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PRAISE FOR ENGAGED COMPASSION


“Lobsang Tenzin Negi’s Engaged Compassion gives us the hopeful message we all need: that while we can’t control our circumstances, we can control our reactions by managing our emotions and practicing compassion. This beautiful book might change your life.”

—Arthur C. Brooks, #1 New York Times bestselling author of From Strength to Strength

“For many years, as both a friend and a student of His Holiness the Dalai Lama, I’ve hoped to see his core message about the fundamental importance of cultivating and actively engaging compassion presented in a practical and accessible way. In Engaged Compassion, my friend Lobsang Tenzin Negi does exactly that. Drawing on decades of work bringing the Dalai Lama’s teachings to a broader, secular audience, Negi integrates deep wisdom and modern science into clear, actionable practices for everyday life. You’ll find this book to be hopeful, inspiring, and deeply needed for our times.”

—Richard Gere, actor and humanitarian

“Dr. Lobsang Tenzin Negi opens the chest to reveal millennia of treasures from the Buddhist tradition. Inviting all seekers, he makes the steps forward clear, understandable, and actionable. We are given a wise and experienced guide, hand-picked for this mission by His Holiness the Dalai Lama to help each of us embrace pathways to sacred wholeness. The wisdom within this book may enrich the rest of your life.”

—Lisa Miller, PhD, New York Times bestselling author of The Awakened Brain and founder of the Spirituality Mind Body Institute at Columbia University

“Lobsang Tenzin Negi embodies a marvelous combination of deep expertise in traditional sciences of flourishing with a brilliant integration of the newest findings in developmental science. He brings his magic to Engaged Compassion, a practical guide for leading a fulfilled life. The world will benefit from this gift of kindness.”

—Daniel Goleman, New York Times bestselling author of Emotional Intelligence

“Dr. Negi offers a simple and radical truth: compassion begins inside each of us—not as a belief system but as a human capacity to practice everyday choices that become acts of healing. With tenderness and clarity, Dr. Negi reminds readers that even the smallest moments of kindness quietly reshape the world.”

—Sharon Salzberg, New York Times bestselling author of Lovingkindness and Real Life

“In a time of deep division and collective suffering, Engaged Compassion offers something essential: a practical way to train the heart for courageous, compassionate action. Lobsang Tenzin Negi bridges contemplative wisdom and contemporary science to show that compassion isn’t passive—it’s a force for healing, justice, and connection. This book invites us to move beyond sentiment into engaged, ethical living. It’s a powerful reminder that our shared humanity is not an abstraction but a responsibility we must learn to embody.”

—Karen Armstrong, author of A History of God and Twelve Steps to a Compassionate Life

“This book is a beautiful and timely exploration of the power of compassion. Geshe Lobsang has considerable expertise from decades of research into the science of compassion, and he skillfully combines this with his embodiment of the Buddhist tradition. His command of the subject matter and his artful storytelling result in a compelling, life-shifting read. Both intellectually enriching and deeply moving, this book offers a compelling case for us all to live with more compassion—a learnable skill that offers wisdom and guidance in order that we might lead with humanity and build communities characterized by trust and resilience.”

—Kirstie Papworth, author of Compassionate Leadership: For Individual and Organisational Change

“Sewa bhav, the spirit of selfless service, has guided my family and our foundation for decades. In seeking what truly sustains this commitment over a lifetime, we discovered Cognitively Based Compassion Training (CBCT®) and experienced its transformative impact firsthand. In Engaged Compassion, Lobsang Tenzin Negi distills this research-based program into a practical guide for cultivating compassion that endures and creates real-world impact. This is an essential book for anyone committed to service and to being a force for good.”

—Ajay Piramal, industrialist and philanthropist

“Engaged Compassion offers a clear and compelling framework showing that compassion is a trainable skill that strengthens resilience and elevates how we lead, work, and live. Dr. Lobsang Tenzin Negi illuminates the inner foundations required for individuals, institutions, and, ultimately, societies to truly thrive. This book is essential reading for leaders and for anyone committed to building a more humane and flourishing world.”

—Jagdish N. Sheth, PhD, coauthor of Firms of Endearment

“I have read Engaged Compassion with deep appreciation and recognition. Lobsang Tenzin Negi offers a rare synthesis of ancient wisdom, rigorous science, and lived practice that shows why compassion is not a soft virtue but a foundational capacity for resilient, wise leadership. In a time when leaders are under unprecedented pressure, this book makes it unmistakably clear that compassion is not optional—it is essential.”

—Rasmus Hougaard, founder and CEO of Potential Project and author of Compassionate Leadership: How to Do Hard Things in a Human Way

“As a lifelong practitioner, teacher, and writer in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, I have witnessed how compassion takes root through sustained reflection and practice. In Engaged Compassion, Lobsang Tenzin Negi translates ancient wisdom into a path that is accessible to people of any background. Through these contemplative techniques, gratitude and empathy arise naturally, softening resentment and cynicism while widening the heart. This is a profound and timely offering to His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s vision of a global compassion revolution.”

—Venerable Thubten Chodron, author of Working with Anger and Open Heart, Clear Mind
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For those who wake each day with the quiet courage to serve humanity.





FOREWORD [image: An emblem with a stylized building and central wheel, flanked by laurel branches. Above are mountains, sun, moon, and a stupa; Tibetan script below.] BY HIS HOLINESS THE FOURTEENTH DALAI LAMA

In our interdependent world, the need for genuine human connection has never been more urgent. Despite extraordinary material progress, many people continue to experience loneliness, anxiety, and emotional distress. I have long believed—and scientific research increasingly confirms this—that compassion is essential to both personal well-being and collective human flourishing.

Since the late 1960s, I have traveled widely outside India and have come to recognize that emotional suffering is a global challenge. Through my exchanges with educators, scientists, and others, I have seen a clear need for a more holistic educational approach that nurtures both heart and mind, alongside intellectual development.

Soon after our forced escape to India in 1959, with the generous support of the government and people of India, we were able to establish schools and major centers of learning that have enabled us to preserve our distinctive culture of peace and compassion. This remarkable success has been possible due in large part to the resilience and dignity of the Tibetan people inside Tibet.

As one of Emory University’s Presidential Distinguished Professors, I have worked closely with the university for many years to support efforts that integrate science and spirituality and develop secular methods for cultivating compassion.

Since the Emory-Tibet Partnership was established in 1998, Contemplative Science and Compassion-Based Ethics have been brought to global academic attention. This has accorded deeply with my vision for education. Among those leading the initiative is Dr. Lobsang Tenzin Negi, executive director of the Center for Contemplative Science and Compassion-Based Ethics. The programs the center has developed for Cognitively Based Compassion Training (CBCT) and Social, Emotional, and Ethical Learning (SEE Learning) have reached many people around the world.

Dr. Negi was just a fourteen-year-old boy when he arrived in Dharamsala from his home in Kinnaur, a remote Indian Himalayan region, to study Buddhist philosophy at our Institute of Buddhist Dialectics. I commend his commitment to contemplative practice and rigorous academic study, as well as his contributions to the development of compassion education.

I am pleased that he has now written this book, Engaged Compassion: Seven Practices to Cultivate Resilience, Connection, and a Joyous Life, drawing on his many years of experience. It describes a clear and accessible path for cultivating compassion. May this book inspire readers to help lead meaningful lives with peace and joy.

[image: A handwritten signature of the fourteenth Dalai Lama.]
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If you want others to be happy, practice compassion. If you want to be happy, practice compassion.

—His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama1



Imagine becoming the person who instinctively brings kindness into every interaction. One who is remembered for their warmth and generosity. One who lifts up those around them, who remains steady and unshaken, fierce when necessary—for example, in the face of injustice—yet never reactive or consumed by anger. A person who creates a sense of belonging, who connects with others at a deeper level, wherever they go.

This is the essence of leadership—and if we ourselves cannot become the kind of leaders we wish to see in the world, there is little hope for change. It is up to each of us to shift, to grow, to make compassion not just an aspiration but a way of being. This is not an unrealistic ideal, nor does it require suppressing anything within you. Instead, it is a process of bringing forth the best parts of yourself—harnessing the compassion that evolution has wired into us and anchoring it in wisdom and action. As His Holiness has said, “It’s not enough to be compassionate. One must act.” That is what I hope this book will do: help you along your journey to cultivate your heart and harness the power of engaged compassion.

What you’re about to read is the result of more than twenty years of research and practice at the Center for Contemplative Science and Compassion-Based Ethics at Emory University. CBCT® (Cognitively Based Compassion Training) was initially designed in 2004 to help students cope with mental health challenges. CBCT has since become one of the most extensively scientifically studied compassion training programs. This revolutionary meditative practice combines concentration and analytical reasoning. This approach has been tested not just over millennia but also by contemporary medicine and neuroscience. And what sets it apart is that it isn’t simply mindfulness. It’s not just about being present. While mindfulness and being present are beneficial, they are neither a cure-all nor a sustainable solution on their own.

What makes this protocol different is its ability to reframe thoughts and emotions, literally rewiring the brain so that our best qualities emerge naturally. The results are measurable—not only increased joy, resilience, and fulfillment but also reduced stress, stronger immune function, and improved overall health. And all it takes is fifteen minutes a day. Just you, building a skill that can change your life and the world around you.

Meditation apps can be useful for learning the basics, but if you always rely on them, it’s akin to hiring a personal trainer and expecting them to lift the weights for you. At some point, you must build your own strength—which you are absolutely capable of. This book will help you do just that.

And so you can understand how this practice was shaped, I’d like to share where it began for me—high in the Indian Himalayas, where I first learned that compassion wasn’t just a value to admire but a skill to be trained, practiced, and embodied.


A BUDDHIST DESTINY

I was born in a remote village in a region called Kinnaur. Our valley was cradled beneath the towering presence of Kinnar Kailash, a majestic, snow-covered peak related to the better-known Mount Kailash in western Tibet that is revered as the abode of the god Shiva in the Hindu tradition and of the deity Chakrasamvara in Tibetan Buddhism. The mountain was a constant companion in my childhood, a silent witness to the rhythms of our daily life.

Our village operated on a barter economy, and we survived mostly on what we grew. The valley was rich with fruit—plums, apples, pears—all thriving in the high altitude and crisp mountain air. We farmed wheat, barley, and corn, and raised goats for wool, spinning it into warm clothing. There was no electricity, no running water—we carried our water from a spring beside our house. My toys were pebbles and sticks; my playground the open landscape. And yet, no one in our village felt poor. We had food, family, and the security of a close-knit community. Life was simple, but it was enough.

Even as a child, I was drawn to the teachings of Buddhism, though I didn’t yet understand the depth of their meaning. That understanding would come later, sparked by a school play when I was about nine years old. The play told the story of a young prince named Siddhartha, who would later become the Buddha. He was roaming the royal gardens with his cousin, Devadatta—Siddhartha was known for his kindness, Devadatta for his aggression and jealousy. When Devadatta saw a swan take flight, he swiftly pulled an arrow from his quiver and shot it down. Both boys ran to the fallen bird—Devadatta to claim his prize, Siddhartha to help. Siddhartha knelt beside the injured swan, carefully removing the arrow and gathering herbs to dress its wound. Devadatta was furious. “The swan is mine,” he argued. “I shot it.”

But Siddhartha refused to hand it over. “It belongs to me because I saved it.” The dispute was taken to a judge, who decided that the swan should choose for itself. When the bird was released, it immediately moved toward Siddhartha.

That moment was a revelation to me. Everyone—even animals—prefers kindness over cruelty. Compassion was not just a virtue; it was a force that drew others in, creating trust, safety, and connection. That realization stayed with me, shaping how I saw the world.

Still, I was a restless child. School came easily to me, so I spent most of my time roaming the village, gathering other children to play. I had no fixed schedule, no responsibilities beyond enjoying my days. I would stay out until it got dark, returning home to the safety of my parents’ warmth and care. My mother was deeply kind, always invested in her children’s development, but she gave me the freedom to follow my own interests and aspirations.

My older brother had become an engineer, working on hydroelectric plants in a town called Nogli, on the other side of the mountains. He had received an education and I wanted one, too. Determined to join him, I hitched a ride on a military truck that could take me only as far as Tapri, near the border checkpoint, about halfway to Nogli. After spending a night there, I was able to get on a bus to Nogli the next day.

When I finally arrived, my brother was shocked to see me standing alone at his doorstep. He was terrified for my safety—and not at all eager to let me stay, as I was only eleven then. He was single at the time, traveling frequently for work, sometimes gone for weeks at a time. If I was to live with him, I had to prove I could take care of myself. If I could do so, he would let me stay.

Within days, I had enrolled in school. Learning Hindi was a struggle at first, but eventually, I excelled. Still, my true desire—the one that had been growing in me for as long as I could remember—was to enter the monastery.

I was fourteen when I hopped into the back of a small pickup truck with two other boys and all my belongings in December of 1974, the coldest time of the year in the Himalayas. The three of us were the fortunate ones whom Geshe Topgyal, a senior Tibetan Buddhist teacher, had handpicked for the journey. To help with the preservation of Tibetan Buddhist culture in this Himalayan region where two of his own teachers were from, His Holiness the Dalai Lama had asked Geshe Topgyal to bring three young boys to study in Dharamsala. The two-day drive was terrifying: At a curve on the Narkanda Pass, at fourteen thousand feet, there was so much snow that we slid backward and barely stopped before rolling off the mountain. It was still snowing when we arrived at the sleepy town of McLeod Ganj at dusk. The cluster of houses snuggled together on the steep hillsides had walls of stone, roofs of metal siding, and dirt floors. These were the early days of the Tibetan refugee community that dominated the area.

Two days later, Geshe Topgyal took us to the residence of His Holiness for an audience. I barely noticed the ornate surroundings, so eager was I to meet His Holiness. I can’t explain how moving it is for Tibetan Buddhists to meet what we consider to be the living embodiment of the Buddha of Compassion. This was such a rare honor—and to this day, I am profoundly grateful to His Holiness and Geshe Topgyal.

His Holiness then instructed Geshe Topgyal to enroll me and my two peers in the Institute of Buddhist Dialectics in Dharamsala. This is where I would spend the next ten years, just a few hundred meters away from His Holiness’s residence. The kitchen and dining hall were on the first floor, and we were shown to our beds along the walls of the dining area. On the second floor were the prayer hall and small rooms for our teacher, as well as half a dozen rooms for senior students. There were about thirty of us altogether.

We didn’t have clocks, but I remember that the amount of light in spring indicated we woke around 5:30 a.m. for an hour of morning prayers. Breakfast was delicious: thick Tibetan salted butter tea, freshly baked bread, and a generous slice of Western cheese donated by a Tibetan refugee relief fund. After breakfast, we worked on memorizing texts, then engaged in study and reading and a vigorous morning debate in the courtyard. Then lunch, a short afternoon nap, more classes and reading, sweet tea at 3:00, dinner at 5:00, followed by a bit of free time. Evening prayers were at 6:30 or so. Evening debate sessions lasted until 9:30, after which we wound down with black tea and visits with friends. Or we might read quietly and go to sleep by 10:30 or 11:00 p.m.

My teacher, Gen Lobsang Gyatso, would become more than a father to me. He was practical, skillful, and sometimes tough. He was like our parent, best friend, and spiritual guide all in one. He ate every meal with us, played games with us, participated in every ritual, helped us build an extension when the school started to grow, and cried when the health of any of us was in danger. He was a role model for how compassion, understanding, and wisdom were lived.

I didn’t know it then, but everything—the lessons of my childhood, my mother’s strength, my love for Buddhist teachings, and even my impulsive journey to Nogli—was shaping me for the path ahead. As I reflect on my life’s journey, I recognize how fortunate I was to be influenced not only by my early experiences but by the immense influence of His Holiness. His first and most fundamental commitment has always been to promote the well-being of all humanity—not as a Tibetan, not as a Buddhist, not as a monk but as a human being. He has taught that the divisions we create—us versus them, this religion versus that, this country versus another—have caused untold suffering and conflict throughout history. His vision has always been of the oneness of humanity, a deep belief in the interconnection of all people.

His second commitment is to religious harmony and understanding. So much of the world’s population belongs to one spiritual tradition or another, and without respect and cooperation, we will continue to see conflict. His Holiness has always urged dialogue, encouraging people of all faiths—and those with none—to recognize our shared humanity.

Finally, as a Tibetan leader, he has carried the responsibility of preserving Tibet’s environment and culture while also facilitating the promotion of ancient Indian wisdom. He sees himself not only as a Tibetan but as a “son of India,” committed to reviving and sharing the vast spiritual and philosophical heritage that has shaped the region for millennia.

I was raised in this worldview—that our deepest identity is not based on borders or religions but on our shared existence as human beings. That call to unity has shaped every step of my path. I didn’t know it when I was a restless child running through the hills of Kinnaur, but I was being prepared for a life devoted to these teachings. It was a journey that would take me far beyond my village, into monastic life, and eventually to the work I do now: bringing the wisdom of compassion and belonging to people around the world.



A NEW AND OLD APPROACH

As I began teaching in the West, I realized that these teachings—this vast, ancient tradition—should not be limited to monks or scholars or those raised in Buddhist cultures. Compassion is a human capacity, not just a Buddhist one. And yet, in much of the world, people are suffering in isolation.

So many people believe that strong emotions—anger, despair, grief—are unstoppable forces. That once our mind starts spiraling, there is little we can do to stop it from spinning out of control. That life is simply overwhelming, and suffering is something we must bear alone. This is not true.

We are not helpless in the face of our emotions. We are not meant to suffer in isolation. We can stabilize the mind. We can expand our sense of connection. We can create the conditions for flourishing—not just for ourselves but for those around us. This is not wishful thinking; it is a skill that can be cultivated. Inclusivity—bringing more and more people into our circle of care—is not only possible; it is the foundation for well-being, for resilience, for healing.

Right now, our way of living is fraying the fabric of our communities. Anxiety, depression, and loneliness are at an all-time high. People feel isolated, disconnected, unseen. The weight of bias, injustice, economic struggle, and trauma is making it harder and harder to feel safe and at ease. Our nervous systems are on high alert, flooded with stress and fear. When that happens, we lose the ability to solve problems. We lose clarity and start seeing danger everywhere—even in one another.

Fear leads to disconnection. Disconnection leads to blame. And blame fuels a cycle of division, deepening social fracturing and making it harder for any of us to thrive.

If our society is not cohesive, if our institutions are built on fear rather than care, then individuals will struggle to connect, learn, and grow. If individuals cannot flourish, then neither can the systems they create. The more fractured our world becomes, the more we need a shift—not just in policy or structure but in the way we see one another.

Finding a sense of safety is fundamental to well-being. Feeling kinship with those who are different from us, recognizing our shared humanity, is not just a moral ideal—it is a practical necessity. It changes how we relate to others. It changes how we move through the world. When we feel safe, when we feel connected, we become less reactive. Our nervous system settles. Our anxiety lessens. We are more open, more curious, more able to meet challenges with resilience rather than fear.

The power of connection is what makes compassion so transformative. It is not just about being kind. It is about training the mind and heart to see beyond our habitual fears and divisions. It is about recognizing that we are not as separate as we think we are. That was what set me on the path to developing a common language—a bridge between ancient wisdom and modern science. I wanted to take these teachings, these practices that had transformed my own heart and mind, and make them more accessible.

The result of this work was the development of CBCT (Cognitively Based Compassion Training)—an initiative to advance a global culture of compassion through programs that span the disciplines of education, business, health care, and human services. In the beginning, CBCT training for Emory students was offered in collaboration with Emory’s counseling center. Then, it expanded into Emory’s medical school, where doctors, nurses, chaplains, and hospital administrators began training in compassion—not just as a concept but as a concrete skill that could change the way they approached patient care.

From there, CBCT continued to grow. It is now taught in police departments, hospitals, businesses, and schools. More significantly, it has informed the development of SEE Learning® (Social, Emotional, and Ethical Learning), a K–12 program to cultivate inner values, which has now reached more than twenty million teachers and students around the world. This is what gives me hope.

Compassion is not just an idea. It is not a luxury for those who have time to meditate. It is a trainable skill. And when we cultivate it, it ripples outward. It strengthens our relationships. It helps us meet life’s difficulties with steadiness rather than reactivity. It creates safer, more cohesive communities.

We do not have to be trapped in patterns of fear, division, and isolation. We can choose something different. That is the heart of this work.




ACTIVE BELONGING

When we feel safe, we’re able to show up for others with openness instead of fear. When we trust in our own worth, we’re less defensive, less overwhelmed by life’s challenges. Hardship doesn’t have to shut us down—it can actually strengthen us, helping us connect more deeply with others who have struggled, too. The tender awareness of our shared struggles is the seed of compassion.

If we understood how powerful compassion is, we would live differently. We’d see that it’s not just a “good” idea—it’s the key to stronger relationships, healthier communities, and a better world. But even when we practice it, we experience limitations. When someone we love is suffering, our response is immediate. But our empathy tends to be selective, shaped by familiarity and proximity. The brain filters out those who seem different. Yet, in certain moments—like when the world saw the image of Aylan Kurdi, a Syrian refugee child, washed up on a beach—our shared humanity becomes undeniable. More recently, during the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, we witnessed spontaneous acts of compassion around the world: people singing from balconies to uplift their neighbors, health care workers risking everything to protect strangers, and communities coming together to care for the vulnerable. These moments of recognition move us to act, but they are often fleeting. With training, however, that openness can be sustained.

We can begin by asking ourselves:


	Do I hold a deep yearning for peace and well-being?

	Do I wish to be free of pain and struggle?

	Am I alone in these desires, or do I share them with all others?



By sitting with these questions, we move from feeling separate and isolated to recognizing our profound connection to all human beings. And in doing so, we start to experience something that can feel so scarce in our world today: a deep sense of belonging.

Belonging isn’t just about fitting in or being accepted by others—it’s about knowing, at the core of our being, that we are part of something larger than ourselves. It’s the recognition that our joys and struggles are not ours alone, that our existence is intertwined with the lives of countless others. When we cultivate compassion, we awaken to this truth. We begin to see that we are not meant to go through life alone; that support and connection are available to us, not just in our closest relationships but in our shared humanity. The more we practice compassion, the more this sense of belonging becomes a felt experience rather than an abstract idea. And with it comes a new strength: the confidence that no matter how hard life gets, we are not alone.

This book is a guide to making compassion a way of life—an inner skill that brings stability, connection, and purpose in a changing world. Through its practices, you’ll learn how to create a sense of belonging within yourself and become a source of that same belonging for others. Part One explores the forgotten power of compassion, an ancient and often overlooked capacity that holds the key to personal healing and collective transformation. In these chapters, we explore the roots of compassion and the development of CBCT, weaving together ancient wisdom, personal story, and the early scientific discoveries that inspired this work. Part Two guides you through the seven steps of the CBCT process, offering practical instructions, deeper scientific insights, and tools to cultivate compassion as a way of life.

Each of the seven steps in the CBCT process, which we’ll explore in depth throughout this book, liberates us from old patterns:


	Moments of nurturance free us from insecurity.

	Stable and clear attention gives us space between stimulus and response.

	Self-awareness frees us from impulsivity.

	Self-compassion releases us from self-blame.

	Expanded concern breaks down isolation and bias.

	Gratitude and tenderness nourish our heart with warmth.

	Compassion moves us from helplessness to wise action.



CBCT is one of the longest-running secular compassion training programs in the world; it is also one of the most scientifically validated. For millennia, spiritual traditions have emphasized the value of compassion in fostering a sense of belonging and awareness of our intrinsic interconnectedness. Now, modern science confirms what these traditions have long understood: The human mind is capable of change, and compassion can be trained. Studies show that its benefits complement many other interventions, including mindfulness practices, by directly addressing the root of human suffering: disconnection. Former surgeon general Vivek Murthy has called loneliness the defining epidemic of our time, linking it to anxiety, depression, and even premature death. But loneliness is not inevitable. CBCT is a direct and proven antidote.

CBCT’s impact has been studied in foster children, trauma survivors, veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), cancer and suicide survivors, and individuals struggling with depression, anxiety, and chronic pain. The results are undeniable. And in a time of unprecedented uncertainty, the need for this work has never been greater.

Thankfully, times of crisis can also awaken solidarity. They remind us that we are not alone. And when we train ourselves to expand our circle of care, we turn belonging into a choice, not a circumstance. We use it to bridge divides, to move beyond tribalism, to heal wounds of bias and inequality.

Engaged Compassion: Seven Practices to Cultivate Resilience, Connection, and a Joyous Life is the first book to lay out the CBCT process in full. In my tradition, we are taught from a young age that every person we meet is a part of our extended family and that our own well-being is deeply tied to the well-being of others. That understanding stayed with me through years of study and meditation, and later through my work developing this protocol. The impact has been profound—helping people not only reduce stress and emotional suffering but also build resilience, deepen connections, and live with greater ease and purpose. I’ve seen firsthand how small shifts in perspective can bring people back to themselves, and back to each other.

My deepest hope is that this book will make a meaningful difference in your life. Every act of compassion, no matter how small, contributes to a better world. And when we change ourselves—even in the simplest, most incremental ways—we change everything.






PART ONE THE FORGOTTEN POWER OF COMPASSION [image: ]





CHAPTER ONE COMPASSION—THE GREATEST NOURISHMENT OF ALL [image: ]


Basic human nature is compassion.

—His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama1



When I first began teaching at Emory University in the early 2000s, depression, anxiety, and suicide were on the rise, paralyzing some of the student population. Despite the fact that so many were struggling, most were trying to cope alone, believing they had to bear their suffering in isolation.

In 2003, Molly Harrington was a student in my course “Tibetan Buddhism: The Psychology of Enlightenment,” and she saw this clearly. She was a mental health advocate, deeply committed to raising awareness and ensuring that students could get the help they needed. She understood that shame around emotional suffering keeps us from reaching out—even though connection and belonging are what we need most in order to heal. One day after class, she came to me and said, “Professor Negi, there has to be a way to adapt what we are learning here to help other students. I know we can do it.”

Her determination inspired me. It also reminded me of a story from the Buddhist tradition. I come back to it again and again, not because it’s ancient but because it feels like it could be happening today. In a way, I think it is.

One day, the Buddha was walking with five of his closest students along a quiet path in the hills. The sun was just beginning to rise, casting soft light over the trees, the rocks, the river below. As they walked, a young man came running toward them. He was dressed in expensive clothes, fine fabrics clinging to his body like they didn’t belong. His eyes were wild. He didn’t look at anyone. He was running straight for the cliff.

He wasn’t just running away from something—he was running toward an end. Just before he reached the edge, the Buddha stepped forward and gently caught his arm. The young man jerked away.

“Why are you stopping me?” he demanded. “Who are you to interfere? You don’t know me. You don’t know my pain. There’s nothing left for me. I’m done.”

The Buddha didn’t argue. He didn’t lecture or shame. He simply held on with quiet strength and said, “This life isn’t just yours. It doesn’t belong to you alone. Your parents, your grandparents, and generations before them lived, struggled, and loved so that you could be here. If you leave, your pain won’t disappear. It will ripple outward. It will break others who love you.”

The young man froze. His eyes were still locked on the cliff—but now, for the first time, he noticed what was below. A waterfall, powerful and beautiful, tumbled over the rocks into a deep blue pool. He hadn’t seen it before, even though it had been there all along. He looked up. The world was still there—sunlight, birds, trees swaying in the wind.

“Was this always here?” he whispered.

“Yes,” the Buddha replied. “It was always here.”

In that moment, the young man softened. It wasn’t that his pain disappeared—but a seed of peace, or wonder, or simply presence, began to take root. He looked at the Buddha—this calm, grounded man who had shown him kindness when he expected judgment—and asked, “What are you?”

And as the Buddha shared his path—the practices of compassion, wisdom, clarity, and connection—the young man felt something he hadn’t felt in a long time: the desire to live. Not just to survive but to live differently. He asked if he could follow the Buddha, to learn from him. And he did. He became a monk. When his parents heard what had happened, they were furious. How could their son abandon the privileged life they had worked so hard to give him, just to join what they saw as a wandering spiritual group?

But one of the Buddha’s senior students quietly asked them, “Would you rather your son be dead?”

The question hung in the air. Their anger dissolved into understanding, and then into gratitude. Their son hadn’t vanished—he had returned to them. Not the same, but more himself than ever before.

Stories like this remind us that even in our darkest moments, compassion can open a path back to ourselves and to one another. But not every culture, or every philosophical tradition, has emphasized this possibility. While many ancient traditions have centered connection, care, and belonging as the foundation of human nature, others have taken a more skeptical view. Some voices, particularly in the modern Western world, have argued that, when left to their own devices, people will choose cruelty over kindness, competition over cooperation. These assumptions have shaped not just literature and philosophy but also our institutions and policies—and, perhaps most painfully, the way we see ourselves and each other.

But history tells a different story. Humans have not survived because of selfishness—we have survived because of kindness and cooperation. The belief that people are inherently selfish has shaped modern economies, policies, and power structures, reinforcing the idea that life is a ruthless competition. This mindset comes from thinkers like Machiavelli, who promoted ruling by fear, or Hobbes, who described life in a state of nature as “nasty, brutish, and short.” Even Darwin’s ideas were twisted into “survival of the fittest,” when in reality, his work emphasized adaptability and collaboration.

Tibetan culture operates from the assumption that our positive qualities—kindness, sense of connection, and cooperation—run deeper than our negative ones. Though humans can act selfishly, our most natural instinct is compassion. This is one of the central truths that the first part of this book seeks to remember: that compassion is an ancient wisdom that is rising once more to meet our time. Although we can sometimes forget this, when we calm the mind and see reality clearly, we recognize that acts of kindness far outnumber acts of cruelty. This understanding is what allows His Holiness to transform the loss of Tibet into something greater. Rather than dwelling in exile with bitterness, he has dedicated his life to ensuring that compassion is not only a personal value but a subject of scientific inquiry and a focus of education—one that has given rise to the field of contemplative neuroscience.

CBCT is part of this growing movement. It helps us examine the hidden assumptions shaping our lives—assumptions that can either keep us trapped in fear or open us to a more compassionate way of being. Through practice, we learn to reframe our perspectives, shifting away from cynicism and toward connection.

We have a choice: We can see the world through a lens of competition and scarcity, or we can see it through the lens of belonging and care. This is the shift that CBCT makes possible—not just for individuals but for entire cultures.


WHAT IS COMPASSION?

In CBCT, we define compassion as a complex psychological state with three aspects:


A Heartfelt Connection (Affective): This is the emotional part of compassion. It’s the warmth or tenderness you feel when you experience connection. It’s what happens when you see a friend crying and your chest tightens, or when you hear good news about a loved one and you instinctively place a hand on your heart. This affective connection creates the emotional bridge between you and someone else. Without it, your response may stay detached or purely intellectual. Example: You’re walking down the street and see someone sitting on the curb, visibly distressed. Before you even know the details, you feel a pang of concern in your chest. That’s the affective, or emotional, component.

An Understanding of Another’s Suffering (Cognitive): This is where the mind joins the heart. It’s the recognition of what the other person is actually going through. It’s about putting the pieces together: What are they up against? What pain, fear, or limitation are they experiencing? This aspect of compassion helps you see context, not just the moment of suffering. It opens the door to perspective-taking. Example: You learn that a coworker who’s been short with you lately is caring for an ill parent while working two jobs. Suddenly, their behavior makes more sense—not as a personal offense but as a result of deep stress. That mental shift is the cognitive element of compassion.

The Wish to Help (Motivational): This is the drive that turns compassion from a feeling into a response. It’s not merely feeling for someone or understanding pain—it’s about wanting to do something to help ease it. This could mean stepping in with support, speaking up on someone’s behalf, donating time or resources, or even just offering your full presence. It doesn’t have to be grand. What matters is the motivation: the sincere desire to reduce suffering. Example: After learning about your coworker’s situation, you offer to cover for them during a stressful week or bring them a meal. That small, intentional action is compassion in motion.



Bringing all three of these aspects together, compassion is a warmhearted concern that unfolds when we witness the suffering of others and feel motivated to relieve it.

Our need for compassion is as basic as our need for nourishing food or clean water. It is not just an ideal or a virtue—it is a survival instinct. From the moment we are born, we depend on the care of others. Without it, we would not survive infancy, let alone thrive in a complex world.

His Holiness reminds us, “Love and compassion are necessities, not luxuries. Without them, humanity cannot survive.” This is not simply a philosophical statement; it is a reflection of how we are wired. Care for one another is as old as life itself. From the earliest forms of existence—single-celled organisms clustering together for protection—to the deeply social nature of human beings, connection has always maximized survival. As pioneering American biologist Lynn Margulis so aptly noted, “Life did not take over the globe by combat but by networking.”2

Evolution is, in many ways, a story of increasing cooperation. Early humans hunted together, extending their sense of kinship to others who helped ensure their survival. Agriculture required even greater collaboration, expanding that sense of “one of us.” Spiritual beliefs, culture, and social bonds emerged, reinforcing who we saw as part of our group. Over time, villages became towns, and towns became cities—living proof that compassion and cooperation are at the core of human success.

Yet today, so many of us feel isolated. We live in a world that, through technology, is more interconnected than ever, but loneliness and polarization are at an all-time high. What we are missing is not connection in the digital sense but a genuine sense of connection—the kind of belonging that comes from knowing that we are not separate from one another. And that is where compassion comes in.

Compassion arises from a deep, bodily understanding that we are intrinsically connected. Even when we don’t feel it, something in us recognizes that our lives are bound together. From that recognition comes a natural impulse to care for one another. This isn’t merely a choice or virtue, or even an emotion; rather, it is an impulse, an instinct to ease the pain of others. And it is not reserved for those we already know and love—it extends to everyone, even those we may struggle to understand.

We’re all taught to be nice or kind. However, this isn’t the same as being compassionate. What we tend to define as “kindness” and “niceness” usually amounts to keeping the peace, avoiding conflict, or making sure people like us. While well-intentioned, it is often rooted in appearances rather than real care. Compassion is different. It’s active. It’s about seeing suffering, staying present with it, and doing what actually helps—even when that means having tough conversations, setting boundaries, or standing up for what’s just and right. Compassion isn’t about making people comfortable all the time; it’s about truly being there for them in a way that matters.

We are all born with the capacity for compassion, but like any skill, it must be cultivated. Despite this, many people struggle with the idea of compassion. Some believe it is something you either have or don’t. Others see it as passive, as if being compassionate means accepting injustice or allowing harm to continue. And many feel helpless, overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude of suffering in the world. If we can’t fix everything, they wonder, what’s the point in trying at all?

But compassion is not weakness. It is not passive. It does not mean accepting injustice or ignoring harm. It takes courage to stay open when the world feels harsh. It takes resilience to keep caring when life gets overwhelming. And history has shown us that compassion, when acted upon, has changed the world.

Mahatma Gandhi did not win India’s independence alone. He was inspired by the teachings of nonviolence and worked alongside tens of thousands of others who were committed to the same vision. Martin Luther King Jr. did not lead the Civil Rights Movement by himself—he trained in nonviolent resistance with those who had studied Gandhi, and together, they created change.

Making the Compassion Shift does not mean we will solve every problem overnight. We will not end world hunger simply by wishing for it. But that does not mean we do nothing. Every act of compassion matters. Every choice to be open rather than closed, to reach out rather than turn away, helps create the world we want to live in. The key is not to be overwhelmed by the scale of suffering but to do what we can, when we can, with whomever we can. Compassion is not about fixing everything—it is about being present, being willing, and choosing connection over separation.




THE POWER OF STORIES

Stories have a way of reaching the heart in ways that facts and theories cannot. They make complex truths feel real, immediate, personal. Throughout this book, I will share many stories—some from the Buddhist tradition, others from the lives of people who have been deeply affected by this practice. All of them are meant to remind us that doubt, struggle, and the longing to help—even when we feel overwhelmed—are part of being human.

I don’t expect you to take the tale I’m about to share literally, but I do believe stories carry the power to speak across centuries, across cultures, and straight into the heart. This one has always resonated with me, especially in times when I’ve questioned my own ability to help.

Avalokitesvara is a name many may not know, but his story is one we can all recognize in some form. He is a central figure in the Buddhist tradition—a bodhisattva, which means someone who devotes their life to easing the suffering of others, not for personal gain or spiritual achievement but out of a deep sense of responsibility and care. He represents compassion at its most expansive: limitless, unconditional, and enduring.

But even Avalokitesvara struggled. According to the tradition, he had already made an extraordinary vow: to bear witness to the suffering of every living being and to do everything in his power to help. He wasn’t some far-removed ideal—he was someone who wanted, more than anything, to relieve pain wherever he saw it. He meditated with this intention, focused and sincere, trying to strengthen his heart with every breath.

But one day, something shifted. Maybe he had seen too much suffering, or maybe he simply felt the weight of how much pain there was in the world. War. Poverty. Injustice. Everyday cruelty. The kind of slow, grinding sorrow that doesn’t make headlines but breaks lives all the same. The more he took it in, the more overwhelmed he felt. His vow began to feel impossible. The desire to help was still there—but so was a creeping sense of inadequacy, even despair. And in that moment of doubt, his head shattered—splintering into a thousand pieces.

The story says that this was a physical transformation, but haven’t we all had moments like that? When something inside us gets to the breaking point—not from anger but from trying too hard to hold everything together? When our will to do good










MAKING THE COMPASSION SHIFT: THE SEVEN-STEP MEDITATIVE PROCESS































PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY AND DEEP BELONGING


















REFLECTION QUESTIONS


	Who in your life needs to feel seen and valued? (Consider that the top person on that list might be you.)

	Where can you extend a sense of psychological safety and expand your circle of belonging?

	How might you challenge an assumption about someone who seems different from you?

	What kind of world do you want to live in—and what can you do, today, to help create it?







e9781668006474/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


e9781668006474/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781668006474/fonts/Roboto-Bold.ttf


e9781668006474/fonts/Roboto-Italic.ttf


e9781668006474/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


e9781668006474/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781668006474/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Foreword


		Introduction


		Part One: The Forgotten Power of Compassion

		Chapter One: Compassion—The Greatest Nourishment of All


		Chapter Two: Ancient Source, New Science







		Part Two: The Seven Practices of Cognitively Based Compassion Training

		Chapter Three: Finding Your Sources of Nurturance


		Chapter Four: Developing a Clear and Stable Attention


		Chapter Five: Practicing Open Awareness


		Chapter Six: Making Space for Self-Compassion


		Chapter Seven: Expanding Our Circle of Concern


		Chapter Eight: Nourishing the Heart with Gratitude and Tenderness


		Chapter Nine: Easing the Suffering of the World







		Conclusion: The Call for a Compassion Revolution


		Appendix


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Endnotes


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Foreword


		Introduction


		Part One: The Forgotten Power of Compassion


		Chapter One: Compassion—The Greatest Nourishment of All


		Chapter Two: Ancient Source, New Science


		Part Two: The Seven Practices of Cognitively Based Compassion Training


		Chapter Three: Finding Your Sources of Nurturance


		Chapter Four: Developing a Clear and Stable Attention


		Chapter Five: Practicing Open Awareness


		Chapter Six: Making Space for Self-Compassion


		Chapter Seven: Expanding Our Circle of Concern


		Chapter Eight: Nourishing the Heart with Gratitude and Tenderness


		Chapter Nine: Easing the Suffering of the World


		Conclusion: The Call for a Compassion Revolution


		Appendix


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Endnotes


		Index


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		261


		262


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		IV








e9781668006474/images/f000x-01.jpg





e9781668006474/images/common01.jpg





e9781668006474/images/9781668006474.jpg
Seven Practices to
Cultivate Resilience,
Connection, and

a Joyous Life






e9781668006474/images/f00ix-01.jpg





e9781668006474/images/title.jpg
ENGAGED
COMPASSION

Seven Practices to Cultivate Resilience,
Connection, and a Joyous Life

LOBSANG TENZIN NEGI, PHD

SIMON ELEMENT
New York ~ Amsterdam/Antwerp  London
Toronto Sydney/Melbourne  New Delhi





e9781668006474/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


