
Iused to ask my teacher Jamgon
Kongtrul every day to help me
with my meditation practice. He

was willing to talk to me but was
usually quite brief, and he kept on
saying the same thing, which was,
‘Keep going, everything’s okay.’
Finally I got really frustrated and
developed fantastic doubt and resent-
ment. I thought maybe I’d been
cheated, and maybe they had just set
me up as a tulku [reincarnate lama]
when I actually wasn’t, and maybe
the whole thing around me was hoo-
ha. I thought maybe I should just be
an ordinary person, ask his help,
and he might tell me more of the
truth. I felt there were a lot of barri-
ers because of my title, my honor,
and I should ask him again about
that. I was so worked up ... And I
said to Jamgon Kongtrul, ‘Maybe I
am not the great person you expected
me to be, I’m so ordinary and I have

those thoughts, and it doesn’t seem to
make much sense, me practicing.’

“Jamgon Kongtrul seemed to be
quite startled at that…. And he said,
‘Do you have devotion to me—do you
love me?’ And the whole thing turned
my concepts completely upside down. 
I realized that I was regarding his
teaching as merchandise and had
never realized his teaching was the gift
of love. I burst into tears, ran out of the
room, and cried in the woods.”

— From Collected Vajra
Assemblies, Vol. 1. by Chögyam

Trungpa Rinpoche; Halifax:
Vajradhatu Publications, 1990.

I, too, found tears coming to my
eyes when I read this story about
Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, the
founder of the Shambhala Buddhist
tradition, and his teacher. It echoed
my own doubts in terms of myself as

a student, of the teachings that I had
been receiving, and of my own
capacity to become a teacher. I knew
that in its deepest expression, teach-
ing is never a commodity, but rather
an exchange of energy, wisdom, and
skill. Up until that point, however, it
had never struck me that teaching is
also an expression of love—love for
the teachings, love between a stu-
dent and teacher, love for oneself in
the expression of the teachings. It
was then that the student-teacher
relationship took on a deeper mean-
ing for me and I understood with
my heart what was being offered to
me. The work of teachers is simply
to touch students’ hearts, allowing
them to open. In this way, when stu-
dents become therapists or teachers,
then they, too, can allow others to
know what is already within them.   

According to Buddhist tradi-
tion—the underpinnings of which
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are consciousness, mindfulness,
and awareness—to find a solid
foundation for relationships (in
this case, between a student and
teacher), we need to consider what
we most value in our connection
with someone we care about.1

What are the moments in a rela-
tionship that we most cherish? It
may be the understanding, the feel-
ing of being heard or seen, but ulti-
mately, it is the sense that we are
loved—for who we are and for
where we are in our experience
and on our path. In such moments,
we become more connected to our-
selves and to another human being,
ultimately understanding the inter-
connectedness of all things. 

This connection to someone that
we care about and love is integral to
the student-teacher relationship. For
this to happen, however, the aspects
of caring, compassion, and love must

become conscious and be used
responsibly. It is this that will sustain
us and offer us insight in periods of
doubt, questioning, or conflict.

Two phrases remain embedded
in my mind, offered to me by one
of my own teachers, during that
period when I was questioning my
practice and my path: “Does the
practice still touch your heart?
Would you teach it to someone you
love?” So long as I am able to sin-
cerely answer yes to both of these
questions, I know that my work as
both a teacher and student is not
yet done. There is still more in me
to be drawn out, more in the teach-
ing to draw from, and something
still touches me deeply in others.

“The word educate comes from
the Latin educare, which means to
draw out,” says Constance Buck,
PhD, academic dean at South-
western College (Santa Fe, New

Mexico), an institute dedicated to
experiential teaching, counseling,
psychology, and bodywork.
“When we educate, we draw out
from within the student what’s
already there. That’s the basis of
any good relationship.”

The word relationship is key
here. To be in a relationship
requires both respect and humility.
There’s a humbleness required of
the students, where they must
enter the relationship as an empty
vessel, to use a Buddhist term,
empty of preconceptions and ideas
of what they believe they know or
should be learning, and allow
themselves to be filled with the
knowledge and wisdom being pre-
sented to them. That’s easier said
than done, to be sure. It presumes
integrity and clarity on the part of
the teacher and total trust on the
part of the student. In this sense,
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the student-teacher relationship is
initially based in a perceived power
or knowledge differential between
a student and a teacher, which
must always be recognized and
respected, where one person goes
to another to learn or to be
informed of something he doesn’t
yet understand or is not an expert
in. This, however, does not mean
that one has power over another.

“To assume that I know and that
you don’t is really only part of the
picture,” Buck says. “I
may know a skill that
you don’t and I may
be able to teach you
how to use your
hands on a person’s
body, but that doesn’t
mean that the rela-
tionship needs to be
based on notions of
domination and sub-
mission because that
will eventually lead to
problems between the
two parties.”

As both teacher
and student open to
one another, there is
always the potential
to encounter obsta-
cles that prevent that most vital
realization: that student and
teacher are always interconnected.
These obstacles can be about per-
ceived differences in power or
roles, or arise from our habituated
patterns that we’ve developed to
deal  with painful circumstances in
the past.2,3 True learning can only
happen when we focus, not so
much on the subject at-hand, but
in the  ways that we prevent our-
selves from relating to one anoth-
er—and to life. To avoid closing
off, we have to dismantle our sto-
ries about the roles of teacher and
student, and then lift the veil off
what we think we’re learning.
Though this may be transforma-
tional, it is far from magical—it is,
in fact, often quite raw yet simul-
taneously quite liberating.

“I have no interest in keeping
people in a submissive attitude or in
letting them see bodywork or thera-
py as something magical just
because it opens our capacity for
deep feeling states,” Buck says. 
“A teacher has to help the student
learn how to be very skillful in
these feeling states and in their
application of touching, or of con-
necting to, another human being. 
I can teach circular thumbs [mas-
sage stroke], but as a teacher; what

I’m much more interested in doing
is pulling out an art and a truth:
that human beings inherently know
how to touch each other and how to
experience pleasure—and how to
both feel and release pain. So, if I’m
teaching massage, what I know to
be true and what I want to teach is
that touch is a fundamental experi-
ence. Human beings wouldn’t have
survived as a species if we hadn’t
been touched. It’s our connection to
one another, to this life, and when
we truly feel this, we’re truly alive.” 

Waking Up to Ourselves

Teachers know something 
students don’t yet know. But

skillful teachers understand they
are in a place of knowing not just
the subject matter at hand, but also
that they are awakening students to

their own potential. This is an
important orientation, helping stu-
dents to eventually offer this to
their clients or students.

“Instruction should always be
moving the student in the direction
of an internal reference point,” says
yoga teacher Donna Farhi in her
book Understanding the Teacher-
Student Relationship (Rodmell
Press, 2006). “I am not interested
in the student’s ability to be obedi-
ent to instruction, but rather in his

ability to inquire into
the meaning and rele-
vance of an instruc-
tion for him.”

Buddhist teacher
and author Ken
McLeod (Wake Up to
Your Life; Harper
Collins, 2001) outlines
four criteria in spiritu-
al work that could be
used relative to any
student-teacher rela-
tionship. These are:
power (the ability to
do something versus
having power over),
ecstasy (the ability to
open), insight (the
ability to see into),

and compassion (the ability to let
go). He further states that the
teacher has three responsibilities: to
show the students what being
awake means, which they do
through their own actions; to teach
and train students in the tech-
niques that they’ll need; and to
point out what’s getting in the way
of their awakening. Ultimately, the
role of both the teacher and student
converge in one task—to remain
present and awake for the work at
hand and to bring their own unique
talents to bear in that process.

“How awake are we to the fact
that this other person, whom we
call a student, just needs a field to
come into and experience their
inherent capacity and skill for
themselves?” Buck asks. “The goal
of teaching is to wake that up—and �

c o n n e c t i o n
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then there’s a skill that’s an overlay
to that. If the skill is massage, then
what I teach you is a manual skill,
and at that level, I do perhaps know
something that you don’t know.
But all the rest is inside us.
Bodywork creates an awakening
inside a human being, an awaken-
ing to their own capacity to give
and receive touch and to connect to
their bodies and to this world.”

Buck sees teaching this aspect of
connection, or interconnection, as
a refinement that enables people
to open to something they haven’t
learned yet: to be attuned to the
inner state of another and to their
own inner state simultaneously.
“That’s what opens the doors of
perception,” she says. “It requires
that the student awakens to their
humanity and their capacity for
compassion and their desire to
become a teacher, a therapist, or a
counselor. What we’re teaching in
massage and in counseling is

refining our capacity to be sensi-
tive to another’s state by being
continually vigilant of our own.”

Teaching as Transformation

What teachers and students
ultimately engage in is

developing compassion for one
another—and by extension to all
living beings. To teach is to look
for the highest expression within
a student. Just as when we work
with those who are injured, tense,
or ill, we look for the healthiest
and most vital expression of who
they are or can be. 

“We attempt, through whatever
understanding we have gained
from our own experience, to act as
ushers for the student’s fiery
process of transmutation,” Farhi
says. “It is our task (as teachers) to

ensure a safe and effective context
for this process to occur, using
skillful means to ignite and sustain
the fires of transformation, and
providing ongoing support and
recognition of the student’s intrin-
sic wholeness, regardless of where
they are in the journey. Perhaps
this last is most important of all,
because when we feel truly seen
and recognized we experience pro-
found healing,” Buck says.

“The attitude that all of who I am
is already there, and that I can culti-
vate an environment where this can
emerge is what teaching and learn-
ing are all about. The experience of
being with a teacher who hands
that capacity back to you is exciting
and transformational.”

It is this sincere commitment,
first to our own and then to anoth-
er’s process of transformation that
is the hallmark of a nourishing stu-
dent-teacher relationship. It is also
the paradox: we come to a point

where we can no longer do this
alone and we seek a teacher; then
we come to a point where we
absolutely must do this alone. These
are not fixed points, however. They
are always shifting, sometimes
bringing us more to working in con-
cert, sometimes taking us to where
we must work on our own. It is in
this continual flux that the student-
teacher relationship expresses itself
best, where we are at times the
teacher, at times seeking one, and
forever a student—ever open to
exploration and humble in the face
of what we do not yet know.

At that point, teaching and learn-
ing become part of a much more
skillful and compassionate transfor-
mation, in the real meaning of com-
passion, which is to be with some-
one fully and completely, regardless

of what is arising. It means that we
are no longer identified with the
role of a teacher as someone who
has power over someone, but more
as someone who can help us attune
to our own power for change and
guide us through a territory where
they, too, have been. In this way,
the roles of teacher and student
become secondary to that experi-
ence of deep human connection. 

For this process to occur, Farhi
says, healthy boundaries need to be
established and sustained by both
student and teacher. “The teacher
acts to uphold a safe and sacred
container in which the process can
occur,” she says. “In the same way
that discipline limits in order to lib-
erate, containment helps us to nar-
row our focus so we can gather
and concentrate our energy toward
a singular purpose.” While Farhi
says that it is ultimately the
teacher’s responsibility to maintain
clear boundaries, she also believes
that transgression of these bound-
aries would occur much less fre-
quently if students were more
aware of and clear within them-
selves about what constitutes
healthy boundaries. So once again,
we return full circle to the joint
responsibility that’s inherent in the
student-teacher relationship.

Beyond Money Making

We may think that we go to
massage school to become a

massage therapist or perhaps even a
teacher—that’s often the least of it.
There are a lot more subtle things
going on, many of which have do
with healing of our own wounds—
and we generally move toward a
profession that will heal us. That is
what the teacher has to know and
understand. Teachers are facilita-
tors, individuals who have had an
experience that a student may not
have yet had, but one which stu-
dents are totally able to experience
themselves. We teach how to break
down the barriers to that experi-
ence, how to work with what

Healthy boundaries need to be established 
and sustained by both student and teacher.

c o n n e c t i o n
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Teaching Principles 
While these principles were originally presented to yoga
teachers, the spirit of them can easily be applied to any
teaching practice.

1.To be a good teacher you must be an eager, hum-
ble, inquisitive student.

2.Teaching is rendering service. It is much like 
parenting.

3. Prepare students so that they have good listening
and learning skills.They must learn to lay aside their
presuppositions and ways of doing things. Genuine
yoga [teaching] begins when students have respect
and desire and are completely present.The trans-
mission is one of relationship. Of course teachers
have had this attitude in relation to their teachers.
Students must have this attitude even if other stu-
dents are teaching. Otherwise, without humility and
respect, yoga [teaching] becomes a farce.

4. Just attitude and eager respect can suspend citta
vritti [“fluctuations of the mind”—i.e., distractions
and stories]. It is not hard. It is not easy.
If someone you love is there, you don’t
even need technique.

5. Be truly helpful. Do not try to impress.
Do not show off.

6. Don’t be self-righteous. Don’t lay a “trip”
on the student.

7. Do not be seductive and flirtatious with
students.And do not respond to seduc-
tive and flirtatious students.

8. Beware using flattery or ego-empowering
techniques.They might be useful as 
skillful means with certain students on
rare occasions, yet they easily backfire.
Puffing up the egos of neophyte students
and teachers is the business of cults 
and extends the power of the teacher
irresistibly.

9. It can take many years of study before
one is burning with intensity to know the
truth.

10.Allow the student to discover the internal and full
action of a pose [or technique].

11. Be kind and patient.That person is you.
12. Look at the whole pose. Breathe the pose.
13. Know the vinysasa [flow] of the pose. Not only

what poses might proceed or follow, but what
sequences of movement occur within the pose 
as it matures.

14. Get feedback. Find out if the message got 
through for real. Students are always reluctant 
to disappoint an insecure teacher.

15.Watch students’ feet, hands, faces, breath, eyes, lips,
and overall actions.

16. Look before you leap. Don’t be cavalier and arro-
gant by fixing what is not broken.

17. Know when anger is arising in the student or in
yourself. Be aware of your own and the other’s
mind state.

18. Respect the space and internal process of yoga
students. Invading someone’s sacred space can be
offensive and violent.

19.Teaching is constant mindfulness practice in
thought, word, and posture.

20.Always practice refined alignment in your own
body as you adjust another.

21.Teach directly out of your own experience, in the
moment. Don’t be afraid to say,“I don’t know.”
Know when to refer problems to someone with
more experience.

22. Beware of flattery. Do not praise yourself. Be satis-
fied being the servant of a servant.

23. Practice asana as mudra. [Practice teaching with
concentrated focus on the flow of energy in your
body.] Practice and teach bhava, or ecstatic feeling,
rather than technique.

24.Teach what you know. Do not teach what you
don’t know.

—By Richard Freeman. Modified and reprinted with 
permission from The Yoga Workshop, Boulder, Colorado © 2004.
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comes up when stories about
who we think we are crumble,
and ultimately how to hold and
guide another—student or
client—through their own 
experience.

“Making money is certainly
why people may enter some
schools or trainings, and there’s
a reality to that,” Buck says.
“But as educators we also have
to understand that people need
access to new roles  other than
how society tells us we should
be. The other person must be
facilitated, must be embraced, in
the same way that the person
who’s teaching was embraced
and facilitated by another. It’s a
lineage. It’s also a respect for
wisdom and elders that we’ve
lost in our culture. I’ve been
facilitated by people who not
only had great wisdom, but who
also knew and understood that
their responsibility was to impart
their knowledge so that it could
continue when they were no longer
here. That is indigenous in the true
meaning of the word: ‘to be born
from within.’ As teachers, we’re
making it possible for whatever it is
that we’re teaching to be born with-
in another in their own unique
way.”

This whole subtle dynamic is not
always stated as people enter a for-
mal training because it’s not always
understood, even by those who
teach. People go into a training
wanting to learn a skill that’s mar-
ketable, and sometimes neither
those learning nor those teaching
understand what it is that they
might be putting out on the market. 

“My commitment is to find the
teacher in the student—and I don’t
own that role,” Buck emphasizes.
“We’re into ownership and posses-
sion in our society. I own some-
thing and you’re paying me to get
it. This is particularly true of peo-
ple who develop their own meth-
ods that are touted as so unique,
creative, and unbelievably new.

There are many people who will
sell those roles of teacher because
this is a consumer culture, and
massage and healing professions
are not immune to that.” 

The Threat of Change

Every time we open a new book,
or take or offer a new training,

or move deeper into ourselves, or
into the student-teacher relation-
ship (or any relationship, for that
matter), we’re confronting a place
of not knowing. For some, this can
be intimidating or humbling, excit-
ing or terrifying. But, the often
unspoken aspect of this place of not
knowing is that it is threatening, to
who we are and all that we thought
we knew. At a very primal level,
this is perceived as a very danger-
ous place because we are, in fact,
approaching the notion of dying,
even as we are primed to birth or
open to something new.

“Not knowing can threaten our
survival,” Buck says. “Here, I don’t
separate the student-teacher; it’s
just about being human. It’s annihi-
lation anxiety. At a psychological

level, we actually evoke that
part of our nervous system that
perceives the person in front of
us as dangerous, even if they’re
not. The reflex is real, but the
story about it comes from our
wounding and it’s a distortion
of perception. In teaching,
we’re asking people to go into
the unknown and to face all
that this implies. As teachers,
we have to understand that
this is happening in both par-
ties—and we have to especially 
be conscious of that in 
ourselves.”

Bodywork is always an expe-
riential education, where the
person is taken into a world
where anything can happen,
where you put people in
motion, in relationship to their
bodies, to themselves, and to
others. Usually what emerges
is that, even though on the sur-

face we’re learning a particular skill,
there’s a place where we don’t
know what’s going to happen next.
We sometimes forget that. Teachers
because of the familiarity they have
with the world they’re trying to
impart—above and beyond the tech-
nique—have an easier time in that
place of not knowing. 

“It’s an actual part of the nervous
system called mirror neurons,”4

Buck explains. “It’s a bridge
between that place where your sub-
jectivity and my subjectivity con-
nect. We’re picking up subtle
queues—facial expressions, ges-
tures, tone of voice—all the time,
and what we don’t like to admit, or
know how to admit, is that we’re
on the look out for potential dan-
ger: Are you a threat? Will you kill
me—or the idea that I have of me?
These subtle cues are hardwired
into us, but we can also awaken to
the fact that these mirror neurons
give us a powerful amount of infor-
mation and potential to connect to
one another in ways that are
healthy, nurturing, and life support-
ing as well.” �
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In many ways, the work of teach-
ing is to make this survival-action
reflex conscious and work with it
in a life-affirming way, where our
capacity for attunement to another
person—whether in counseling,
teaching, or any profession or rela-
tionship—becomes valuable: that
the other is just as important as I,
instead of threatening to me. All
that teachers in this situation are
doing is allowing a person to expe-
rience who they already are by
allowing them to drop the idea of
who they think they need to be. As
we do this, we become less fearful
of what is happening and more
open to change.

“Students and teachers have
these two forces at work: an
embryonic sense of caring, commit-
ment, and love that wants to blos-
som, and the imprisoning weight of
our past fears, anxieties, and
hurts,” writes Robert P. Craig in
his essay on the student-teacher
relationship from a Buddhist per-
spective (Clearing House, 1996).
“If either side of a student’s or
teacher’s nature is emphasized to
the exclusion of the other, that per-
son cannot move forward in rela-
tionship in any meaningful way …
The relationship between a student
and teacher can help free both
from hidden entanglements by
allowing each person to see exactly
how and where he or she is stuck
… The difficulties we have with
intimacy, caring, and compassion
become not so much obstacles as
an integral part of love’s path.”

Buck says, “We can think this
intellectually and believe it’s what
we’re doing, but on a more uncon-
scious level, we’re often threat-
ened by this deeper shift in the
relationship. That’s because we
live in a culture that’s all about
resources and access to those
resources and domination over
them. If that’s the unconscious
concern, then I will put you, as a
student, in a position that’s slight-
ly inferior, less informed, or even

more ignorant than or submissive
to me. And that can be very subtle
without any intention to harm,
but it can compromise the full
expression of both the student and
the teacher. So, I have to continu-
ally examine what my role is as a
teacher, and what I believe about
myself and others in that role.”

Moving Into Mentoring

When that world of who a stu-
dent really is begins to open

up, it’s both extremely exciting but
also hugely threatening—and this is
true not only in the learning but
also in the teaching. If teachers can
become aware of this dynamic, then
we move toward inclusion and
mentoring. 

“When I teach massage or coun-
seling, I’m bringing the student
into the role of teacher,” Buck
says. “I’m showing them what a
teacher is by letting them experi-
ence it for themselves, versus hav-
ing to get it or take it from me; so
it’s less about imposing and more
about offering and opening. I am,
in effect, allowing them to take
my job. At that point, it’s a men-
toring relationship. I know that
this person knows just as much as
I do, but they just don’t know it
yet. My attempt in teaching at this
stage is to work my way out of a
job. Do I, as a teacher, facilitate
you into a role of peership with
me? Is that my bottom-line value?
If I’m teaching you the skills in
such a deep way that when it’s my
time to move over, there’s some-
one there who truly knows and
understand how to do this, then
I’ve moved into a mentoring role.
That has to be a value that comes
from heart.” 

As we learn how to be in rela-
tionship with one another in a
way that supports all life, we per-
ceive less threats and see through
dichotomies. At this stage, we
move into a relationship of equali-
ty, or “peership” as Buck says,
where we value the other, not as

someone separate or threatening,
but as ourselves. I teach you as I
learn from you and learn from
you as I teach you. To have such
boundaries blur, however, requires
a deep initial respect for bound-
aries and limits, then a dropping
of them to open to something 
limitless.

A teacher is a student first and
foremost, and we must never forget
that. The whole relationship
between student and teacher has 
to do with leveling the disparity
between a person who knows and
one who doesn’t. To get there, stu-
dents have to drop what they think
they know and open to what they
can—and do—truly know.
Teachers, meanwhile, have to
remain open to the ever-present
possibility of learning something
new about themselves, about anoth-
er, or from the teachings them-
selves. Then, both parties can enter
a space where they can become
more fully who they are. Here, we
become mentors to one another.
This is true relationship—with
one’s teacher, with one’s students,
and with one another. Then, the
true teachings begin to touch us—
and others—through our hands,
with our words, and from our
hearts.

Sonia Osorio is a certified massage thera-
pist and yoga teacher with a background in
natural healthcare, dance, and movement. She
facilitates workshops in massage and conscious
touch, and contributes to various healthcare
publications as both a writer and editor. She
has studied with teachers worldwide, including
mindfulness meditation with Thich Naht
Hanh and yoga in all its richness with
Richard Freeman. Her practice is a continual
reminder of the body’s capacity to creatively
move through life with pleasure and joy.
Contact her at sonia@zensations.ca.

Notes
1. C.J. Beck, Nothing Special: Living Zen. (New York: Harper-

Collins), 1993.
2. Ibid.
3. R. Craig, The Face We Put On: Carl Jung for Teachers.

Clearing House 67 no. 4 (1994).  
4. A mirror neuron is a neuron that fires both when an ani-

mal acts and when the animal observes the same action per-
formed by another animal. Thus, the neuron mirrors the behav-
ior of another animal, as though the observer were itself acting.
In humans, brain activity consistent with mirror neurons has
been found in the premotor cortex and the inferior parietal
cortex.
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