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				Foreword

				The Dharma of Healing is about the healing powers of the spiritual heart, written by Justin Michelson, who courageously shares his own exploration with depth and insight. This book is a wonderfully fresh and nicely crafted investigation into the benefits and constraints of opening our hearts and minds to the truth revealed by pure awareness. Justin encourages the modalities of mindfulness and self-compassion as reliable and proven methods to ground and stabilize our path forward. When these methods are combined with a determined and persistent investigation into the nuances of our own minds, it lays bare the path of self-actualization as the full integration of the sense of self within the entirety of life. In Justin’s words, “We apply the process to every layer of our psyche—including all the parts that don’t feel compassionate or safe—all the way back to the first time we turned away… . Eventually, all parts of us are reintegrated, first into our psyches and then into the fabric of life itself.”

				I have known Justin since his midteens when he entered a mindfulness class for young people that I was leading. He was cautious but excited about meditation, and I could see in him, even then, the early stirrings of a life that would be captured by the Dharma.

				Justin’s dharma path is revealed through the exploration of his woundedness, the deep areas of our collective and individual psyches where history has imbedded the scar tissues of the past. To provide a present-day orientation to the ancient subject of healing, Justin uses the term self-compassion. This expresses the fundamental love and warmth toward all aspects of ourselves as the overriding force that can potentially heal our inward traumas. He emphasizes that his self-revelations were often guided, grounded, and held within this ageless internal resource. Throughout the book he challenges many of our cultural assumptions that unconsciously maintain woundedness, including the conventional way we understand ourselves as separate and isolated entities. Justin urges us to evolve out of this conditioned way of seeing into the intrinsic interconnectedness of all existence.

				While self-compassion can be cultivated, Justin also points out that it is a natural component of awareness. When our psychological selves heal and transform, true compassion can shine forth. In this way, Justin skillfully connects healing to self-realization.

				One of the central tools used by Justin is wisdom application, also known as skillful means. For instance, we might encourage our wholesome emotions to offset challenges that unwholesome emotions evoke. These healthier effects of mind can offer space and counterbalance to our troublesome self-doubt. To aid the reader into a full realized understanding, he adds a synthesis of diagrams, tables, reflections, journal prompts, and guided inquiries, and uses these devices to break complicated terms into easily understandable parts and inch us forward into a full assimilation of his themes. Although some may interpret this as too analytical and scholarly, this approach can provide a valuable way to further our investigation and deepen our wisdom.

				However, substituting one set of conditions for another or breaking complicated phrases into digestible parts does not end our conflicts. To end suffering we must release, surrender, and let ourselves be. We must be wise and conscious enough to leave ourselves alone, no longer viewing ourselves as a problem to fix, and be able to relax and bathe in our innate goodness without moral prodding. Living completely exposed, unafraid of the propensities of the mind, is the definition of freedom, and Justin’s book moves us toward that clear seeing.

				Likewise, knowing the subject intellectually and/or practicing specific exercises do not suffice on their own. To move into the truth, we have to dive in and allow our heart free rein to direct us toward its yearning, which is in the direction of more inclusivity, intimacy, and depth, taking us forever into the curiosity and grounded assurance of wisdom. Our path is uniquely our own, unlike anyone else who has ever traversed this landscape. It is not even “our path” since we are neither the owners of it nor do we empower it forward. It is all unfolding from the timeless and ineffable mystery. Wisdom can only arise when we remember to follow our intrinsic wonder and curiosity. If we divert our direction and follow another’s path, we may momentarily lighten our self-doubt, but we will have, most assuredly, lost our way.

				The final sections of The Dharma of Healing are a guidance through holistic action, where the action comes from a growing realization of our interdependence. Whether that action comes from simple listening, relational living, or social activism, these actions will be less and less self-centered. A kind of thinning of self takes place as we become more aware of our intrinsic emptiness. As we become more translucent, there is a natural response toward compassionate actions. Yes, we will still be confronted by our egoic impulses, but slowly over time, as we learn to hold and address these remaining conditioned tendencies, we evolve out of the perception of isolation into a field of interconnection. This evolution out of egocentrism changes everything and is accompanied by a new perception of reality. This new perception has us moving in love, through love, as love. In fact, it might be said that we become the nobody we are by loving ourselves out of existence.

				What we discover after all this inquiry and exploration into our woundedness is the vast beauty of our own being. I encourage a full and heartfelt reading of The Dharma of Healing. Let it deepen the mystery that has already begun.

				Rodney Smith

				Seattle, Washington

				May 2024

			

		

	
		
			How to Use This Book

			The Dharma of Healing is a handbook for spiritual freedom in an age of global crisis. The text offers a description of the theory (part 1), the practices (part 2), and the realizations (part 3) we can experience. Just as important, however, are the journal prompts and guided meditations that are a companion to the book and that invite the reader into an intimate personal understanding of this unique path and practice.

			At the end of each chapter, you’ll find journal prompts and short guided reflections or meditations in linked online audio recordings. These are intended to be explored sequentially as you make your way through the book. The core Dharma of Healing practices are in part 2. There you’ll find a comprehensive system of preparatory reflections and guided meditations that gently lead you into the heart of the embodied experience of spiritual healing and freedom. These twenty-four meditations are divided into foundational practices to acquire the prerequisite skills and four progressive levels of meditative exploration, described as the four turnings of the wheel of healing. They can be experienced successively as you read through part 2 or after reading through the full book. They are intended to be returned to again and again as we “turn the wheel of healing” throughout our lives.

			The audio recordings for both end-of-chapter meditations and the core progression of the four turnings are located at www.justinmichelsondharma.com/thedharmaofhealing/practices and www.shambhala.com/dharmaofhealingpractices.

			Please take the opportunity to explore for yourself the special and powerful journey that is the Dharma of Healing: the path of liberation from stress, pain, and trauma.

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				For me, living within this age of crisis has been a great challenge at times. By elementary school, I had learned about the disappearing rainforests and dwindling species. By middle school, I had read about the vast disparities in wealth and the needless poverty around the globe. By high school, I had begun to understand the mechanisms of endless wars, corruption, and oppression that humans impose on one another. Each time I discovered a new aspect of the troubled nature of our world, my heart would sink. It was only in hindsight that I would realize each painful discovery also ripened me, guiding me deeper and deeper into a profound personal exploration, determined to discover the root cause of this suffering and to establish an inner refuge amid the storm.

				Today, everyone is affected, directly or indirectly, by the colliding disasters of climate change, environmental degradation, resource scarcity, and pandemics, not to mention growing wealth inequality, war, systemic injustice, and social unrest. We’re all bombarded by the endless news cycles of one crisis after the next. According to a recent Gallup poll, 2022 and 2023 marked the peak of a steady global rise in negative emotional experiences.[1]

				While these collective conditions are undesirable, even tragic, the increasing challenge is likely catalyzing more and more of us to explore topics like mindfulness,[2] spirituality,[3] and overall wellness.[4] That makes sense; these are solutions that we can control and that can support us no matter what conditions we find ourselves in. However, for many of us, the first challenge is carving out the space and time to devote our attention to ourselves. Simply managing the fundamentals of work and family is often more than enough already. When we do, we naturally begin to feel more ease and clarity. However, to our disappointment, even with regular practice, most of us find our deeper disruptive patterns persist. The anxiety, the depression, the self-judgment, the loneliness—these stronger feelings under the surface—and, in particular, our responses to them keep us feeling stuck or overwhelmed and affect our relationships.

				Even when we attend workshops or retreats that help us break through and reach new depths of healing and insight, many of us discover the patterns we released readily grow back. We touch something real and important, but we struggle to understand it in our lives. Deeper down, we can compare ourselves to others and feel like we’re failing somehow, not quite able to apprehend the elusive contentment we hear about.

				Each of these struggles are totally understandable, even expected. Immersed in, or surrounded by, the fast-paced, high-pressure, and distraction-rich environment of the twenty-first-century culture of materialism, status-seeking, and instant gratification, it can be challenging for even the most dedicated among us to sustain a spiritual outlook, let alone embodied wisdom. However, that inherent challenge can be amplified or soothed depending on the approach we take to our healing and spiritual path. Many of the people I meet are missing something vital.

				On the broadest level, a spiritual practice may be missing a healing dimension, or a healing practice may be missing a spiritual understanding. Either could be missing a clear application in our work lives, relationships, or service in the world. On the level of technique, we may be applying certain strategies at the expense of others. Restoring balance and wholeness to our path is often the key that unlocks truly fulfilling growth.

				Most of us know about mindfulness. It’s a potent aspect of many self-help methods, offering a wide range of benefits, from reduced negative affect to increased performance and health.[5] It’s also a powerful part of many spiritual traditions, cultivating relaxation and wisdom, including clear seeing into the habit patterns of our own hearts and minds. It’s also a critical component of wise engagement in the world, as service work requires great intimacy, attentiveness, and responsiveness. In this way, mindfulness bridges healing, spirituality, and engagement, making it an essential foundational element to any spiritual path.

				However, there is a limit to what mindfulness can do. Like many of my colleagues, I had to discover this the hard way. After a few years of regular meditation practice, I had developed the skill to be mindful: I could let a thought go by or an emotion pass; I could even surrender into the deep stillness and spaciousness of my heart. I presumed these things were enough to embody deep spiritual truths and, ultimately, live a peaceful and happy life.

				I wasn’t aware that underneath my mindful attention lived an even deeper, hidden world of psychological wounding. And after a year of intensive practice at retreat centers, when the stored pain rose into my awareness, my practice and life became paralyzed in its grip. It was then I began to see that my mindfulness alone was helpless in the face of the deepest terrors, shames, and doubts lodged in my body. My practice, the dearest thing to me, had stopped working, and I was left confused, hopeless, anxious, and exhausted. Eventually, I was forced to surrender my stubbornness and accept that my pain needed a different kind of attention from me. It didn’t require a new technique or a new teacher to try to fix it or make it go away. My pain needed a sincere presence of heart—a force both stronger and somehow softer than mindfulness alone.

				Over the years, I’ve explored the amazing capacities of this essential human treasure we each contain. Each wholesome quality of heart—its curiosity, joy, love, gratitude—has a profound and powerful genius. Curiosity opens us to learn, while joy celebrates connection. Love opens us to intimacy, while gratitude avails us of contentment.

				However, there was one more quality of heart in particular that rose to the top as the clear choice to spearhead my journey of healing and insight. This heart quality can be soft and strong, focused and expansive. It can disarm and transform our toughest patterns, letting lessons and insights integrate in their place. It can elevate us to spiritual heights while keeping us grounded and connected. Moreover, it can adapt skillfully to the needs of our one-of-a-kind life and heart. Sourced from an ancient instinct within us, it’s a most precious jewel of our earthly evolution.

				Today, in my experience as a teacher, it seems to be the most relevant spiritual companion we could hope for in this troubled world. It redeems us and confirms our essential goodness, even when everything else is falling apart. It keeps us centered and connected in the face of challenge. We could call it a technique, but it’s more an innate home we can inhabit. It is none other than the jewel of compassion.

				You can tell that I’m not describing just any type of compassion here. I’m referring to a thorough and wholehearted expression that, while inherent to each of us, takes some careful coaxing to come alive. More importantly, I’m referring to the power of that radiance when it is shined back onto ourselves. This radical act catalyzes a profound inner and outer maturation that restores wholeness to our lives. Eventually, we can grow in strength and resilience to such a degree that even our and the world’s immense challenges can’t crush us. Instead, they become opportunities to expand even further.
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				The Dharma of Healing is a system of spiritual practice for the modern seeker. Through a series of fresh perspectives, principles, and practices, it repositions psychological healing as central to both spiritual development and maturation as well as effective engagement in the world. Synergizing the liberating wisdom of insight meditation with the therapeutic power of self-compassion, it is a pathway of practice rooted in an ancient and proven wisdom tradition that can bear fruit within our modern minds and lives. This synergy of spirituality, healing, and engagement naturally emerged from the evolution of my own personal journey.

				When I met my teacher Rodney Smith at a class for teens, I was just a high school kid. I had no idea what meditation or mindfulness was; I’d certainly never heard of insight meditation. However, it was partly this innocence of heart that made my first experiences so profound. In that first class, sitting silently was the most refreshingly simple thing I’d ever done. I could feel myself like the great, old fir trees that towered near my childhood home. They just were what they were, whether sick and broken or healthy and tall; they were unshakably confident in their essential authenticity, aware and connected to everything around them. To my surprise, I had that in me, too.

				For many years after that class, I followed the Dharma wherever it took me. Through practice and study, I learned more and more about the Buddha’s teachings and their expressions in the insight, Zen, and Tibetan lineages. However, the insight tradition seemed to paint the clearest picture of our universal human condition and the path to experiencing freedom within it.

				Insight meditation, also known as the vipassana movement, is a Western derivative of Theravada Buddhism and originated from teachers within Burma and Thailand starting in the nineteenth century. The name insight is simply a translation of the Pali word vipassana and speaks to the idea that liberation comes from seeing into the true nature of reality. As it came to the West, it was popularized by various teachers with their own styles, such as Jack Kornfield and Joseph Goldstein and the retreat centers of Spirit Rock and Insight Meditation Society that they founded. In the process, many of the religious elements were set aside, yet the foundation of Theravada Buddhist teachings remains.

				Even though I would find a home in this lineage, my own path never felt confined to one method, teaching, or tradition. Over the past twenty-five years, in addition to practicing in the Zen and Tibetan traditions, I’ve studied secular forms of mindfulness, such as Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction or MBSR and mindful self-compassion, as well as trauma-informed and nature-based mindfulness. I’ve found personal healing through modalities such as somatic therapy, improvisational dance, and Internal Family Systems. I’ve also committed decades to integrating spiritual concepts into environmental education and community service work, including sharing the Dharma in creative ways with others.

				While insight meditation has great strengths, it also lacked some critical support I needed at times. For example, it wasn’t until I adopted the compassionate and relational emphases of approaches like Internal Family Systems (IFS) that I began to feel safe enough to integrate and embody the deeper truths of insight meditation in my daily life. As I learned to fully embrace my vulnerable humanness alongside my expansive spiritual experiences, I felt an even greater sense of wholeness inside. This made it easier to engage with my service work in the world without losing my clarity, ease, and conviction.

				This was also the beginning of an ever-deepening answer to the core inquiries I’d painstakingly pursued since my early twenties. At that time, my spiritual longing was overwhelming, although in an emotional choice I would ultimately decide against pursuing a monastic life. I couldn’t leave this world behind when it needed so much, but I couldn’t leave my devotion to awakening either. So I had to know: What was the meeting place of spirituality, healing, and activism? How could I awaken within an active life of service in this chaotic world? Many years later, this book is an answer to those early questions—ultimately proposing a unified theory, practice, and path to realization based in true compassion.

				For those Westerners already immersed in the Dharma, I propose what may be a significant shift in focus: the fundamental importance of thorough psychological healing to the progression of the spiritual path. A spiritual journey without healing will likely remain disconnected and conflictual, even if only at a subtle level of mind. To remedy this, I place engaged heart practices and compassionate self-inquiry as a prerequisite for—and an ongoing companion to—traditional wisdom or concentration practices. The healing they bring activates and integrates the wisdom we seek. Along the way, I work to reconcile numerous paradoxes, including that between the personal healing of the self and the deeper liberating truths of impermanence and nonself.

				For those arriving from a secular or psychological background, I offer the often-missing spiritual depth that can alchemize and awaken modern Western psychological approaches. Healing will always feel incomplete unless it includes a radical reconnection to something far greater than ourselves. Or to put it another way: understanding the true nature of our suffering is just as important as healing it. Hence, a healing journey without the spiritual dimension will likely remain confining and ultimately not entirely satisfying. To remedy this, I elevate and expand the healing capacities of the human heart out of the merely personal and place them within a larger expression of collective and universal unfolding. Doing so, I point toward the more profound spiritual purpose of healing and propose a meditative framework through which to experience it.

				For those arriving from the front lines of activism, I suggest a renewed devotion to the self-focused practices that create a foundation for sustainable engagement. A life of service without a solid foundation in healing and spirituality will likely lose its purity of intention and, thus, its effectiveness—not to mention the courage, energy, and wisdom needed to persevere. It’s all too easy to act from our unresolved fear and judgment, taking sides and increasing division instead of transforming into the more compassionate and wise beings that the world dearly needs. To remedy this, I describe a radical practice of activism that flows forth as an outpouring of a full and nourished heart—one that can liberate ourselves and others in the process.
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					As I explore these topics, I reference a healing path and a spiritual path many times. For clarity, when I refer to healing or the healing path, I’m essentially discussing the process of releasing, or better yet, transforming painful patterns of thought and emotion often stored in the body. For example, we can learn to alchemize sadness into joy, self-judgment into self-compassion, tension into ease, anxiety into inner safety, and ultimately, ill-being into well-being. When done skillfully, this process restores internal connectivity and, thus, a sense of wholeness within us. When I reference the spiritual path, I’m generally talking about the understandings and practices that serve to restore a transformative interconnection between ourselves and the greater essence of life—initiating a radical re-perception of our lives. In this way, spirituality also restores a sense of wholeness, just in a more expansive and inclusive way.

				Both paths naturally synergize and support one another. Their fruition depends on the unconditional embrace of our emotional and mental lives. In service to this, you’ll notice I often personify emotions and thoughts to bring them to life, increase our sense of intimacy with them, and aid in the process of transformative healing. Paradoxically, many find that by embracing them in this way, they actually liberate into their more than personal forms. You may intuitively resonate with this personified approach, but if not, you are welcome to translate the descriptions into a more impersonal framing.

				Both pathways of healing and spirituality also rely on the same guiding principle: the subjective feeling of connection—within and without. I also describe this as an inner intimacy or even a sense of inner belonging or kinship. When this felt, embodied connection to oneself, others, or the world is supportive and strong, it leads to a felt sense of safety inside. This allows us to relax, feel OK in ourselves, and open to something greater than us. In this way, felt connection and safety provide the container within which the pain and confusion of life can be metabolized and help us discover the deeper truths of our interconnected universe.

				Ultimately, all spirituality guides us toward the source or essence of life, called by many names. We might say God, Spirit, or Presence. In the insight tradition, it’s often called emptiness or our true nature. In this book, I most often call it life itself as a reference to the interconnected totality of things. When speaking about our meditative experience, I call it awareness—as our attention itself can be seen as a doorway to, and manifestation of, this spiritual dimension of ourselves (more on this later).

				In addition, I’ll be using other words that might be new to you. For example, Dharma is a word that means multiple things. It means “the true nature of things” (as used in the book title) and also “the teachings of the Buddha” (as used in this introduction). You’ll also notice me referring to our heart-mind because, in the insight tradition, our emotional and mental lives are not considered separate but as part of a singular process. In specific chapters, I’ll refer to some basic Buddhist teachings like the four noble truths, the brahmaviharas (“divine abodes”), or more abstract teachings like that of nonself. Don’t worry if they’re new to you. Each of them will be explained to the extent necessary.
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					My deepest wish for all of us is to feel that we are safe and connected inside no matter what. Even if in the moment we seem broken or lost or abandoned, even if our deepest worldly dreams have fallen apart, even if our existential fears for ourselves or the world come to pass—now or in the future—may we rest in the embodied knowing that we are always whole and complete at our core. Feeling this safety and connection in our bones is the eventual promise of compassionate devotion to ourselves as laid forth in this book.

				In this way, my deepest wish is not for you to cling to a particular practice or always act in a certain compassionate way. It’s to form an unshakable foundation from which you can live fully and fearlessly with an open heart while you’re here and go with an easeful grace when it’s your time. While this book offers many helpful suggestions, reflections, and meditations to bring you “there,” the experience and expression of your liberation will always be uniquely and exquisitely yours, and forever unfolding anew. It might not mean you become an ardent meditator. It might just mean loving more deeply what you already have, honoring more fully who you already are. It might mean rediscovering the beauty right in front of you from the vantage point of an open, loving heart.

				In the process, many things will be asked of you: You’ll be asked to stretch to love your pain as much as your joy. You’ll be asked to learn an unconditional care that your family or culture rarely, if ever, could provide. You’ll be asked to stop and simply allow yourself to relax and surrender into a deeper trust in life. Every day, you’ll be asked to break down the barriers between the spiritual and the mundane and to make your life your practice and your practice your life.

				But before we start our journey there together, please remember one thing: be easy and gentle on yourself throughout the process. Whether we know it or not, we are each precious beyond measure. Whatever troubles you likely, in some way, troubles others, too. There is undoubtedly someone else out there right now going through something very similar.

				The unfolding of our lives is part of much larger processes at work, of which we are just a tiny part. Our suffering is intertwined with the suffering of all humans before us and all life on Earth. What we’ve gone through is not our fault, nor is it an obstacle. It’s actually the pathway home.

				This means that we can relax. Healing and spirituality don’t have to be a struggle. We are always just one pause away from a deeper breath and clearer sight. Indeed, the simplest of compassionate means applied in small, thoughtful doses can keep guiding us back home—even when it’s hard.

				You might have many reservations about trying a new practice or understanding a new process. That makes perfect sense. I totally get it. I simply encourage you to take in what feels helpful to you and leave behind the rest. Part 1 is devoted to the theory of how we suffer and how we heal. If it feels overly intellectual for you, know that part 2 offers a series of experiential practices that will bring you back into your body. If it, in its turn, feels insular or inapplicable, know that part 3 explores how we can incorporate these understandings and practices back into our lives.

				Thank you for joining me on this journey. May each of us rediscover our heart’s deeply sweet and rich capacities for the sake of all sentient beings.

			

		

	
		
			•​ ​• Part One

			THE THEORY

		

	
		
			1

			THE AGE OF COMPASSION

			This first chapter explores the root causes of our global challenges and how we each often unwittingly perpetuate them. Then, we’ll examine a simple but profound solution that can help us reverse and uproot the suffering on an individual and, eventually, collective level. Admittedly, it’s painful to reflect on the world at this tumultuous time, but it’s also essential to ascertain what the world most deeply needs from us. When we see that the global crisis is, at its core, a spiritual one, our inner lives become an intimate part of the solution. In simple and immediate ways, we can each reclaim a vital role in shaping our collective future.
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				Looking around, we find ourselves together in a new and unprecedented age. Perhaps it was only fifty years ago when we realized that our collective human impact could alter the course of all life on Earth. Maybe only in the last twenty-five years have many of us admitted that we are on a crash course for total ecological and societal collapse. Only in the last few years have many of us had to consider we may have crossed a point of no return—where it will get a lot worse before, or if, it gets better. We face a poly-crisis of mass proportions, from climate chaos and mass displacement to environmental degradation, pollution, and scarcity to spiraling social inequality and unrest—to name only a key few.[1]

			Naturally, it’s hard not to feel deep in our being the uncertainty and insecurity of these global circumstances. We may very well be the people to witness the unraveling of global civilization at a scale never before seen. Even if we wanted to, we certainly aren’t returning to “normal” anytime soon. No matter where we find ourselves in the world and no matter how privileged we may be, we can no longer escape this reality.

			As challenging as that is to face for all of us—myself included—it’s also an unprecedented opportunity for human growth. When we can’t escape something, it transforms from a practical problem into a spiritual one. For those of us on the healing and spiritual journey already, we know firsthand that when we can’t avoid the pain any longer, that’s precisely when the real transformational work begins. And to be honest, this is actually when it gets simpler: we have no choice but to answer the call.

			Indeed, while crises can scare us into our worst habits, they can also encourage spiritual growth like nothing else. When everything is falling apart around us, it makes sense to search for a deeper refuge that’s less dependent on changing circumstances. With some guidance, we can discover a lasting safety and resilience sourced within ourselves, empowering us to weather and respond wisely to the coming storms. This wisdom may be the most valuable legacy we can pass along to our youth, for it’s the place from which clear and compassionate leadership can reemerge in the future.

			We have no shortage of practical solutions for the ailments we see. Collectively, we know enough about how to reverse climate change, live in harmony with nature and each other, and create equity in our societies. We have ample access to traditional wisdom and modern science regarding happiness and well-being. Our problem lies in enacting and embodying these solutions in our lives; it’s a limitation of heart and mind. It’s sensible to place responsibility on those with the greatest wealth and influence who control the conditions of so many others. However, it’s also up to you and me. What we each fail to heal and transform within ourselves in one way or another ends up as the world’s burden to hold. And that burden is simply becoming too great.

			Thus, cultivating insight and healing are not just wholesome activities but a necessity of this age. Our hearts must come alive amid the struggle and tragedy, right within the chaos of our world. Our lives must become our crucibles of growth. Few of us can retreat to a monastery anymore, but we can all return to the center of ourselves. When we do, we can retrieve the gifts we and the world need to evolve and transform together.
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			The human heart is a mysterious miracle of evolution. It not only keeps our bodies nourished with rich and healing blood but is also an organ of feeling and wisdom. Only in the last two decades have researchers discovered that the physical heart is not controlled by the brain but is a center of intelligence all its own. With a network of over forty thousand neurons,[2] it processes information and communicates with all parts of us, altering our perception, attention, emotions, behavior, and more. It even learns, remembers, and has its own unique intuition.[3]

			As someone with two congenital heart defects that can cause heart pain and palpitations, I’ve had to study various aspects of the physical heart. However, in the process, I became most compelled by the way this “heart-brain” cocreates the magic of our emotional lives—our capacity to feel and connect deeply. As we’ll explore in later chapters, each emotion we experience—even the painful ones—is part of an intelligent system that has evolved to help us. Amazingly, we even have a set of emotions specifically suited for self-healing and liberation such as joy, gratitude, and curiosity. But compassion is the most powerful of all.

			Compassion emerges from a deeply wired biological instinct we have as social animals:[4] the undeniable impulse to respond to another being who is suffering. This makes sense. When we hear genuine cries for help, we often find ourselves compelled to run toward them even if danger could be present. This response likely arises from the evolutionary importance of the integrity of our human relationships and communities over millions of years.

			A light bulb went off for me, though, when I realized compassion can respond with the same courage to the cries of suffering within us. When it does, it provides the safety and connection we need to heal and transform and restores the integrity and well-being of our psyches. When our self-compassion matures, it becomes more than a momentary response. It evolves into a lasting refuge within us that can withstand the depths of suffering while soothing and nourishing us. From this place, we can listen and respond wisely to not just our own cries but the cries of the world—without becoming overburdened.

			The brilliance of compassion is in its capacity to meet suffering in a healthy way—a competence that is so crucial in our lives today. I know for me, if it weren’t for discovering the wisdom of the heart, I would have fallen into addiction and depression long ago, crushed under the weight of the world around me. Indeed, regaining fluency in the art of compassion isn’t just a feel-good exercise or a social nicety. It’s not a side practice for when we have time. It’s a mental health necessity for each of us.

			A Wounded World

			The deeper I went on my healing and spiritual journey, the more I realized that my view of the world was incomplete. A typical survey of the state of the world describes the dynamic movements of people and nations, energy and money, goods and services. We see what people are doing or saying and the decisions they’re making. However, this is just a tiny fraction of what’s happening—each of us has a deep and rich psychic world within us, and lurking in these depths is a potent substance, perhaps the most powerful on the planet: the personal and collective wounding we hold.

			When I use the word wounding, I’m pointing to the impact of a hurtful event or interaction on the psyche(s) of an individual or group that continues in some form into the present. When I say that we hold it, I’m referring to the myriad ways this suffering endures, whether as an active emotional process, a behavioral pattern, or an outlook. It may even show up in our physical health.[5] Recognizing this dimension of ourselves means acknowledging that we are deeply affected by life, and those effects are not dead and gone but often live on within us.

			All these painful impacts and the wounds they engender exist on spectrums of intensity and frequency.[6] The more intense and frequent, the deeper they burrow into our nervous systems and condition our perception and behavior from a subtle personality quirk to a debilitating mental illness. Healing exists on parallel spectrums, unfolding in accordance with the intensity and frequency of compassionate attention our wounds receive. For example, a wound can be fully healed and the conditioning it created transformed. It can be partially healed leaving behind a tender scar. Or it can remain open and actively painful, deeply affecting the way we navigate our lives.

			According to a World Mental Health Survey, over 70 percent of adults worldwide have experienced intense traumatic events in their lifetime.[7] In addition, everyone naturally experiences a multitude of less severe wounds that condition them. There are wounds I’ve received from others, like someone maligning or abandoning me. There are wounds I’ve received from the culture, like messages about my body image or fitting into social roles. There are wounds I’ve inflicted on myself, like those of self-criticism and self-neglect. Underneath them all is the spiritual wound of feeling separate from life itself (as I’ll speak to in the next section).

			When I discovered the extent of my own wounding, I felt discouraged at first. I can assure you, though, it’s a foundational aspect of healing and spiritual growth. In insight meditation, looking suffering square in the eye is explicitly where the path starts. Without seeing it, we are not only destined to perpetuate it, but we’ll never have the chance to cultivate the self-compassion that heals and liberates us. As hard as life can be, we have the capacity for a richness and depth of heart that only pain can ripen within us.
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				It can be relieving to realize that our wounding is not just about us. It has a profound historical and collective dimension. We receive painful conditioning from our ancestors and our shared past[8] as well as from the societal and global systems in the present. We can imagine multiplying the wounds in our lifetime seven billion times for the people of the planet and then again by the thousands of generations of accumulated struggles before us. Then we can organize this suffering into institutions, corporations, governments, and other power structures with immense global influence. With all that, we begin to understand the vast and ancient echo chamber of pain and resulting confusion that reverberates throughout the globe.[9]

			This cumulative suffering shows itself everywhere. We can see the prevalence of addictive behaviors and mental health disorders, the over-consumption and overmedication, and the constant conflict and polarization between groups. We witness the greedy actions of corporations or politicians, the wars for power and resources, and the destruction of the environment. All of these things, and more, speak to a deeply distressed collective trying to cope with their pain.[10] In fact, we could say that much of our collective modern culture is simply a manifestation of the suffering we carry.

			From this perspective, the state of the world is no mystery. It is unfolding according to the laws of human nature, a sort of psychological physics that governs our evolution. The accumulation of pain and its results have occurred because the cycle of wounding has largely remained unbroken. Without the intervention of mindfulness and compassion, one wound leads to the next in quick succession, and the patterns of our conditioning play out as predictably as a computer program. With them, we can not only stop the progression but also reverse it. In the same way, the application of mindfulness and compassion leads lawfully to our own healing and, eventually, healing for all beings.

			Realizing this, my own path took on new meaning and focus. There weren’t “bad” or “evil” people out there, just those that were deeply hurt—and I was one of them. Scooping out the suffering from my own heart was also bailing water from our collective sinking ship. I figured that with each bucket I dumped, it was more likely our ship would stay afloat amid the waves of change to come. I might have even inspired others to do the same.

			However, eventually I noticed that if I didn’t also work to repair the root cause of my own suffering—my unique crack in the hull, so to speak—both myself and the world would just keep filling back up with wounding. I couldn’t just soothe my symptoms. I had to address the underlying disease.

			The Hidden Illness

			
				Even in today’s world, I’ve learned there’s always a silver lining. While our wounding can be deeply painful, it also reveals a redeeming principle of nature: we’re affected because life is interconnected. If it weren’t, we couldn’t be hurt at all. Recognizing this truth offers a profound advantage and inspiration on healing and spiritual paths. Not only can we leverage the nourishment of our supportive connections—to healthy parts of ourselves, others who love us, the magic of the natural world, etc.—but we’re reminded that, no matter where we are, we are never alone or separate. Our innate bond with life itself is fundamentally fortifying.

			What’s more, our unique wounding actually marks the inner trail back to a place of safety and supportive connection inside each of us. By tracking the scent of suffering within us and tending skillfully to our wounds, we can each come to recover what I call our original heart. This is the unscathed, tender innocence we’re born with, buried at our center. This is the place where our individual heart meets the shared heart of all things—a space of profound and unparalleled belonging that is our birthright.

			At this time, however, this original inheritance remains hidden away for most of us. And because of this, we often feel profoundly alone. A recent study showed that 58 percent of all Americans—and as many as 79 percent of young people—suffer from loneliness.[11] Doctors, social workers, academics, and scientists have all been sounding the alarm on this epidemic for decades, pointing to the mounting evidence linking loneliness to mental and physical illness.[12]

			This is in no small part due to the conditions we are living in: we inhabit an atomized society, distanced from nature and filled with social polarization, individualism, and addiction to devices and screens. However, there’s an even more fundamental and widespread source of loneliness than any of this: our disconnection from ourselves and the spiritual dimension of life. This disconnection creates an insecurity and sense of lack that permeate our lives and our culture as a whole. We can attempt to remedy it by seeking out new people, places, things, or even spiritual practices—as most do. While such strategies may help for a time, they can’t actually make us feel like we are enough or are whole. Healing this wound of separation is an inside job, as it arises from a deeper self-protective mechanism that is buried in the basic formation of our psychological selves—one we unwittingly sustain.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			When I was born, the doctors told my mother my heart was on the wrong side of my body. It took a moment for them to realize that my lung had been punctured and my organs had shifted dramatically. I was taken immediately to an incubator and kept there for seven days. On the last night before I would undergo a risky operation, my lung miraculously healed, and I could return to my family. I was lucky, but the experience shattered my sense of security for decades.

			That was my story. But for almost all of us, it was in the early moments or years of our lives that we received the first wounds we couldn’t heal. They could have been any number of things for each of us, from a traumatic injury to an early illness, from an unkind caregiver to an early divorce. It doesn’t have to be big: even a simple lack of attention or touch can significantly affect us.[13]

			For some of us, it was an intergenerational wound unconsciously imparted to us by our parents or close family. This is perhaps most clear in the cases of historical oppression or violence in a lineage (i.e., holocaust, slavery, war, etc.). The field of epigenetics presents convincing evidence that traumatic life experiences can be passed down through changes in our DNA.[14] We remember in the cells of our bodies.

			These are what I call our original wounds. They are the first times that we experienced substantial physical or emotional pain in the absence of a felt sense of supportive connection and safety. At the moment of impact, and perhaps long afterward, we felt alone and scared in our pain. For whatever reason, we didn’t feel the presence of a loving and reliable caregiver or a nurturing environment. This meant we couldn’t transform, release, or ground the emotional energy from our systems like we are wired to do. Instead, we initiated a protective internal process that sequestered our pain, fractured our psyches, and left us chronically anxious. The more traumatic and earlier our wound was, and the more insecure the relationships and environment it happened within, the more deeply we tended to suppress and disconnect.[15]

			In fairness, we did the only thing we knew to do. We stowed the pain deep in our bodies and constructed a protective psychic barrier over it. The instinct was perfect and genius in its infantile way. It protected us both from our own pain we couldn’t integrate and from future impacts that would now never again touch the most tender and precious place within us.

			Absent the arrival of a profoundly safe connection—to a caregiver, the environment, or the essence of life—our protective barrier stayed firm, and the fracture remained. Seeing no other recourse, we did it again and again with each subsequent wound. We couldn’t see this approach had a fatal flaw: the barriers we crafted and the pain we stored obscured our original heart. We began feeling separate from others, nature, and life itself. The instinct was to protect ourselves, but tragically it blocked our access to true belonging. It solidified the idea that pain couldn’t be safe, and therefore, the world could never be either.

			Without the influence of a countervailing force, once this process begins, it can snowball. As we age, we can separate our minds from our bodies and retreat to distant, rational, materialistic worldviews. We can detach from the immediacy of our experience and construct a sense of self like a fortress. We can shift all our focus to potential outside threats and desires and leave our inner lives behind. And we can readily distance ourselves from the raw, organic realities of nature such as sickness, old age, and death and miss the important messages they have for our lives.

			Even though these strategies are intended to help, they only trigger us more profoundly and lock our nervous systems into activation. The classic triggered responses of fight, flight, or freeze can actually become our default, creating any number of chronic mental/emotional conditions from light free-floating anxiety to deep destabilizing turmoil. Needless to say, the effects on all our internal systems and our external relationships are profound and lasting.

			In this way, all our suffering today can be seen as deriving from those original wounds and our runaway responses to them. In a painful instant, we lost trust and turned away from life. We left behind our ancient belonging to all things. We unwittingly traded a lasting refuge for a limited, temporary, and isolating one. If only someone or something had been there to embrace our pain unconditionally, perhaps we could have grown and healed without ever leaving our original hearts. But there wasn’t, and we did.

			Of course, we were innocent and overwhelmed. We were surrounded by those who had long ago made the same bargain. However, there is part of us that remembers what we lost and hopes we’ll return to rediscover it, to heal what we didn’t have the means to then. Indeed, this moment now is not so different than the first moment we turned away so long ago. We can courageously choose anew to forgo the limited protection of separation for the deepest protection of interconnection.
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				Just like with wounding, these self-protection mechanisms are not uniquely ours. They’re just as much historical and collective, amplified over thousands of years and multiplied across the human community. When we haven’t been able to integrate a traumatic event as a people—wars, genocides, famines, and so on—we’ve found ways to stow the pain in our lineages and communities, as well as throw it back on our enemies in revenge. We’ve tried to form protective barriers through countless means, from defense and weapon systems to technologies of comfort, convenience, and distraction. We’ve constructed dogmas and moral hierarchies, concocted elaborate mythologies of difference, and persecuted others over and again.

			By doing so, we may regain a marginal sense of protection but only reinforce our community’s isolation, further fracturing human society and distancing it from the natural world. We gain the temporary protection of getting the upper hand but lose the lasting safety of collaboration. We find ourselves farther and farther from the harmonizing recognition of interconnection that, if collectively realized, could finally liberate us.

			I trust that such great confusion, however, could have only happened from an equal amount of pain. I can imagine the original wounds of our species echoing through our collective heritage. Humanity has undergone unimaginable hardships, from cataclysms to ice ages to countless other natural disasters. We’ve suffered the innumerable small cuts of survival, sickness, old age, death, and the constant loss of what we love. Life as a human being on this planet has always been tumultuous, and the resulting trauma still exists as a memory in our bones.

			I find it quite encouraging, however, that there’s something more potent than any past conditioning we might hold. It is the presence we wield in this moment. When we turn our compassionate attention inward and heal ourselves individually, we realize just how close the whole world is to healing, too. We may not need to apply complex, herculean measures to undo our old collective confusion. We may simply need to soothe the ancient impulse that keeps each of us restless and reactive in this very moment.

			An Ancient Drive

			
				Our evolutionary past has given us a blessing and cast upon us a curse. It has wired deep into our bones an aversion to what is unpleasant.[16] This drive to distance ourselves from pain has been critical in our evolution. It has helped us flee danger, defend ourselves, and innovate new tools for survival. However, when this aversion remains the primary force driving our daily pursuits, it can create significant psychological challenges. This becomes especially apparent in healing and spirituality.

			In Buddhism and the practice of insight meditation, aversion is one of the three unwholesome roots of action that are seen to perpetuate suffering—the other two being desire and delusion. In the broadest sense, aversion is simply a “moving away from” or creating distance from the unpleasant aspects of life. Its goal is to protect us from pain of any type in any way it can. On an emotional level, aversion is what gives rise to the protective mechanisms described in the last section, as well as the common fight, flight, and freeze responses. It generates the typical emotions of anger, anxiety, and longing—even indifference. It even motivates the search for pleasure and fuels our addictions.

			While some of these responses to life can be very useful, when they are running on autopilot, they perpetually keep us restless and anxious. We compulsively control our circumstances and fixate on how to prevent future pain. This hypervigilance can burden our nervous systems, relationships, and work in the world, making it harder to relax, open up, and experience wholesome emotions like curiosity, gratitude, or joy.[17] All this is what I call the first-order effects of aversion, based on the impulse to protect ourselves from outside threats.

			Curiously, at some point in our evolution, we acquired the ability to direct aversive energy against internal threats as well. We became able to push away, or even attack, our own emotional pain through self-criticism, suppression, and other means. This unique evolution may explain our species’ ubiquitous capacity to hold wounding in our bodies—not letting it shake free as many other animals do.[18]
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			Self-aversion is a second-order effect of aversion: one that is actively directed toward parts of our sense of self. Here we are not just defending against outside threats or distracting ourselves from a painful feeling. We effectively try to expel whole parts of ourselves or attack our worth or validity. It’s akin to a psychological autoimmune response that can be subtle or very pronounced.

			Self-aversion may arise as individual thought patterns of self-criticism, self-judgment, or even self-hatred. Or it may permeate our sense of self, as in low self-esteem, low self-confidence, or beliefs of inadequacy. Like many of us, I’ve tried desperately to hide and change aspects of my appearance, suppress my sensitive emotional heart, and forfeit what I loved just to feel loved by another.

			Like loneliness, this debilitating habit of self-aversion is another pandemic of massive proportions today. In fact, they are related, since when we feel alone, we often end up turning on ourselves, and when we turn on ourselves, we often end up feeling alone.[19] Naturally, both have been linked to the development of various mental health challenges[20] and tend to make healing much harder[21] and spiritual insight much more elusive.

			If we watch our hearts and minds closely, virtually all of us will likely notice some form of self-aversion. In one recent study conducted by a clothing company, respondents reported thinking an average of three to four negative things about their bodies daily.[22] In another series of surveys by professors at the University of Texas, up to 70 percent of students’ thoughts were found to be negative, and one-third of those were concerned with their own inferiority.[23]

			This prevalence is due to many factors. Of course, the messages of caregivers, friends, and the culture have a significant influence. From less-than-kind parenting to bullying at school to the inundation of advertising messages and social media to marginalization and oppression,[24] we are provided with various reasons to feel down about ourselves. However, whether we take it in and perpetuate it internally depends upon our makeup. To the degree we’ve suppressed early wounds and thus fractured ourselves, we’ve primed ourselves for insecurity, a contentious inner relationship, and an acute vulnerability to others’ perceptions of us.

			In addition, in early childhood or any relationship where we are vulnerable or dependent, we often find it safer to blame ourselves over anyone else.[25] Blaming or attacking the other person could result in us losing them or what they provide for us or in punishment. We can do the same with the natural losses in our lives. We don’t know who else to blame, so we end up taking personal responsibility for unfortunate circumstances well out of our control. When we do, we burden natural pain with self-blame, making things even heavier.

			Once patterns of suppression and self-blame are established, a positive feedback loop begins. We have progressively more motivation to keep our wounds hidden as they become more intimidating and we must apply more effort to keep them under wraps. Mounting a resistance of resentment, fear, and ill will toward those feelings or parts of ourselves is a logical solution, but it leads to the third-order effects of aversion.

			We attack our own aversive habits. We argue with the voices that criticize us. We spiral into greater and greater degrees of self-conflict, but since we can’t escape ourselves, there’s no way out. Each layer of reactive distance further separates us from our original heart and its essential goodness. This can even happen in spiritual circles, as people mistakenly try to “conquer their inner demons” instead of seeing them as innocent wounds that need a loving embrace. (I’m certainly guilty of this, as I’ll recount in the next chapter.)

			In summary, self-aversion can first solidify and amplify our existing wounding, ensuring it stays with us. Second, it can suppress parts of ourselves or behaviors that were perceived to create the pain—stunting our curiosity, creativity, and authenticity. Third, it can ever-widen the felt sense of separation we experience inside, as well as between ourselves and others and life itself. In a societal context, this creates a culture of extreme emotional insecurity and, in turn, volatility. We constantly seek the approval of others while simultaneously tearing others down—both in a hopeless effort to restore wholeness to ourselves.
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			In my mind, the most glaring problem with the strategy of aversion is simple: I might win a battle, but I always lose the war. I can fight the pain, run from it, or try to ignore it—but I can’t escape it. If I’m lucky, I might succeed in evading it for a time. However, my fixation on that goal takes a tremendous toll on every aspect of my life. There have been times it’s consumed every part of my life, but nowhere did I see its impacts more
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