trained therapists.   
as well as individual therapy and massage,  
They were offering groups in Buddhist studies.  
And they brought contemplative practices into ordinary group interactions.   
It seemed to me that the Tara Trust had a finely tuned combination of spirituality and 

therapy 
that was a very powerful and very instructive model for people.   
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I took my post-qualifying MA in Buddhist Psychotherapy practice.  
The importance of what I have gained from the Buddhist psychotherapy training  
relates to the word “contemplative”.   
I think that this has been the word that conveys the deepening of attention,  
that I’ve learned as a therapist in training.   
The training is a lot about grounding and orientating oneself, 
and for the therapist to pay attention to sensations in the body,  
and to integrate stillness in oneself before beginning to relate to the other.   
 
The training emphasises that most of our suffering  
can be located in what’s been obscured of our original whole nature,  
through splits and painful encounters in early relationships  
and in oneself,  
from the earliest moments of life,  
from conception onwards.   
Interaction with another, 
where great awareness and attentiveness is brought in,  
can heal some of these early wounds,  
even wounds in people’s being. 
 
I discovered that the effect of contemplative listening and mindful attention,  
both on my own and as a therapist within a session,  
allows the possibility that I’ll get in the way less  
of what the other needs to do or needs to have heard.   
It creates a bigger kind of holding field and a field of awareness.  
I find that I’m more able to allow something to be,  
to allow the other, the client, to be able to bring  
whatever they need to bring into the session.   
As in meditation, we notice what comes into our field of consciousness  
and let it arise and let it pass  
and as it passes it can complete.   
So I think in psychotherapy sessions,  
if I have a mindful base for my listening,  
then something can arise,  
feelings can come up,  
issues can come up,  
between myself and a client.  
And they can arise and pass and sometimes complete  
without a lot of intervention or enquiry.   
There’s a sense that all our issues are interconnected somehow,  
and that enables me to sit with a tremendous amount of suffering  
in the other and in myself.   
 
I’ve come to a place,  
in my own psychotherapy and myself,  
where I feel that being able to be with one’s own experience,  
whatever that is,  
is what psychotherapy’s about. 


