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"From ontic phenomena to the true nature of things – a 
challenge for psychotherapy" 
 
("Von ontischen Phänomenen zur wahren Natur der Din ge – eine 
Herausforderung für die Psychotherapie.") 
 
By definition, every therapist strives to heal.  
But which ailments is a person to be healed of and how is this 
to happen? 
 
Let’s take the example of a psychotherapist. There is a vast 
variety of schools of psychotherapy and myriad meth ods 
promising healing and all of them with the same goa l: to free 
human beings from suffering.  
But, which way truly meets this goal? 
 
Before human beings can be freed from suffering, we  first need 
to recognize the causes of suffering. Only then can  we show 
how to free oneself of it, just as a physician disc overs a 
disease through observation, who explores its cause s and, 
building on them, sets up an appropriate healing pl an. This 
knowledge of the causes of suffering was the enligh tenment 
imparted on Siddharta Gautama under the fameous man go tree 2 
500 years ago. 
 
It is essential to consider first the own basis of 
understanding and the own ideological thinking befo re turning 
to the practice of "healing", since this kind of th inking will 
influence the process of healing. If we perceive th e human 
being as an independent object, observable and sepa rate from 
the environment, or if we split him – as is typical  in the 
school of medicine – into a body and soul or mind, then the 
result will also a splitted one. It is not useful t o talk 
about holistic medicine while still transferring on e’s own 
unconsidered, unreflected and adopted inner thinkin g patterns 
onto others. As Ado Huygens explained in Prague in 2006,  - it 
is not possible to be a therapist without philosoph ical 
awareness. 
 
Parmenides already said: "To Recognize (perceive, notice, 
realise) and to Be is the same" 
 – and how and what I recognize, perceive and see i s shown in 
my being and thus in my actions.  
 
Therefore, I would like to take a brief look at the  basics of 
healing and the philosophical background of the the rapist, 
before I explain the consequences and ways for ther apeutic 
action. 
 
The therapist should behave along the lines of  "an ticipatory 
concern for others" =vorausspringende Fürsorge (Hei degger). 
Binswanger used the metaphor of the therapist with the patient 
as a mountain guide who knows the way, or is at lea st familiar 
with the weather conditions and the nature of the r ocks for 
securing.  
For, how is a patient to grow if his therapist as w ell does 
not recognize phenomena any better than he does?  



 
The prerequisite for eliminating suffering is recog nizing the 
true nature of phenomena. 
 
But, how we can attain knowledge of the true nature  of 
phenomena? 
To reflect on the nature of phenomena, I will lean on Eastern 
thinking before I breach the gap to therapeutic app lication 
and in doing so, I will base my approach on the vie ws of the 
Mahayana. 
 
People suffer from manifold things.  
They suffer from their unique way of existence and from 
physical diseases. They are unhappy about the loss of loved 
ones or setbacks in their material foundations. The y suffer 
when they do not obtain what they are striving for,  they 
suffer when they get aware that everything is trans ient, they 
are afraid of old age and death, and they try to ho ld on and 
resist change. Yet, simply realising that absolutel y 
everything is subject to change, and seriously reflecting on 
this fact would be a first step in letting go in or der to 
reduce suffering. 
Already 2000 years  ago, the Roman poet Catull remi nded 
himself to end his suffering when his lover left hi m,  with 
the words:  
"miser Catulle desinas ineptire et quod vides peris se, 
perditum ducas." 
("Poor Catull, stop moaning and that which you see is lost, 
let it be lost.")  
And this sentence is valid even now. 
 
Why do we find it so hard to let go of something th at we can’t 
keep anyway? The reason lies in our not considering  the true 
nature of things and of ourselves. 
 
Heidegger distinguishes between Being and Entity.  Being, 
indescribable and unconceivable, is the foundation of why 
things and phenomena can exist in the first place. Everything 
of which we can say, "it is", "it exists", is an En tity, 
including human beings. Basically, Being does not e xist in 
this meaning but "needs" the Entity in order to man ifest 
itself. We perceive Entities in the form of appeara nces,  so 
called "ontic phenomena". And from this point on, t he ontic 
nature of things is generally misconceived. We attr ibute 
independence, absoluteness and changelessness to th ings. None 
of this holds true for phenomena. 
 
A phenomenon is first and foremost simply what the name 
implies: an appearance, and appearances can be dece ptive. 
Nobody who knows the truth would consider the shado ws of the 
jugs on the walls in Plato’s allegory of the cave t o be the 
jugs themselves. Everything that appears, appears t o somebody 
and the kind of perception determines what exactly is seen. If 
there is no one to perceive something, nothing will  appear. 
For us human beings, what exactly is perceived is d etermined 
by our degree of openness to what shows itself. And  our degree 
of openness is essentially co-influenced by how att uned 
(=gestimmt) we are.  



But what exactly do we perceive when we perceive a table, for 
example?  
A table, an ontic phenomenon, can be made in differ ent ways, 
it can be made of metal, wood, stone or glass, it c an be small 
or large with one, three or four legs, etc. We reco gnize it 
based on its "nature" as a table, because we have l earned to 
give name for things in connection with various fac tors and 
conditions. 
But the "nature" of a table, its "table-ness" – bas ically that 
which is the basis of the ontic phenomenon – was an d is not 
given in advance. Before there were people, there w ere no 
tables or anything made by humans, whoms "nature" c ould have 
been the basis of the ontic phenomenon like the Bei ng is the 
basis of the Entity. Thus, a nomad who has always l ived in the 
desert cannot "recognize" a sailboat as such when h e sees one 
for the first time because he is not able to catego rise this 
phenomenon, this appearance. 
 
Things themselves are like this for several "reason s" – as 
Aristoteles called it: 
because of the causa materialis  – the material they are made 
of, 
because of the causa formalis  – their form they have, 
because of the causa finalis  – the purpose they serve, and 
because of the causa efficiens  – by whom or what they were 
made. 
 
By no means do they exist in and of themselves or h ave they 
come into being independently of a precedent condit ion. We are 
mistaken about the true nature of phenomena. The wa y we 
perceive appearances and how they actually exist ar e two 
different things. There are no "objects" independen t of us. 
( Geshe Yeshe Tobden, p. 97 ) 
Basically, there are no "objects" at all. Objects o nly exist 
in a world perceived in a dual way where a subject would also 
have to exist. Strictly speaking, we can only talk about 
someone who can see and to whom something can show itself and 
by this something being seen, it IS . 
This means: the seeing person, the act of perceptio n and what 
is seen are inseparable. 
 
All entities, everything we perceive, including our selves, are 
composed and thus did not come into being of themse lves. This 
means that they have no "existence of their own ”  bu t always 
refer to an antecedent link and are therefore subje ct to 
change. And everything composed is also affected wh en one or 
more of its components are changed and changes, too . 
If we decompose a table into its individual parts, we no 
longer find the table, neither in the leg nor in th e top. 
Another phenomenon is presented to us, the table is  gone, and 
it has been transformed into something different. N o matter 
whether it is physical bodies, mental attitudes, si tuations, 
or seemingly durable matter like mountains – everyt hing 
changes – in different periods of time, but neverth eless 
unavoidably. The only durable thing is change itsel f. Every 
change is a passing from a current state and a comi ng into 
being of something new. 
 



We suffer because we do not want to accept this kin d of view 
and the related changeability of everything also co ncerning 
us. As long as the exchange of individual cells, li ke during a 
wound healing in our body, is affected or something  positive 
lies ahead, most people have little difficulty acce pting life 
as change. However, if the change is of a greater m agnitude or 
if it concerns something with which we identify or if a loved 
one dies, then an unproblematic acceptance of the i nevitable 
change is over and done with. 
 
Just as phenomena (since they are  Entities) did no t come into 
being independently of precedent conditions, neithe r did 
humans (since they are also Entities). If my father  had not 
met my mother, I wouldn’t be here… – and so on back  to the 
beginnings of time. 
 
But this also means that human beings do not have a n 
unchangeable, absolute and independent "I". It is j ust as 
difficult to find the "I" in a part of me as to fin d the table 
in one of its components. Moreover, body and mind a re 
permanently subject to visible change, from birth u ntil death; 
not even memories, the most personal part of a huma n being, 
are spared, as they are differently assessed, felt or seen in 
retrospect or depending on the situation. Neverthel ess, we 
cling to our "I" and "me" and "my", and this leads to further 
unpleasant consequences – suffering, desire for mor e, clinging 
and disappointment. 
 
Only things that have come into being independently  of 
themselves would be without beginning or end and wo uld 
therefore not be subject to any change. But everyth ing ontic, 
all entities, - in short, all phenomena  - never ar e  not 
subject to any change. 
But when we encounter things in our everyday life, we perceive 
them as if they truly existed independently of ever ything 
else. Strictly speaking, there are no objects indep endent of 
us. However they are the result of self-made assign ments and 
projections. In "reality", they do not have an inhe rent 
existence.  
This is their real way of being. 
 
Therefore, the reasons why people suffer and make l ife more 
difficult for themselves are the result of a delusi on about 
the true nature of phenomena and themselves. It is this 
ignorance and thoughtlessness that lead to further 
consequences. 
1. If one does not recognize the changeability of a ll things, 
one misconceives 
2. that everything has come into being in dependenc e and that 
therefore 
3. from each precedent cause follows another. Nothi ng remains 
without effect. 
 
This non-consideration of the connections leads to erroneous 
conceptions of the "reality" of phenomena, and abou t the "I" 
in demarcation of the other. The self-heightening o f the 
different "I"s leads to rivalry, a need for power, and a 
striving for possessions with all the negative effe cts. But as 



we have already seen, we too, are nothing but a phe nomenon 
that has come into being in dependence. 
 
The more real, absolute and unchangeable something is 
considered to be, the more we want to cling to it, the more 
desirable it seems and the worse it is if it is tak en away 
from us. All fears and suffering have their origin in our 
state of mind, which, fortunately can be changed. I f our mind 
were absolute – existing of itself – then no change  or 
development would be possible. It is comforting to know that 
nothing is unchangeably laid down, not even the bad . 
 
This means that the therapist, who desires to heal,  takes all 
of this into consideration when he begins healing. 
Because to recognize and to be is the same thing. F rom the 
"right" finding – as described before – results a d ifferent 
kind of thinking from which results a different kin d of 
talking and acting, a different kind of life, a dif ferent kind 
of attention towards things and oneself, and these things will 
then actually be different. 
Thus, finding the true nature of ontic phenomena le ads to 
reduced suffering. 
 
To attain a new state of mind requires changing one ’s mind and 
exercise. Here, the therapist should metaphorically  become a 
mountain guide and a fellow hiker, and show the pat ient ways 
to a changed state of mind. One way travels over th e 
traditional and tested techniques of Eastern philos ophy. 
 
Gathering concentration for the mind to come to pea ce and to 
tune in to empty wakefulness is part of the Buddhis t 
tradition. 
Since the term "mind"  is not a term used in a uniform way, we 
must first define what it means in this context. 
The same holds true for the even more confusing ter m of 
"consciousness".   
 
I will not dwell on the origin of the mind and the 
philosophical debates about it. And I do not equate  "mind" 
with "soul" either. Strictly speaking, there is no mind as a 
"thing"; rather it implies activities carried out b y humans 
mentally, from calculating to imagining lying in a flowering 
garden. The mind encompasses what is commonly descr ibed as the 
intellect, thinking, rationality or reason. In the Buddhist 
tradition, the mind is simply the sixth of all our senses, 
after seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting and touchi ng, and is 
another possibility of perceiving and recognizing. 
 
While we walk through the world and do various thin gs, all 
sorts of thoughts come incessantly to our mind, whi ch are not 
necessarily related to this activity: as we drive o ur car, we 
think about what we need to do at the office; as we  listen to 
a lecture, we think about yesterday evening; as we talk to 
another person, we think about the shoes he is wear ing… Our 
mind permanently roams here and there like a moody child and 
is hard to be put at peace, hard to focus on one si ngle 
matter. This means that we’re permanently distracte d, partly 
observing only half of the things we encounter and thus not 
always reacting appropriately. Furthermore, we also  constantly 



rate what we perceive at the moment. After all, we do not have 
time to contemplate phenomena, for example what we encounter, 
in peace and tranquillity. We immediately have a pr econceived 
opinion and act accordingly. 
 
Since we constantly wander along various tracks, we  often 
overlook what is happening at the physical level al ongside our 
thoughts. We overlook tense body postures, tirednes s, and 
hunger and then wonder why we have headaches or bac k pain, and 
why we are not able to fall asleep at night, why we  "can’t 
stop thinking". Our mind is restless; it "wanders" about. The 
origin of all our fears and suffering is in our res tless mind. 
 
All of a sudden we become "aware" that we feel bad,  that we 
are in pain and that we suffer. Awareness here is t o be 
understood as a "phenomenal consciousness".  But what does this 
mean? 
 
We cannot avoid taking a brief look at the various conceptions 
of consciousness  since the different uses of this term often 
express different philosophies. Like the natural sc iences, 
philosophy has been dealing with the term of consci ousness for 
millennia without really being able to provide a un iform 
definition. 
The philosopher Thomas Mentzinger even goes as far as to 
explain:  
"The problem of consciousness today – maybe togethe r with the 
question about the creation of our universe – is th e outer 
limit of the striving for knowledge."  ( Thomas Mentzinger, 
Introduction: Das Problem des Bewusstseins. From "B ewusstsein – Beiträge 
aus der Gegenwartsphilosophie." mentis, Paderborn 1 995) 
 
Consciousness is often used as a synonym for the mi nd or soul. 
However, I do not consider this helpful as confusio n only 
grows if we try to explain an already inconceivable  term with 
other unclear definitions. I won’t go into the reli gious, 
spiritual or mystical aspects of the term, or into the 
intellectual approach that everything is simply mad e of either 
matter or consciousness or whether either one has r esulted 
from the other. Nor will I discuss the distinction between men 
and animals and to what degree even these  have con sciousness. 
 
Let’s just take it from the expression "being consc ious". This 
means a waking-conscious state or a dream state or a hypnotic 
meditative or other state. If we are not in one of these 
states, we are "unconscious". We do not "know" ours elves or 
anything. 
 
In the so-called "phenomenal"  consciousness, stimuli from the 
environment are not simply grasped, but "experience d", for 
example by being happy, perceiving something or suf fering from 
pain.  
Apart from this, one can also think about these thi ngs, plan 
something, or remember or expect something; in this  case, we 
talk about "mental"  consciousness.  
If a living being is also aware of these mental sta tes and the 
fact that it has such a consciousness, we speak of a 
"consciousness of the self"  – self-consciousness as an 
awareness of oneself as an individual.  



We speak of an "individuality consciousness"  if someone is 
conscious of himself and also of his uniqueness as a living 
being and by perceiving other living beings as bein g 
"different". 
 
We should think about states of consciousness  rather than 
about THE consciousness. States of consciousness are the onti c 
area and are therefore easier to describe. The defi nition of a 
specific state of consciousness is determined prima rily by the 
evaluation of a person’s personal experience. What is very 
important for the state of consciousness is how a p erson is 
attuned, one's feelings and emotions, because the f eeling of 
ease or unease and the respective coenaesthesia co- determine 
actions and rate the perceived phenomena. 
 
By "everyday consciousness",  we understand the three states of 
waking consciousness, sleep consciousness and dream  
consciousness. The term "changed or extended consciousness"  
requires that we define a "normal state". We look a t the 
waking-conscious experience of man as such. Here, w e need to 
consider that in other times and in other cultures,  the 
"normal state" is perceived and distinguished diffe rently. 
The current state of consciousness has a multi-laye red 
relationship with perception. What is perceived is organised 
and interpreted differently depending on the state.  
Impressions are given certain significance dependin g on the 
state of wakefulness and reason. 
 
Based on the previously described everyday consciou sness, 
various methods or techniques can effect change. On  the 
physical level, for example through endogenic subst ances and 
through brain damage, and also by the consumption o f drugs, 
psychotropics, deprivation of stimuli, fastening, e tc. On a 
psychological level, emotional crises, psychologica l diseases 
as well through meditation, contemplation and exerc ises of 
awareness can also bring about change. 
 
Let’s return to the title of this lecture: "From ontic 
phenomena to the true nature of things – a challeng e for 
psychotherapy".   
What is the use of this philosophical debate for th erapy? How 
can we translate the previously mentioned view on p henomena 
into therapy? What is the benefit for the patient o f knowing 
the true nature of phenomena?  
In a nutshell: it is the basis to be able to unders tand, to 
see. 
 
The therapist dealing with a suffering person shoul d first and 
foremost deal with the causes and the origins of su ffering as 
previously described. This includes recognizing phe nomena, 
that is, recognizing all entities in their true nat ure, in 
that they have not come into being of themselves bu t are 
always dependent on a precedent state.  
 
They only seem independent because we have learnt t o see them 
this way. Certain forms come "ready-to-hand"  = zu-handen   - 
they are not only simply "present-at-hand" =  vor-handen   
(present at our hands = vor unseren Händen) - and l ead, for 



example, with certain features in accordance with o thers to 
the finding:" This is a table." 
Thus, they have no absolute or true existence of th eir own and 
are subject to change like everything else. They ar e neither 
good or bad, or wrong or right – these are all valu ations that 
we subsequently attach to them. In other words: we delude 
ourselves if we look at them as an absolute given. 
 
Phenomena have nothing ontological; they are always  ontic. If 
we look at them as real and true, we end up wanting  to either 
possess, hold or get rid of them; at any rate, it l eads to 
hardship and suffering. 
 
This matter cannot be reflected on thoroughly enoug h. 
It takes time and peace and an environment that all ows both. 
The therapy room lends itself particularly well bec ause of its 
quietness, its attentive listening and having thing s shown to 
one. 
The mind, which tends to jump here and there, as we  have seen, 
should be instructed to focus on one thing. This in cludes 
training perception. 
  
Many things should not be perceived at once, rather  just one 
thing at a time, and in depth. This is a true chall enge 
nowadays, when "multitasking" is genuinely praised as a 
virtue. If something is contemplated in depth, the attention 
is now directed to one  thing. This is supposed to happen 
without valuation.  
This can be a thought, a picture, a part of the bod y or 
breathing – it doesn’t matter what. The change in e xperiencing 
– in consciousness – is immediately noticeable. Eve rything 
"else" loses significance. Through directed attenti on, one is 
much more aware of what and how one is doing right now.  
At first, it is difficult for everyone to build up 
concentration and maintain it. 
The therapist who has recognized and experienced th is himself, 
and who remains a searcher, assists the patient in the special 
form of being-with ( = Mit-sein) 
 
Awareness leads to an attitude and experience, whic h more or 
less helps to overcome our clinging to a world that  has been 
mis-conveyed by the mind and the senses. 
Once the mind finds peace, serenity occurs, a letti ng be of 
what is showing itself without judgment and valuati on. 
Serenity requires awareness, and the ability to per ceive what 
is "outside" and "inside". 
By also turning explicitly to the own history, to t he own 
ideas and unfulfilled desires, all that which is re jected and 
dreaded  will be included into the entirety of all phenomena 
under the premise that in directed attention, one d oes not 
judge but simply contemplates. Only if the perceive d can be 
accepted in its "being that way" (= So-heit) , can it also be 
integrated into the own life. This procedure is by no means 
targeted, the focus is on the current Being, on act ual 
perceiving, thinking, and feeling. 
Since everything is subject to constant change, it only makes 
sense to attentively turn to what is now . The insight and 
finding of the conditionality and relation of pheno mena only 
supports this. 



And discovering that even one’s own "I" is subject to the same 
conditionality puts into perspective our baleful st riving for 
more and more, which only causes further suffering.  
 
Serenity in thinking also includes serenity in acti ng: the Wu-
Wei of Tao. Since every action creates an effect, we s hould 
think well about which intentions underlie an actio n. We only 
have intentions because we think that, as "I", we a re the 
rulers of all things and that we could affect that which we 
want to. The phenomena themselves show us that this  is not the 
case.  
We can’t bend everything to our will – because then  the same 
will happen to us as happened to the Boy and the Ro se – as is 
so nicely expressed in the poem: 

"...  and the red rose fought and pricked,  

though he cried and sighed in vain, he had to let i t 
happen… " 
 

The seemingly paradox of "acting through non-acting" -  the  
Wei-Wu-Wei  - corresponds to the true nature of phenomena and 
helps to reduce suffering. 
 
After having repeatedly reflected together on the 
conditionality, changeability and misconception of what is, a 
patient told me: 
 

"I think I have now understood what all this is goo d for. 
Yesterday, on a sunny, warm day, I was lying in the  garden 
watching my cats that were just there, sometimes pl aying, 
sometimes not, sometimes attentively watching a but terfly, 
sometimes just lying there and blinking. They were living 
fully in this moment. Then, another moment came, an d they 
were fully into that moment. So I also tried to jus t be 
there and simply look – and all of a sudden I notic ed how 
much more colourful everything was, how many impres sions 
there were, how much more abundance if one simply l ets it 
be without thinking ‘I should really be trimming th e 
hedges’. And this abundance really fills the space in our 
waking hours and everything becomes more colourful than 
before. Moreover, I was lying completely relaxed in  my sun 
chair and nothing was hurting and I was truly happy  
although really, nothing at all had happened. ”  
 

He added another remarkable metaphor: "You know, there would 
be plenty of examples of such moments in everyday l ife. If you 
take them all together, you end up with a whole lot . If you 
perceive it only once, it gets lost again quickly, as if you 
had a crumb in your pocket, you could lose it quite  easily but 
if you have a whole lot, that adds up to quite a we ight and 
you automatically change because of it. ”  
I could not have said it better. 
 
So, the topic of this conference "What could unfold 
phenomenology in the field of psychotherapy"  receives a deeper 
meaning than what phenomenology usually has with th e otherwise 
applied interpretation of phenomena, as dreams and 
psychosomatic symptoms. It takes interpretation of these ontic 
phenomena in therapy to establish a basis for their  more in-
depth contemplation. In this way, the patient learn s that 



although phenomena show something and are of signif icance in 
his life, they are not absolute and unchangeable, j ust as he 
is not.  
If he does not desperately cling to everything in n arcissist 
over-estimation, this wonderful world will give him  the 
abundance it has to offer. 
 
I wish to end with a sentence of Nagarjuna: 
 
He who believes in the Non-being, goes the bad way 
He who believes in the Being, goes the good way 
He who does not cling to either of them because he recognises 
how things really are, will reach salvation. 
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