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This book is dedicated to His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama of Tibet.

And to all sentient beings, who wish only to be happy and to not suffer.


 

 

 

For as long as space endures,
And for as long as sentient beings remain,
Until then may I too abide
To dispel the misery of the world.1
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Foreword by His Holiness the Dalai Lama
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I always tell people that my religion is kindness, because kindness is ‘in our bones’. Without kindness, none of us could survive. When we are born we are welcomed with kindness and compassion. Due to the kindness of others, we have food, shelter, clothing, and medicine – all that we need to stay alive. As children, under the care of others, we receive an education and learn good values that help us in life. Having enjoyed the benefits of others’ kindness, it is only natural that we repay it.

However, sometimes our sense of self-interest prevents us from doing so. What’s more, some people say we are genetically predisposed to seek our own benefit regardless of others. I don’t believe we need be confined by such simple instincts. It’s natural for us to pursue our own interests, but we have to do so wisely, not foolishly. And the wise course is to take others into consideration too.

Today, more and more scientists are finding that consciously cultivating compassion has a positive role in brain function and strengthens particular neural pathways. In other words, our marvellous human brains can be transformed in the process of nurturing our best qualities – such as generosity, compassion, love, tolerance, forgiveness, fortitude, patience, and wisdom. And the ancient methods based on reason that the Buddha taught for releasing disturbing emotions and cultivating positive emotions can provide a way to do this.

Our world is increasingly interdependent, but I wonder if we truly understand that our interdependent human community has to be compassionate; compassionate in our choice of goals, compassionate in our means of cooperation and our pursuit of these goals. Compassion affirms the principles of dignity and justice for all. From the Buddhist viewpoint all things originate in the mind. Real appreciation of humanity, compassion and love, are the key issues. If we develop a good heart, whether the field is science, commerce or politics, since the motivation is so very important, the result will be more beneficial. With a positive motivation that takes account of other people’s interests as well as our own, our activities can help humanity; without such a motivation our actions are likely to be detrimental. This is why compassion is so very important for humankind.

I am especially pleased that this book, Living with an Open Heart: How to Cultivate Compassion in Everyday Life, has been written by a psychologist and a Buddhist nun working together. The respective traditions to which they belong are both rich in knowledge and wisdom, and have much to share with and learn from each other. Having been involved in a dialogue between modem science and Buddhist science for many years, I’m happy to see others taking part and enriching the conversation. The authors present the topic of compassion in language that is easy to understand and in ways that are appropriate for people to apply, whatever faith, or none, to which they belong. The short reflections at the end of each entry give readers simple, yet effective means to begin to cultivate the most beneficial of human qualities – compassion.
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Preface

Western psychology has focused on the scientific study of mind and, to a large extent, the individual. It has concentrated on mental health problems, aggression, assertiveness, self-esteem, how to compete better in the world, how to have better bodies and better sex. In fact, there is increasing evidence that over the last 30 years we have become more self-focused, grasping and narcissistic, increasingly preoccupied with our sense of self and our self-presentations, whether in the ‘real’ world of work or dating, or via social media. We have, as the late Christopher Lasch noted, been turned into theatrical performers riddled with self-criticism and shame, fearful of rejection if our performance does not win the approval of others. Unfortunately, the consequence of our material wealth and ‘do more, have more, be more’ attitudes, is not always greater happiness, but increased risk of depression and anxiety, which are increasing in Western society, especially among younger cohorts.

So what happens when we turn this on its head, so that it is not so much self-enhancement that is the key to happiness but compassion, the wish to be open to the suffering of self and others with a commitment to try to engage with it, alleviate and prevent it? What happens when we see the suffering in ourselves and others not as something that has gone wrong, or an indication of personal failure or weakness, but rather as a normal process of living that requires us to develop insight and courage?

This was the journey of the Buddha 25 centuries ago. He was born a prince, and to protect him from the suffering of life his father built him high-walled golden palaces where all his desires could be satisfied – the best food, wine and ladies. So for the first thirty years or so he was able to simply live a life of the fulfilment of worldly pleasures. In a way, of course, this is what Western society today tells us we should be doing – to buy more, have more, do more, be more – to indulge ourselves in the pleasures of food, drink, holidays, cars and TV shows, and not to notice too much the suffering in our own hearts or in those around us.

However, Siddhartha (the Buddha-to-be) sensed something beyond the walls, beyond his life of pleasures, so with an attendant he went outside the palace. There he encountered four messengers: an old man in the process of decaying, a sick person in pain, and a decomposing corpse. He became aware that no matter how much one is distracted by the pleasures or the strivings of this life, ultimately suffering is always nearby. The fourth messenger was a holy man he saw wandering in the town. When he asked his attendant who he was, the attendant replied that he was a holy man seeking the causes of suffering and the cessation of suffering. Opening to the realities of suffering, the Buddha decided he also needed to discover the causes and cessation of suffering; to get to the bottom of things.

I’ve often wondered if I had been in that situation whether I would have taken the same road or if I would have said to myself: ‘Hey man, it is a Hell outside these gates. I’m staying here with my wine, women, song and fine clothes.’ This is what most of us do – we try to close out suffering and hope that the world won’t treat us too badly. Yet in our hearts we know that this does not actually work. We see the world becoming more problematic: the planet gradually being destroyed for our grandchildren; banks and other economic institutions courting greed and immoral behaviour, doing terrible damage to the social fabric of society; arms manufacturers making huge profits on the basis of conflicts that we don’t know how to solve; and millions dying every year from starvation and preventable disease. In our own lives we know we are not invulnerable to the uncertainty of economic conditions, relational conflicts and break-ups, disappointments, sickness, ageing and the eventual death of ourselves and our loved ones.

So what happens if we take a completely different approach and stop trying to focus on how to have more, more and more, and turn around to look at the real nature of life? What happens if we actually take the Buddha’s path? The first thought of course is: ‘You must be crazy! How can you want me to explore the existence of suffering when I want to be happy, for suffering just go away?!’ But the reality is actually that when we engage with suffering we put our capacity for happiness on a much firmer footing. The importance of engaging with the unsatisfactory aspects of life is not some masochistic joke for us to wallow in misery, but a real journey to change and enhance our minds. The cultivation of compassion is at the heart of this journey.

Until recently we’ve had to rely on personal testimonies that compassion really does create the conditions for producing greater happiness; that it can bring greater harmony in our relationships, help us to become less self-critical and prone to feelings of shame, foster a more caring relationship with the world we live in and help us create peace, joyfulness and contentment within ourselves. Thankfully, partly with the encouragement of the Dalai Lama, Western sciences have begun to look at this. It turns out that cultivating compassion for oneself and others does amazing things to our brains and bodies. Cultivating compassion increases the workings of parts of the brain involved with positive emotion – it has positive effects on our cardiovascular system and our immune system. The cultivation of compassion does real physical good. In our minds, too, the cultivation of compassion creates deeper insights into the nature of our suffering, and rather than being self-critical and shame prone we become more self-accepting, wise and caring of ourselves. Cultivating compassion allows us to become more thoughtful and caring in our relationships, and those relationships are more likely to flourish if we don’t constantly feel disappointed and critical.

We have the wisdom of over two and half thousand years of Buddhist practices and insights into the mind, and a new science that has explored the physiological and psychological benefits of compassion. There is no question whatsoever now that compassion can be and should be at the heart of all that we do – at the heart of our education and how we treat and teach our children, at the heart of our businesses, at the heart of our relationships with each other and very much at the heart of our relationships with ourselves.

In this remarkable and wonderful book, my friend Russell Kolts, a professor of psychology, and Buddhist nun Thubten Chodron have come together to explore how to bring the wisdom of compassion into our lives. The book is organized into six sections that unfold in easy-to-follow ways beginning with understanding the real nature of compassion and disbanding myths about it. Compassion can sometimes be seen as weak or a bit fluffy. It is neither of those. Compassion starts by looking at suffering and for that reason courage is at its core. Sometimes people think compassion is a way of letting people off the hook, but again this is a wrong idea, as you will see. As we gain clarity into the genuine nature of compassion, we gain the capacity to look closely at experiences that we’d previously chosen to avoid or escape. We learn to use our human capacity of awareness to gain more insight into what our minds are up to. Rather than just feeling angry and speaking and acting on that, we have an opportunity to ‘mindfully’ begin to notice what is going on in our minds. Armed with this capacity to bring our attention under personal control, we can now focus on who and what we need to cultivate compassion for. Bringing together the wisdom of traditional Buddhist insights and scientific understanding, Russell and Chodron outline a set of practices for helping to build compassion into our everyday lives. This is crucial because while some approaches suggest meditation each day, for many of us that’s difficult. What is more important is to wake up to each moment and to try as best we can to be fully aware of the opportunity we have to bring compassion to whatever we are doing at that time. The exercises Russell and Chodron offer will help enormously with this endeavour.

Relationships of course are at the heart of much of our source of happiness. We are an evolved social species and our minds have been designed over many millions of years for social relationships. From the day we are born to the day we die the kindness of others has a huge impact on the quality of our lives. The quality of relationships children experience will influence their genetic expression and brain maturation. Children who grow up feeling loved and valued develop in different ways to those who grow up abused, criticized and stressed. Thus trying to create harmony with others can be a source of joy for them and for ourselves. But as with all journeys, problems arise and unforeseen obstacles get in the way. So in the latter section Russell and Chodron guide us through potential sources of difficulty on the way.

It is a delight and honour to be able to recommend this book to you. Even in times of suffering and doubt may the words in these pages help you find peace and joy. They have for me.

Professor Paul Gilbert OBE, author of The Compassionate Mind


Introduction

An old Cherokee is teaching his grandson about life. ‘A fight is going on inside me,’ he said to the boy.

‘It is a terrible fight and it is between two wolves. One is anger, envy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority and ego.’

He continued, ‘The other is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion and faith.

‘The same fight is going on inside you – and inside every other person, too.’

The grandson thought about it for a minute and then asked his grandfather, ‘Which wolf will win?’

The old Cherokee simply replied, ‘The one you feed.’

Native American Legend1

This book is about learning to feed the wolf of goodness.

Compassion is based in the desire for others to be free from suffering and the aspiration to help alleviate that suffering. There are many reasons to cultivate compassion. We may have observed suffering in the world and found ourselves moved by it. We may have found ourselves struggling with an ongoing sense of discontentment and are searching for ways to imbue our lives with meaning. We may have noticed ourselves behaving in ways that aren’t consistent with our values and want to change that. We may have found ourselves inspired by someone who embodies compassion, kindness, perseverance and thoughtfulness, and want to be more like him or her. We may wish to improve our relationships with others, reduce conflicts and increase our own warmth and kindness. In a world filled with difficulty, challenges and suffering, we may want to become part of the solution. To do this, we have to begin with ourselves.

When we cultivate compassion, we learn to stop being so self-centred, jealous and competitive and instead focus on the wellbeing of ourselves and all other beings. When we act from a compassionate perspective that desires all beings to have happiness and freedom from suffering, we are better prepared to take care of ourselves, others and the world.

Most people have busy lives and may think that there isn’t the time or the space for practising compassion. However, it’s possible to bring compassion into our lives even when we are at our busiest. Cultivating compassion doesn’t have to involve adding anything to our lives; it’s about changing the way we understand and approach ourselves, other people and the activities we already do.

We’ve arranged this book as a series of relatively brief entries. Some entries introduce ideas about compassion, some present practices for developing compassion and related strengths, and some provide information about our emotions and ways for us to understand and work with them.

As you open your heart to compassion, your life will begin to change. The drive to trounce others will be replaced by the desire to benefit others; feelings of isolation will be replaced by feelings of connection with others. Learning to accept our emotions – even negative ones, such as jealousy and anger – we’ll stop mentally beating ourselves up for having them and will be better able to address them. As we deepen our empathy, love and compassion for other people, we’ll find that the need to judge and criticize others will fade, replaced by the desire to understand and help them. Compassion is a gateway to happiness, emotional stability and good relationships.

Our Approach

This book features two authors: one a clinical psychologist and the other a Buddhist nun. When I (Russell) considered the idea of a book featuring brief readings and practices for cultivating compassion, I wanted to draw from both Western psychology and Buddhism as both seek to understand and alleviate suffering. I fantasized about how great it would be to have a Buddhist teacher as a co-author. Luckily, I knew the perfect person. As I had visited Sravasti Abbey and benefited greatly from her writings, teachings and example in my own efforts to cultivate compassion, I was thrilled when Venerable Thubten Chodron agreed to join me on this journey. My aim was to show how Buddhism and psychology can work together towards the same goal – helping us to live with open hearts, to cultivate kindness and compassion for ourselves and others even in the context of busy lives. Compassion is something we can bring into every moment of our lives, and, as you’ll see, both the ancient traditions of Buddhism and the more recent approaches of psychology have much to contribute to this effort.

While there is a good deal of overlap between our approaches, each field offers its own unique perspectives. We were excited to combine these traditions.

Both of us value compassion highly, try to cultivate it in our daily lives and strive to share with others our knowledge and experiences of compassion. Both of us have deep reverence for people – be they well known or not – who provide living examples of compassion in action. We have both benefited greatly from Buddhist teachings on compassion and have utilized Western psychological approaches to compassion in our own lives and teaching.

We think there are also interesting differences in our approaches. Chodron, a nun in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, approaches compassion chiefly from a spiritual perspective, having spent decades studying and practising teachings of the Buddha and great Buddhist masters. These teachings describe step-by-step methods for eliminating anger and cultivating forgiveness as well as for developing unbiased love and compassion for all beings.

As a clinical psychologist and through his work as a therapist, researcher and university professor specializing in areas such as mood disorders, mindfulness, anger and Compassion Focused Therapy, Russell draws more heavily upon the scientific perspective of Western psychology. This is reflected in how he approaches compassion as well, bringing in an emphasis on the evolved brain’s role in helping shape our emotional responses, as well as the practice of mindfulness as it is currently taught in Western psychology.

We have had many interesting discussions together about compassion, informed by our different backgrounds, educations and experiences. But above all, we share a unified commitment to the application of compassion, kindness and tolerance to the alleviation of suffering. We’ve enjoyed writing and exploring compassion together, and we hope that you, too, will enjoy the shared approach found in this book.

Mind and Brain

At various points, we will discuss the mind, the brain and the interaction between the two, so it’s useful to start by defining what we mean by these. By ‘mind’, we are referring to mental activity – the part of us that thinks, perceives, feels and experiences; this includes the conscious, cognitive, intelligent and emotive parts of us as human beings. Unlike the brain, the mind isn’t made of matter.

Buddhists view the mind as being mere clarity and awareness. Clarity refers to the immaterial nature of the mind, as well as to the mind being like a mirror in that it is able to reflect whatever appears to it. Awareness indicates the mind’s capacity to perceive, experience and engage with objects.

The fundamental nature of the mind is pure and untainted, although it is sometimes clouded by disturbing emotions such as clinging attachment, anger and confusion. An analogy may be helpful here: the mind resembles the clear sky, while its contents – thoughts, emotions and so on – are like clouds passing through it. The sky-like nature of the mind itself is pure; the cloud-like thoughts and emotions are not an inherent part of it. Disturbing emotions cloud the mind so that we cannot see things as they are. Fortunately, this can be reversed through the cultivation of wisdom, enabling us to see the sky-like pure nature of our minds.

In contrast, the brain is a physical organ shaped by evolution, composed of cells called neurons and operating through complex electro-chemical processes. The interaction between the mind and the brain is complicated, and this is one area in which we have slightly different perspectives. Chodron views the relationship between the brain and the mind as correlational: that the brain often mirrors and reflects mental activities and emotions, but rarely directly causes them. Russell places a greater emphasis on the brain’s role in shaping our experience of reality, viewing its physical activity as a part of the causal chain that gives rise to our mental experiences, even as it is shaped in turn by these mental experiences. When it comes to cultivating compassion, this difference is a minor one. While the perspectives we take in our entries may differ a bit, our goals for this book are the same – learning how we can use our minds and brains to our best advantage in cultivating compassion, in order to create better lives and a better world.

Format and Overview

Our goal in writing this book is to give you practical tools for transforming your mind, so that you can express your deepest values such as kindness, love, compassion and generosity throughout your day, however unglamorous your tasks and interactions may seem. You may even find that, when imbued with compassion, no task or interaction is mundane.

To accomplish our purpose, we have composed a series of brief entries giving you ideas and practices to carry into your day. These entries will help you become more aware of how to bring compassion into your daily life and to face obstacles that challenge our ability to be compassionate. Each entry is followed by a reflection that will help you think about and apply the points in that entry to your life.

The entries are organized into six major sections:

• Part I centres on defining compassion, clarifying what it is and what it isn’t, and exploring the reasons why it is worth incorporating into our lives.

• Part II helps us prepare to cultivate compassion by increasing our awareness of others and learning how our emotions work.

• Part III focuses on how to cultivate compassion and presents a number of practices and strategies to help us incorporate compassion into our everyday life.

• Part IV explores the relationship between compassion and how we connect and communicate with others.

• Part V addresses the obstacles and challenges that we may come across while cultivating compassion.

• Part VI focuses on specific applications of compassion in our lives and society.

While the entries are laid out in sequential fashion and can be read in order, most of the entries can also be read on their own. You may enjoy flipping the book open and reading an entry at random, reflecting on the entry as you go about your day. Since cultivating compassion is an ongoing practice in our lives, you may want to read this book again and again, soaking up more wisdom each time.

Symbols

Given that we bring two different traditions to bear in our exploration of compassion, we thought that it would be useful for you to know whose voice is primary in the various entries. As a reminder of this, we’ve included symbols at the beginning of each entry to indicate who authored it. Russell is represented by Ψ, the Greek letter Psi, which is often used as a symbol for the field of psychology. Chodron’s entries are indicated with a Dharma wheel, [image: Images], a common symbol in Buddhism. The Buddha is said to have ‘turned the wheel of the Dharma’, that is, he gave teachings describing the way to fully actualize our human potential. For those entries in which both authors contributed significantly, the symbol of a lotus is used, [image: Images]. The lotus is a beautiful flower that grows out of the mud but is not tainted by it. So, too, people who have developed their compassion to its fullest extent can live in the world with its suffering and confusion but not be adversely influenced by it. In Buddhist art, the Buddha is often depicted sitting or standing upon a lotus. For your convenience, we’ve also indicated below who wrote which entries:

• Russell: 1, 2, 6, 8–10, 12, 13, 15, 16, 19, 20, 31–4, 36, 40, 48, 53–5, 60, 61, 64, 66, 69.

• Chodron: 3–5, 7, 11, 14, 17, 18, 21–30, 35, 37–9, 41, 46, 47, 49, 50–2, 56–9, 62, 63, 65, 67, 68.

• Both: 42–45.
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1

Setting Our Motivation

Ψ

This book is about learning to weave compassion into our everyday lives, no matter how busy or hectic those lives may be. When starting out on an important journey, it’s worth it to do some preparation – and this particular journey is one that matters. So let’s begin preparing for our journey together by considering motivation, which is a crucial component of compassion.

Have you ever considered why you do the things you do? We have many different motivations, linked to a wide range of goals – we may want to form and maintain relationships; acquire money, status or possessions; pursue meaning and happiness in life. At other times, we may not be aware of our motivations at all – going through the day checking off items on a ‘to do’ list, disconnected from the awareness of why we’re doing these things. However, it’s possible for us to choose and consciously cultivate a motivation in our minds, just as we cultivate seeds in a garden. Specifically, we can resolve to do whatever it is we’re doing for beneficial reasons. There are considerable advantages to doing this: the motivation behind an action – the reason we’re doing it – deeply influences the manner in which we do the action, how we feel while we’re doing it, as well as the outcome of the activity. Over time, pausing to consciously cultivate a compassionate motivation before we act transforms our mental state, assisting us to make wise decisions and enhancing our lives.

We all have various responsibilities in our jobs and homes. Imagine that one of yours is to cook dinner for your family or flatmates. When you get home from a busy and tiring day, it might be easy to approach preparing the meal as just another item to be checked off of your ‘to do’ list. You might even resent having to do it, thinking, ‘This is something I have to do,’ even if it’s a task you’ve agreed to do and may often enjoy.

Suppose you were to approach cooking dinner a bit differently. What if you shifted gears after you got home by taking a few quiet minutes for yourself, or simply taking a minute to breathe in a relaxed way and release the tension in your muscles? What if you then generated the motivation to prepare a nutritious meal to feed and nurture these people you care about, to make their lives better? Imagine yourself preparing this meal with purpose – a purpose that is a reflection of the values that you hold most dear, such as kindness, love, compassion and generosity. Picture those you care about being happy and well nourished by the food that you’ve lovingly prepared for them.

Including compassion in our motivation can transform even the most mundane tasks. We can wash dishes so others may eat without becoming ill. As parents and teachers, we can guide and occasionally discipline children with the motivation to help them develop qualities that will serve them well as they grow in life. We can interact with customers with the intention of helping them find what they need and will enjoy. Buddhist teachers encourage us to examine our motives before we act, making sure they are not selfish or unkind, and that our ultimate goal is to benefit others and free them from suffering. Imagine acting with the motivation to free all beings – including yourself – from suffering. Try not to get caught up in thinking, ‘That’s silly, there’s no way I could possibly do that.’ Simply imagine how you would feel, think and behave if you had such a motive.

Reflection: Working with Motivation

As we begin our conversation about compassion, consider reading this book – contemplating the ideas, trying out the practices – with the intention to cultivate positive qualities so you can contribute to the happiness of everyone with whom you come into contact, including yourself. Imagine acting with the sincere motivation to make the world around you a kinder, happier place and to reduce the suffering of those you interact with. Try taking a moment to set your motivation each morning before getting out of bed: ‘Today I will do my best to show kindness and compassion to those with whom I interact.’ ‘Today I will try to be less judgemental.’ ‘Today, I will provide a model of patience and perseverance for my children, so they will learn these qualities.’ Experiment with setting your motivation in this way each morning and see how this changes your day.
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What is Compassion and Why Do We Need It?

Ψ

Definitions of compassion, whether drawn from the dictionary or the Dalai Lama, generally involve two components: sensitivity to suffering and the motivation to help alleviate it. The first involves openness to being moved in the face of pain and suffering – we allow ourselves to bear witness to the difficulties that we and others face, and to be touched by this suffering. This experience of being moved by suffering gives rise to the second component: the motivation to help make things better.

His Holiness the Dalai Lama frequently says, ‘If you want others to be happy, practise compassion. If you want to be happy, practise compassion.’ Why do His Holiness and so many others feel that this particular virtue is worth cultivating?

Life can be difficult, and we’re all in it together. Even if we are born into an advantaged position with parents who love us and care for us, an abundance of food, comfortable shelter and access to education and medical care, each of us will still have to deal with great difficulty in our lives. All of us face ageing, sickness and death. We will all lose people we love.

Sometimes we will do our best and not succeed. Most of us will have our hearts broken, if not once, then several times. We will sometimes feel other painful emotions: fear, sadness, anger or anxiety. This is the pain that comes with being human. It’s the price of admission. Added to this is the fact that many of us are born into situations that are far more difficult than others – abusive or neglectful home environments, extreme poverty and cultural contexts that systematically advantage some people while disadvantaging others. Life is challenging, and the playing field is anything but level.

In the face of all this pain and hardship, compassion is the only response that makes sense. Sure, we could do lots of other things. We could become upset, look for people to blame, and get mad at them. We could simply close our eyes to the things we don’t like, pushing away painful feelings or numbing them with drugs or alcohol. We could look the other way when confronted with the suffering of others or even blame them for their struggles. The trouble is that the challenges in life – whether they are feelings inside of us we’d rather not have, conflicts with other people or problems in the world – don’t go away when we ignore them. In fact, they generally get bigger.

While it isn’t easy to bring ourselves face-to-face with pain and difficulty, there is a huge benefit to doing so. Once we’ve stopped denying, avoiding or ignoring our problems, we can work to make things better. Viewing the world with compassion allows us to relinquish the need to judge and shame ourselves or other people for having entirely human feelings. Instead, we can learn to balance our emotions so we will be at our best. Our confidence grows as we learn that we can face, tolerate and work to improve difficult emotions and situations. This confidence helps us relate to life on its own terms, without being crippled by fear and worry. It allows us to shift from an anxious vigilance that is continually keeping watch for potential mistakes or difficulties to a more open, balanced experience that helps us respond to challenges while savouring the good things in life and being grateful for them.

I (Russell) developed a Compassion Focused Therapy group at a state prison. This programme is designed to help the men there learn compassionate ways of working with their anger. Many of them enter the group sceptically, thinking that compassion means being weak and vulnerable: ‘just being nice all the time’. But their view of compassion changes dramatically over the course of group therapy as they discover that compassion requires courage – the courage to bring ourselves face-to-face with the difficulties of life and the powerful emotions that sometimes arise within us. It requires courage and commitment to stay, to tolerate the distress and discomfort we feel when encountering these difficulties as we learn to work with them. Compassion is anything but weakness.

There are more benefits to compassion. Recognizing we’re all in this together, we stop finger pointing or sticking our heads in the sand and begin to support one another. All our lives are filled with challenges, and we all sometimes struggle with powerful emotions. We’re better able to face these challenges when we encourage one another and kindly hold ourselves accountable when we’re the ones causing the problems. When we feel safe, accepted and valued, we are able to face problems in life and take responsibility for them. This is a gift we can give to others and to ourselves; it’s a gift that benefits the giver as much as the recipient.

Reflection: Three Students and Three Teachers

Imagine three children attempting to learn a difficult new task such as playing an instrument or solving an algebra problem. All three struggle with the task. One child has a teacher who ignores her, oblivious to her struggles. Another has an impatient teacher who constantly points out what he is doing wrong and criticizes his mistakes. The third has a compassionate teacher, who gently coaches her, letting her know that this is difficult in the beginning, encouraging her to keep at it and pointing out her progress. Which child will make the best progress? Which teacher would you prefer to have?1


3

Compassion, Interdependence and Universal Responsibility

[image: Images]

We must all learn to live together as brothers or we will perish together as fools. This is the great challenge of the hour. This is true of individuals. It is true of nations. No individual can live alone. No nation can live alone.

Martin Luther King

As Martin Luther King pointed out, none of us can live alone; we are all dependent on each other. What do we need to learn in order to live together as brothers and sisters? The answer is compassion. Feeling compassion means being concerned about the suffering of others and wishing them to be free from suffering and its causes. Compassion is closely related to love, which is the wish for living beings to have happiness and its causes.

Having compassion makes sense. If we don’t care for others, all of us will suffer – either because our needs are not being met or because we will be surrounded by unhappy people – a situation that will make our own lives miserable. For these reasons, His Holiness the Dalai Lama counsels, ‘If you want to be selfish, be wisely selfish and take care of others.’

Compassion applies to all areas of our lives – on a personal level, compassion for ourselves, for friends and family, for our colleagues and our boss, and even for the people who sometimes disturb us; on a community level, compassion of one group for other groups; on an international level, compassion of one nation for the citizens of other nations. Compassion is the opposite of and the antidote to our usual self-centredness that urges us to get the best and most for ourselves in order to ensure our own happiness. Self-centredness results in difficulties for those around us, and their problems disturb not only their tranquillity but ours as well.

Many years ago, some of the people in the city where I (Chodron) lived did not want to pay increased property taxes in order to support schools and afterschool activities for children and teens. They figured that, since their children were already grown, there was no reason for them to pay for the education of other people’s children. However, they were willing for their taxes to be used to build more prisons to protect them from criminals. What they didn’t see was that these things were related.

When children don’t receive a good education, and afterschool activities such as sports and art are cut, they can easily get involved with drugs. Using drugs requires money, so some turn to theft. The stores that they shoplift from and the houses that they burgle often belong to the people who voted against increased property tax. When children do not have the facilities and education that they need and are not cared for by their families, schools and society in general, everyone is affected. We are all interconnected.

Although we may win arguments when we care only for ourselves or for those who are on our side, when we humiliate people



Reflection: Bringing Compassion into the World
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psychological benefits of inviting compassion into our lives.’
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