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            Foreword

            by Daniel J. Siegel, MD

         
         
         Imagine a deep dive into the lived experience, practical application, and science of equanimity, a key to creating a life
            well lived. Exploring one of the central Buddhist practices of the “four immeasurables,” lovingkindness, compassion, joy,
            and equanimity, this book invites you on a journey that can transform your life. While this magnificent exploration is an
            invitation to focus on the “quiet strength” of equanimity, it also teaches us to cultivate three keys to a meaningful life:
            to practice love and kindness for the world, understanding the interwoven relational nature of our experiences; to deeply
            understand and access the power of compassion to sense, make sense of, and respond to suffering inside our inner and relational
            lives; and to feel the gratitude and exuberance of joy for this privilege of being alive in this wondrous and waiting world.
            In many ways, equanimity can be seen as the necessary foundation beneath each of these other learnable and foundational skills
            of well-being.
         

         
         In the ancient Greek Stoic tradition, as Marcus Aurelius stated, it was taught that “You have the power over your mind—not
            outside events. Realize this, and you will find strength.” This reflection in his Meditations is an example of a “consilient” finding—a parallel independent discovery—as it resonates with ancient meditation practices
            of the East. Epictetus offered a similar Stoic notion: “It’s not what happens to you, but how you react that matters.”
         

         
         What are these independently derived perspectives on equanimity teaching us from these wisdom traditions, and why do current
            scientific studies of mental health suggest that this powerful mental capacity is a key to well-being? Why is equanimity a
            foundation of health? What are the effective ways we have learned from these studies and from ancient traditions about how
            to cultivate the emotional regulation and resilience key to mental flourishing?
         

         
         Margaret Cullen is our deeply qualified, caring, and compassionate guide in this empowering focus on equanimity that effectively
            addresses these questions with illuminating, inspiring, and instructive answers. Our author speaks directly from her professional
            experience as a well-trained practitioner and educator in the field of mindfulness and clinical practice. And she powerfully
            offers her own personal journey to invite us, too, to dive deeply into the inner nature of cultivating equanimity in our lives.
            Rather than summarize what she has in store for us in the pages ahead, in the honor of writing this foreword, what I’d like
            to offer to you is a brief sense of what rests beneath the practices and principles we’ll be exploring.
         

         
         Equanimity is often described in various psychological perspectives as the mental capacity to have an open, receptive state of awareness that enables us to be present for whatever arises in life—challenging or rewarding experiences, painful or joyful emotions, failures or successes. This even-keeled composure is not a dissociative state of numbness, detachment, or indifference; equanimity is quite the opposite as it allows us to experience a “bring-it-on” mindset that invites all emotions, memories, and responses to lived experience into the knowing of a receptive awareness. 

         
         Here is a working definition of the mind in the field of interpersonal neurobiology in which I live: “An embodied and relational, emergent self-organizing process
            that regulates the flow of energy and information.” With this definition, we can say that a healthy mind is one that cultivates the conditions of optimizing self-organization.
         

         
         Moving as the flow of a river, with one bank chaos and the other rigidity, this central flow of optimal self-organization
            has the qualities of FACES: flexible, adaptive, coherent, energized, and stable. This FACES flow is a useful definition of
            mental health. When out of health, we move toward the banks of chaos and/or rigidity. When we optimize self-organization,
            we experience harmony.
         

         
         We can use the general term integration for how we come to that balance. Neural integration is one way of seeing the inner aspect of mental well-being. This is the
            “embodied” nature of mind. Relational integration reveals how honoring one another’s uniqueness and connecting to one another
            with compassionate communication is the basis for our relational flourishing. This is the relational aspect of mind, and it
            includes our connection as individuals to other people and to all of nature.
         

         
         Here is a simple proposal: Equanimity is how the mind enables integration to flow in our lives, both inside the body and in the relational worlds. Integration is the basis of well-being, and this is how
            and why equanimity is a key foundation of mental health.
         

         
         How could we learn to cultivate the capacity of equanimity if it isn’t already available to us? This is what this book is all about: providing practices and stories that illuminate the path forward. For me as a scientist, therapist, and educator, knowing the foundational mechanisms beneath such practical skills is important so that we can honor what Louis Pasteur once said, “Chance favors the prepared mind.” It is my hope that these few words here may help you with the unpredictable events of life, inner and outer, so that you are prepared to take in these important practical lessons so beautifully laid out in the chapters awaiting your journey of discovery. 

         
         As we move ahead in our human journey, with all the polarization, isolation, and violence, with the destruction of each other
            and the natural world in which we are a fundamental part, it is the mental skill of equanimity that will give us a path out
            of these patterns to live in a new way and with resilience. As we face the rapid technological challenges of artificial intelligence
            and the ever-increasing distractions of the digital world, we need equanimity now more than ever.
         

         
         With the equanimity you will cultivate in this important guide, you’ll be able to light the flame of hope to keep these possibilities
            in mind as we move forward, together, into the moments of life ahead. We can shape our lives toward the kindness and compassion
            that are integration made visible. Equanimity is the foundation for creating such a world.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Prologue
Following the Pretense of Accident

         
         Equanimity. We’ve all heard of it, but what is it exactly? In its basic meaning, it implies being even-tempered amid the ups
            and downs of life. You will find out, though—as you embark on a journey deep into the heart of this universally prized quality—that
            equanimity has tremendous depth and dimension. And, as I think you will also see, developing this quality offers tremendous
            benefit for your well-being—for everyone’s well-being—as attested to by the people from many different fields whom you’ll
            meet in Quiet Strength.
         

         
         
            What Does Equanimity Promise?

            Expansiveness and freedom to love life in all its poignancy; to fearlessly let go of self-limiting definitions; and to see
               in sadness, fear, and anger some of the same signs of being ferociously alive we feel in delight, connection, and awe.
            

            
            It has been an unexpected joy to take a deep dive for the past three years into equanimity, a quality that is at once simple
               and profound—a transformative virtue that changes everything.
            

            
            It seems that equanimity has been hiding in plain sight for millennia. It’s there in every spiritual and sacred tradition; it is a secular virtue celebrated by great philosophers and leaders; and it’s at the heart of the meditative tradition. And now it has begun to be studied by a number of researchers in neuroscience and psychology. It has been my pleasure to talk to many of these researchers, as well as faith leaders, meditation teachers, and even one politician, enhancing my understanding at each step of the way so I can share it with you. 

            
         
         
            How I Got Here

            I never really planned to teach meditation, let alone write books about it. A series of fortunate events kept presenting themselves.
               And now late in my so-called career a project that started out as a modest exploration of perspectives on a Buddhist concept
               has blossomed into something much larger and richer: an ongoing investigation into the virtue (or habit or way of being) we
               call equanimity, which I found to be both underappreciated and deeply needed—especially by me. What follows, then, is my journey
               of learning and experiencing more about equanimity, not simply through a Buddhist lens, but through a human lens, including
               scientific, psychological, religious, and philosophical perspectives from some pretty astounding people and traditions, as
               well as the thoughts and perspectives of regular folks, since, as I like to say, we are each of us just another bozo on the
               bus.
            

            
            It’s not surprising that I would have stumbled into this undertaking more than planned it. In my life, I have pivoted from
               assistant director in Hollywood to psychotherapist to meditation teacher and writer, and it all happened accidentally (on
               purpose). As a guest on Sharon Salzberg’s podcast1, I had the opportunity to verify that “follow the pretense of accident” was wise advice Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche offered when she asked him how to find a meditation teacher in India. The idea of letting “accidents” happen2 guided Sharon well, and once she passed it on to me, it also became a guiding principle of my life.
            

            
            During my first internship facilitating support groups for cancer patients at the Wellness Community, the head of the nonprofit,
               Harold Rosenberg, said to me one day, “Hey, you’re a meditator, aren’t you? Someone would like to offer a program called Mindfulness-Based
               Stress Reduction [MBSR] to our participants. We’d like to pay you to take the class and let us know if it’s appropriate for
               our community.” It was the early nineties, and this was only the second MBSR program to be taught in Southern California.
               Two weeks into the eight-week class, I knew I’d found my calling.
            

            
            After a move to Northern California, I was lucky enough to launch MBSR at Kaiser Permanente in Oakland, and to help revise
               the teacher’s manual for the Northern California district. I will never forget the thrill of including my meditation experience
               on my résumé for the job interview. Before long, I found myself teaching meditation and devising contemplative curricula for
               research studies. One of the first of these, a study looking at mental health outcomes for men with HIV, needed to establish
               the expertise of the trainers to qualify for a National Institutes of Health grant. For this reason, they paid for my application
               process to become certified as an MBSR teacher through the Center for Mindfulness, an expense I would have never been able
               to afford otherwise (and quite an arduous process, I might add). Nobody knows for sure, but I think I was about the tenth
               person to become certified to teach MBSR. There are now more than thirty thousand MBSR graduates in the US alone.
            

            
            “Accidents” kept happening. Before we got to know each other, Jon Kabat-Zinn recommended me as co-teacher on a seminal research study, “Cultivating Emotional Balance (CEB),” out of the University of California, San Francisco (UCSF). It was the brainchild of two very brainy men—emotion research pioneer Paul Ekman (who died in 2025) and Buddhist scholar Alan Wallace—and was the first study the Dalai Lama personally funded. Those three facts alone meant the pressure was on. Nevertheless, out of this challenging enterprise another fortuitous “accident” emerged. CEB brought together emotion training and meditation in a secular eight-week format, much like MBSR. Knowing that I was trained as a teacher in mindfulness-based programs, a savvy philanthropist interested in scaling the program approached me and asked, “How would you like to be paid to create the curriculum of your dreams?” 

            
            Gee—tough question.

            
            The answer became Mindfulness-Based Emotional Balance (MBEB)3, which brought together much of what I learned from Paul Ekman about working with emotions and emotion theory with the key
               principles of MBSR.
            

            
            As a result of a number of research studies, this program gained traction and led to my first book, The Mindfulness-Based Emotional Balance Workbook (with Gonzalo Brito Pons). Then, a funny thing happened on my way to Wisconsin. I was invited to make a presentation on MBEB
               to a gathering of the Mind and Life Institute, founded by the Dalai Lama and others. Rushing to make my flight, I was frazzled
               by the time I reached my seat. The woman in front of me refused to turn her bag sideways in the overhead compartment in order
               to make room for my carry-on luggage. Aw, c’mon. It’s a small thing. I’m not sure what I said to her, but I know it wasn’t
               nice. The memory is eclipsed by the next moment, when I looked up and saw Thupten Jinpa, the Dalai Lama’s translator, beaming
               at me. I weakly smiled back—we’d never met but I knew who he was—and crumpled into my seat.
            

            
            The next morning we were sitting around a large conference table in the lab of the world’s most renowned meditation researcher, Richie Davidson, who asked if I would start us off with a brief meditation. I complied, made my presentation, and Jinpa gestured to me that he’d like to speak with me in private. I braced myself for an upbraiding in the hallway. Something like “I saw you on the plane, and I don’t think you’re fit to be a meditation teacher.” 

            
            Instead, he said, “I’ve been asked to create a secular training on compassion cultivation at Stanford University. Would you
               be interested in helping me?”
            

            
            After twenty years of teaching, developing curricula, training teachers, and writing about mainstream mindfulness programs
               with diverse populations, I had the great fortune to spend the next fifteen years or so doing the same thing with compassion.
               And then yet another funny thing happened, which brings us to the book you’re holding in your hands. I was relistening to
               a talk on equanimity by one of my first and favorite meditation teachers, Joseph Goldstein, and a light bulb went off over
               my head. I could do the same thing for equanimity that Jon Kabat-Zinn had done for mindfulness and Jinpa (and others) had
               done for compassion. I could take this universal virtue, prized across traditions but especially articulated in Buddhism,
               and make it accessible.
            

            
            I created a short workshop—two sessions of two hours each—and piloted it through the Compassion Institute. It was gratifying
               and remarkable to see the depth of impact such a short program could have. It also quickly became apparent that our times
               were calling for contemplative tools to develop equanimity. And just as I was thinking deeply about all this, an editor called
               out of the blue to suggest I write a follow-up book on emotional balance. Of course I was honored, but writing is a love/hate
               affair for me, so I didn’t jump at the chance. And then I thought, But wait, a book on equanimity!

            
            While the editor didn’t show any interest in the equanimity idea, another happy accident led me to a literary agent who not only liked the idea but also had a larger vision than I had dared to dream of. Before long, I was sitting in the middle of an equanimity retreat, where I’d broken the no-phone rule to await the remote possibility of an offer from a publisher. The phone did ring, as you can tell now. I went a little wild with excitement for a would-be writer on equanimity sitting a ten-day silent retreat. 

            
            Although I’ve always felt a half beat behind the forward momentum of this book, it has been clear to me that it was my job
               (my karma, my tikkun olam) to become its scribe, and for over three years I have served at the pleasure of this book. As mentioned, it began with a
               fairly small focus: shedding light on the elegant and highly articulated understanding of equanimity within Buddhist teachings.
               But the book had other ideas.
            

            
            First, it led me to research equanimity through the lens of the Abrahamic religions. Early on I was led to the writing of
               Tom Block, an iconoclastic autodidact who was excited to share his years of research on the “mystical fraternity” between
               Judaism and Islam (spoiler alert: equanimity is one of the links). Fascinated and mind blown, I was quickly hooked on a journey
               of discovery that was part investigative journalism, part detective mystery, and part exploration on the frontier of an emerging
               phenomenon. The unadulterated joy of discovery continued with each new alert of cutting-edge research or email saying “Sure,
               I’d be happy to discuss equanimity and [Christian theology, Nanai culture, neuroscience, systems theory, and so on and so
               on] with you.”
            

            
            One of the challenges and delights of writing this book has been to synthesize these conversations and perspectives and offer to you, the reader, a comprehensive and cohesive picture of equanimity that ties them all together without minimizing or disrespecting their differences. As Rabbi Tirzah Firestone said in our interview, “It’s important not to shrink-wrap Judaism in order to fit it neatly into a Buddhist framework.” The challenge, then, has been to find a way to order, organize, and streamline so many perspectives on equanimity without losing the thrill of discovery as each new piece of the puzzle took shape. As it turns out, the puzzle of the many facets of equanimity may actually be more of a prism. As you view it from each new angle, you learn more of its shape and its beauty—and its vital importance to our lives. 

            
            In Part I, we’ll explore what equanimity is through the lens of religion, philosophy, psychology, and mindfulness—and why
               it matters. You will hear some of my own personal stories as well as perspectives from the many scholars, teachers, and leaders
               I interviewed.
            

            
            Part II is dedicated entirely to a wide range of exercises, tools, and practices to help you cultivate equanimity. Many of
               these chapters feature meditations, and they represent a variety of doorways into the cool waters of equanimity. Feel free
               to follow along with the exercises, or access audio versions via the QR code below, or simply read through them first and
               come back whenever the time feels right.
            

            
            [image: QR Code]
            
            
            Part III is where rock meets bone. How can equanimity help when the world seems to be on fire? When I am confronted with a
               moral dilemma? When things don’t make sense? When my heart is broken?
            

            
            Before you leap into these pages, I want to emphasize one more thing that has been a cornerstone of my journey with equanimity. A huge misconception is that equanimity suggests a state of passivity and inaction, not to mention indifference or a lack of passion. Nothing could be further from the truth. Real equanimity means feeling all the feels and yet not clinging to any one of them as permanent or self-defining. It is my deepest hope that this book will
               offer ways to engage fully with the world rather than withdraw from the world, in a way that brings greater sanity and helps
               create a future we can love.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Part I
Equanimity: The Forgotten Virtue

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Why Equanimity?

         
         
            Equanimity deepens the poignancy1 of our lives but drains our lives of melodrama.
            

            —Matthew Brensilver

         

         We are in the third week of a silent meditation retreat in Yucca Valley near Joshua Tree in the high desert of Southern California.
            The hard work of settling my tired, anxious, and distracted mind and body is behind me, and mindfulness has become effortless
            and self-sustaining. I’m walking in the early morning. It’s springtime, and the desert is bursting with life. Sights, sounds,
            smells, and thoughts appear at each sense door with a vibrancy that borders on the psychedelic. Layers of grime, defenses,
            and preconceptions have been lifted not only from my senses but also from my guarded heart—leaving it vulnerable to the tender
            beauty of each cottontail and cactus flower that sparkles with life in the arid desert landscape. The spring is so fleeting
            here, so unexpected, so beautiful.
         

         
         After spending a week practicing lovingkindness, Sharon Salzberg has taught us equanimity as a balancing practice. Equanimity is one of a set of wholesome and skillful states of mind that can be cultivated with the help of specific practices. One way of developing equanimity is by silently repeating phrases that serve as guideposts and incline the mind toward that skillful state. Here is the phrase we use to cultivate equanimity as we wish others well: 

         
         
            Your happiness or unhappiness is more a function of your thoughts and actions than of my wishes for you, and yet I will never
               cease to wish for your happiness.
            

         

         I’ve been sitting with this phrase for several days, directing it toward loved ones, strangers, challenging people, and all
            beings, so it has begun to have a life of its own. As I walk in the desert, the phrase comes into my mind and is quickly followed
            by a deeply felt sense of my mother. In the next instant, an insight arises that uncorks a volcano of emotions so strong I’m
            afraid it might blow me to smithereens. For the first time in my life, I experience, directly, that not only am I not responsible for my mother’s happiness, but also, what’s even more amazing, I can let go of this futile enterprise without
            forsaking my love for her. I suddenly understand they’re not mutually exclusive.
         

         
         I had agreed, sometime deep in my childhood, to an invisible contract with my mother that it was my job to save her from the profound depression and mental illness that had haunted her throughout her life. I had fully believed in the false dichotomy that to forsake this sacred duty was to stop loving her. A lifelong contract—signed in invisible blood, between a little girl (at an age so young I can’t even remember) and her parent—that committed the girl to be the one thing standing between her mother and the abyss of her depression and mental illness. This little girl—a ray of sunshine, lifeline, and only hope—didn’t even know there was a contract until so many years later, out in the desert near Joshua Tree. The desert absorbed a lot of tears that morning, tears so forceful they pushed their way through years of suppression and denial. Until that moment, I hadn’t fully understood the weight of what I had been carrying and how it had affected every corner of my life. As we’ll see in Part III, my relationship with my mother involved a shared shoplifting addiction, a food disorder, and a few other transgressive behaviors. There was a lot of buried grief and shame. 

         
         This retreat was more than forty years ago, yet it is as vivid to me today as the letters that populate the screen in front
            of me as I type these words. Afterward, of course, as after any altered state of consciousness, the curtains closed and deeply
            conditioned beliefs and patterns of relating returned. But an imprint, a template, had been left on my heart and my psyche
            that could never be erased and that would become the foundation for much of my work and ultimately this book, which is my
            own answer to the question “Why equanimity?”
         

         
         
            What Equanimity Is

            Equanimity in English is often defined as mental or emotional stability, particularly in the face of tension or strain. Its key features
               include tranquility and equilibrium.
            

            
            I’ve come to understand equanimity a little differently, as the ability to fully feel the entire range of human experience. But feeling without reacting. Reactivity clouds our ability to clearly apprehend what is happening or to discern the most skillful response. Equanimity is tenderhearted without sentimentality, vulnerable without weakness. Equanimity is wise without detachment, humble without diffidence, and surrendering without passivity. 

            
            Equanimity can express itself in micro moments of mindfully relating to the pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral feel of every
               sense experience; in the ability to take in experience without the ego’s need to defend and control information that’s flowing
               in and out; and in recognizing the shared dignity and common humanity of all people everywhere, without exception. Equanimity
               can also manifest as moments of intrepid fortitude in the face of adversity.
            

            
            Admittedly, equanimity can be a somewhat awkward and even pretentious word. Like many highfalutin terms, it comes from Latin roots: aequus, meaning “balance,” and animus, meaning “spirit” or “internal state.” A balanced spirit or state.
            

            
            I got excited when I found the Latin roots of equanimity had these two complementary components. If animus is what is alive and animates us, this flies in the face of the idea of equanimity as somehow dull, quiet, not lively. I became
               more intrigued about equanimity. Can you be calm and animated at the same time? As a “highly sensitive person,” I had been
               afraid that equanimity meant somehow blunting strong feelings and staying in the “middle.” Never too high or too low. Reflecting
               on this Latin root animus, I found equanimity became both more appealing and more possible for me. Think of a surfer riding a big wave or a rider on
               a galloping horse. They are both balanced and dynamic. They aren’t frozen with fear or squandering energy trying to fight the wave or the animal. They’re fully present
               and pliable, with all their senses open to and receiving every minute change in their environment. Similarly, equanimity doesn’t
               involve being less alive or vital, but more so.
            

            
            Maya Angelou purportedly said, “Seek patience and passion in equal amounts. Patience alone will not build the temple. Passion alone will destroy its walls.” Equanimity does not mean forgoing passion or love. On the contrary: It sets a firm yet fluid foundation for these strong feelings. 

            
         
         
            A Buddhist Perspective

            As we’ll see, equanimity is a quality or virtue that many different religions and philosophies throughout the world and across
               the span of history have prized and cultivated. That said, Buddhism seems to have articulated this quality most fully. Even
               more important, Buddhism teaches practical tools and techniques to cultivate equanimity.
            

            
            Buddhist philosophy, cosmology, and phenomenology are complex and vast. In the Visuddhimagga2, the great treatise on Theravada Buddhism from the fifth century, Bhikkhu Buddhaghosa defines equanimity in ten different
               ways. In Pāli (the original language of the suttas, the first Buddhist texts), the word most often translated as “equanimity” is upekkhā, meaning to observe with even-mindedness or nondiscrimination, which can sometimes express itself as impartiality and at
               others as seeing the big picture. An entire book could be written to explore and tease apart these different expressions of
               equanimity, requiring a serious Buddhist scholar who understands Pāli and has devoted many years to the study of the whole
               system.
            

            
            For our purposes, we will focus primarily on the two most commonly understood aspects of equanimity: impartiality and non-reactivity. These two dimensions are easy to grasp, easier to cultivate than one might think, and don’t require deep Buddhist scholarship. In the second of the three parts of this book, we’ll work with a variety of perspectives and practices. I’m confident that at least one of them, and likely more, will click for you and open a portal into experiencing equanimity and the possibility of holding the “full catastrophe” of life as it is—with tenderness and balance, without forsaking love, passion, and the full range of human experience. 

            
            Buddhism is also known for its many lists, and equanimity figures prominently on at least four of these, where it is often
               expressed as the highest virtue or attainment. Of the schemas that include equanimity, the one that most fully articulates
               it is the four brahmavihārās3 (“celestial abodes,” to indicate just how sublime these virtues are):
            

            
            
               	lovingkindness (mettā)
               

               	compassion (karun.ā)

               	sympathetic joy (muditā)
               

               	equanimity (upekkhā)
               

            

            They are considered sublime because their reach is boundless. Therefore, they are also called the four immeasurables, especially when we extend their reach to all sentient beings. They represent the most wholesome ways of relating to ourselves and others.
            

            
            Each of the four has both a far and a near “enemy.” The far enemies are fairly obvious: They are the opposite of each of the virtues. For example, the far enemy of lovingkindness is hatred, and the far enemy of compassion is cruelty.
               The near enemies are both more interesting and subtler. They masquerade as the “real thing” but lead us down a completely
               different path. For example, the near enemy of compassion is pity. Pity is often mistaken for compassion, and yet it separates
               us from the person suffering rather than connecting us to them. Pity says “poor you” while I remain “up here” untouched by
               your pain.
            

            
            The far enemy of equanimity could express itself as either volatility or reactivity. A key distinction here is that it’s possible to feel highly aroused on the inside without reacting with volatility on the outside. Later on in this chapter we will tease apart some near enemies of equanimity and explore in detail what equanimity is not. For now, let’s revel in what equanimity is.
            

            
            Another way to think about upekkhā is seeing without being caught by what we see. This doesn’t mean not seeing nor does it mean trying to control or suppress what we do see. It’s not controlling what we experience but rather relating to it differently—from an open perspective, without grasping
               after, rejecting, or ignoring it.
            

            
            Relating to ourselves and our world from an open, nonjudgmental perspective is what mindfulness is all about. More of the world at large has now embraced the practice of mindfulness because of its potential to bring ease
               into our daily lives. Mindfulness is about creating a space that enables us to be with experience just as it is. As we remove
               friction in the system by letting go of resistance, our experience naturally changes. It becomes more equanimous. As we’ll
               soon see, mindfulness and equanimity are intimately connected. Sharon Salzberg calls equanimity “the secret ingredient of
               mindfulness.” Mindfulness is both a route to and a function of equanimity. By the same token, equanimity can be a route to
               and a function of mindfulness. They mutually support and lead to each other.
            

            
            Concepts like equanimity are often best evoked through metaphors. In Buddhist teachings, a metaphor that is often used for
               equanimity is grandmotherly love. Whether it is seeing with a grandmother’s eyes, or relating through a grandmother’s heart
               (robai-shin from Zen Buddhism), the grandmother is able to love fully without being caught in the dramas of her grandchildren’s lives. She doesn’t take things personally and sees all children as deserving of love and care. She has seen through the trappings of identity and power and has the wisdom of perspective. A grandmother’s eyes are quiet eyes, a metaphor that will be picked up by Christian theologian Howard Thurman in chapter 16. They neither seek to possess nor disown. The grandmother’s gaze epitomizes unconditional goodwill. 

            
         
         
            Equanimity’s Many Facets

            Although there is agreement on the fundamentals of equanimity, different religions and philosophies—even different schools
               of Buddhism—tend to emphasize distinct facets of equanimity. These distinctions make sense in the context of each tradition
               and their respective aims, cosmologies, and histories. For example, the equanimity instruction I received highlighted insight
               into cause and effect (or karma). My story in Yucca Valley is an example of finding equanimity through a liberating insight
               into cause and effect with my mother.
            

            
            Vajrayana Buddhism, practiced most widely in the Tibetan tradition, evolved from Mahayana Buddhism, which emphasizes collective
               awakening and compassion through the ideal of the bodhisattvas, whose compassion is so profound that they “delay” their own
               enlightenment until all beings are enlightened and commit to liberating every sort of person. It is logical, then, that impartiality
               (appreciating the worthiness of all beings) would be the aspect of equanimity highlighted in most Mahayana schools of Buddhism,
               and by extension in Vajrayana. Guided meditations that cultivate kindness, sympathetic joy, and compassion—not just for loved
               ones but also for strangers, challenging people, and all beings—are all equanimity practices.
            

            
            Taking another perspective, American Buddhist teacher Shinzen Young defines equanimity as “a radical non-interference with the natural flow of sensory experience.” Pause for a moment to consider that. We’re usually trying to influence our experience: to get what we want and avoid what we don’t want. Non-interference is a radically different approach that is also similar in attitude to impartiality, non-preference, and non-attachment to outcome. It’s important to recognize that non-attachment to outcome doesn’t mean nonaction or inactivity, as it has often been misinterpreted. We act generally with a result or outcome in mind. But there are many factors aside from our wishes and actions that influence the actual outcome. From this perspective, equanimity involves letting go of attachment to an outcome that we don’t ultimately control.
            

            
            Cultivating these qualities isn’t as tall an order as it seems. Doing so often involves shifting from a narrower to a broader
               perspective, which can happen in an instant. On this point, the late Zen teacher Yvonne Rand said something particularly poignant
               and universal:
            

            
            
               Often what is most painful is to reduce ourselves to the one thing that distresses us.

            

            Suffering naturally follows when we narrow our perspective and define ourselves by the one thing that is wrong, allowing this
               to eclipse everything else. Our narrowed perspective keeps equanimity out of reach.
            

            
            Just as it is characterized by non-interference and impartiality, equanimity encompasses a larger and wider perspective: taking the proverbial “long view.” Putting things in perspective often brings an immediate sense of balance and spaciousness. Though this bigger perspective may not endure—and our moment-to-moment “real life” experience is full of micro moments of both contraction and expansion—having a direct, visceral experience of the difference between a narrow view and a bigger view can serve as a touchstone for what’s possible and become part of an internal GPS system for navigating back to equanimity. 

            
         
         
            What Equanimity Is Not

            It’s as important to understand what equanimity is not as to understand what it is. This is especially true because equanimity’s subtleties make it subject to frequent misinterpretation.
            

            
            Equanimity is not being “blissed out” or detached from the world. It is not withdrawing into ourselves and losing touch with
               the people or issues we care about. In fact, it is most decidedly not about “not caring.” We may find, as we progress through practices to cultivate equanimity, that it becomes more possible to engage with the challenges we face and not to be thrown into chaos or become overwhelmed—to maintain a sense of space
               and peace. It’s never the point of equanimity to become a robot or a statue but rather to become ever more human in the best
               sense of the word.
            

            
            Balance is also an essential component of equanimity. Being wobbly is perhaps the most obvious far enemy of balance. However,
               stasis or stagnation can also be considered a far enemy of balance. Think of our previous image of a surfer riding a wave.
               A surfer’s momentum is critical to the balance that keeps them from sinking. This is, in fact, the opposite of stagnation
               or stasis.
            

            
            When talking about balance, a lot of us have an image of the balanced scales of justice, held by a woman in ancient Roman
               robes who personifies the law. Those scales are static, not moving. We may think that if we can assume that static pose of
               the woman holding the scales perfectly evenly, that will be equanimity. But people aren’t made of stone or marble. We’d actually
               get very tired holding up those scales.
            

            
            Shinzen Young sees coagulation as the opposite or far enemy of equanimity, which, as we’ve seen, he defines as non-interference with the flow of sensory experience. Our experience of ourselves and the world around us is constantly changing. Attempting to stop that flow—interference—is an illuminating way to look at and understand what equanimity is not. 

            
            An even more illuminating exercise in learning what equanimity is not is looking at its near enemies, states often mistakenly seen as equanimity. Near enemies are deceiving counterfeits. They
               lead to separation rather than connection and reify the sense of a separate self, all the while innocently masquerading as
               the “real thing.” The most significant near enemies of equanimity are indifference, detachment, apathy, and passivity.
            

            
            Identifying near enemies clearly reveals and exposes the ways we can get off track with equanimity. Examining them is particularly
               important because equanimity can be subtle, quiet, soft, and a bit amorphous. Teasing apart these misleading versions of equanimity
               can lead to what my mentor, the prominent mindfulness teacher Jon Kabat-Zinn, calls an “orthogonal rotation of consciousness.”
               What this refers to is the process of rotating your perspective ever so slightly—leading to a shift in viewpoint that changes
               everything. Having taught mindfulness, forgiveness, compassion, and equanimity for the past thirty years, I have seen both
               the stubborn persistence of misconceptions and the power of clear seeing.
            

            
            A central misunderstanding in mindfulness is that “successful” meditation involves getting rid of thoughts. No matter how
               much I emphasize, both in instructions and in our discussions before and after meditation practice, that we are changing our
               relationship to thought rather than getting rid of thought, this misunderstanding persists. In fact, students often believe
               they heard it in the instructions when it wasn’t there!
            

            
            I’ve noticed something similar when I teach classes on forgiveness. Students understand intellectually that forgiveness doesn’t mean condoning or saying what someone did is OK. It is simply the unburdening of the heart from past resentments. They buy in 100 percent intellectually, but when it comes to doing the practice, the resistance and questions that come up have to do with a mismatch between their emotional experience and their intellectual understanding. In other words, I’m not willing to forgive because I’m afraid that means, somehow, that I’m letting the other person off the hook, even though I understand full well that forgiveness doesn’t mean that. 

            
            There is an analogy to be drawn with equanimity. Equanimity doesn’t mean not having feelings. It doesn’t mean not having strong feelings. It doesn’t mean that we have to limit our feelings in any way whatsoever. Equanimity is about our relationship to our feelings; it’s not about changing them.
            

            
            Again, this is easy to understand intellectually and yet, in this same pernicious way, how we embody it can be at odds with
               how we understand it. This is what I want to tease apart and focus on in this book. For those who would like to cultivate
               equanimity, to enjoy and share its benefits, there seems to be a gap between hearing and understanding the words and operationalizing
               them. And it is this gap that fascinates me as a teacher because it’s part of the tricky mind that says, Yeah, yeah, yeah, I get it, but then why can’t I do it? So first and foremost, let’s address the gap. Let’s put it front and center and look closely at it (Mind the gap!), and then let’s approach it from lots of different angles.
            

            
            Indifference and detachment mean both disconnected and not caring, and they are the most common mistaken interpretations of equanimity. Indeed, equanimity is actually an expression of concern that, far from ignoring its object, connects more fully to it. A classic stereotype of indifference masquerading as equanimity is a stoner saying, “Yeah, it’s all good, man,” while disappearing more and more deeply into a smoky cloud of unawareness. 

            
            We’ve also seen that apathy and passivity are far from being aspects of equanimity. Balance is an active, dynamic process,
               as is seen in the image of the surfer and also of a spinning top or gyroscope. The gyroscope maintains balance due to the
               speed of its spinning. It’s an apt metaphor for equanimity because of the elegant mechanism that constantly recalibrates in
               order to remain upright or on course while forces of varying velocity bear down from all directions. The gyroscope doesn’t
               reject strong bouts of wind, nor does it get attached to calm waters. And, just as a gyroscope only functions in the context
               of setting a trajectory, likewise setting our intentions helps us maintain balance and equanimity in the face of unpredictable
               and uncontrollable outward conditions.
            

            
            Interestingly, a second, lesser-known Pāli word for equanimity is tatramajjhattatā, which actually means “to stand in the middle of.” Here again, this suggests the opposite of detachment. Instead, equanimity
               requires us to be up close with experience, standing wholly in the midst of the arising and passing of it all. It involves
               radical permission to feel, and is, in fact, the opposite of suppression. It frees up coagulated energy and allows for a more
               fluid and balanced response to what we encounter in our daily lives.
            

            
            Ironically, even the Merriam-Webster Dictionary definition of equanimity contains some potential near enemies as synonyms. One synonym is the French word sangfroid, literally translated as “cold blood,” which is often used in English. While the French word more precisely suggests coolness under pressure, the idea of being cold-blooded would suggest that equanimity involves being ice-cold. But, to the contrary, equanimity involves warmth and active engagement. 

            
            Another confusing synonym Merriam-Webster gives for equanimity is “composure.” This, unfortunately, implies the controlling of emotional or mental agitation by an effort of will. Composure
               often involves willfully trying to regulate our emotions. That’s the opposite of flow. It’s regulation, tightness, and impedance
               in the system. Though we typically think of emotion regulation as a good thing, we’ll see from Daryl Cameron’s research in
               chapter 18 that emotion regulation can result in feeling less compassion for others. Intentionally regulating emotions is
               a slippery slope toward suppressing them.
            

            
            If the dictionary itself offers these synonyms of equanimity, then it’s not surprising how easy it is to get confused or misled and go down the wrong path when seeking equanimity. It’s
               a dynamic quality that has nothing whatsoever to do with apathy.
            

            
         
         
            Why Equanimity Now?

            What does equanimity mean to you, personally? Your family may be in crisis, and the planet certainly is. What if you get a
               cancer diagnosis? (I myself am a cancer survivor.) What does equanimity look like when the world seems to be on fire?
            

            
            On a panel for a 2023 book launch at the Rubin Museum, climate scientist and Zen priest Kritee Kanko, whom we will hear more
               from in chapter 16, was asked quite directly, “What can we do about climate change?” Her answer surprised and delighted me.
               Instead of ticking off a list of behavioral and dietary changes, she urged us to “feel all the feels.”
            

            
            In an interview with the Yale Climate Connections newsletter, she elaborated further:
            

            
            
               In neurobiology, when trauma is triggered4, it sets the person off into fight, flight, freeze, fawn [i.e., people-pleasing], or disassociate mode. The fundamental teaching
                  of Buddhism is that some kind of human suffering and dissatisfaction is baked into human life. We cannot avoid suffering,
                  but the question is, how can we become OK amidst stress and suffering? When we can face the intense emotions of the climate
                  crisis without triggering a neurobiological response, that’s when we can become courageous, clear, grounded members of the
                  climate . . . movement.
               

            

            Kritee is describing equanimity, which does not come from suppression or denial. In fact, as meditation teacher Matthew Brensilver
               wrote in the epigraph that opened this chapter, it increases the poignancy of our lives while draining them of the drama,
               urgency, and neurobiological activation that impedes an effective response, whether it be to the climate crisis or a short-tempered
               loved one.
            

            
            As Kritee indicates, it takes courage to ride the big waves—in the ocean or in our own hearts. Buddhist teacher Michael Carroll5 describes the feeling of equanimity as vulnerability: the willingness to stand in the middle of life as it is, “feel all
               the feels,” and respond from a place of tenderness, balance, and wisdom.
            

            
            The existential crisis of climate change is a prime example of why the cultivation of equanimity, whose value is perennial,
               is particularly important in our time. In an international study conducted by researchers at Bath University in the UK in
               2021, a full three-quarters of respondents agreed with the statement “The future is frightening.”6

            
            The issue is even more poignant for young people. Among respondents aged sixteen to twenty-five7, nearly 60 percent stated that they felt worried or extremely worried about climate change. Three-quarters said they thought the future was frightening, and 56 percent said they thought humanity is doomed. Fear and anger are important survival emotions. They prime us to act. But the existential crisis we face is not something we can fight with our fists or flee from. Freezing won’t solve it, either. We need the wisdom and creativity that come from a balanced perspective, able to see the big picture and harness every bit of energy we have and apply it toward creative solutions. For this, equanimity is essential. 

            
         
         
            Always On

            There’s an understandable tendency to “catastrophize,” as psychologists say, our current ills, whether ecological or political.
               The digital age has brought incredible resources, including tremendous potential to connect and inform us. What’s also clear
               is that our “always on” culture of social media and twenty-four-hour connectivity has a shadow side.
            

            
            The first iPhone was introduced in 2007, and in the relatively short time since, the smartphone has wrought a huge change
               in the way we communicate with others and ourselves. This may be the most rapid adoption ever of a new technology. Our digital
               devices have revolutionized society, not necessarily for the better.
            

            
            A study reported in Psychology Today8 found that Americans check their mobile devices on average 159 times a day or nine times per waking hour. This constant smartphone
               use, it is asserted, “satisfies your hungry neurons with the positive feedback of constant connectivity.”
            

            
            The effects of this behavior, which some might call addictive, are far from neutral. In fact, there is a new diagnostic category—nomophobia—the fear of being detached from mobile phones. In a study recently published9 in the Journal of Human Behavior in the Social Environment, the authors found a significant negative correlation between equanimity and nomophobia across 216 young adults in India.
            

            
            Social media, which more than half the world’s population now utilizes, to the tune of four trillion hours per year, is of
               special concern. In February 2013, while working at Google, Tristan Harris gave a presentation titled “A Call to Minimize
               Distraction & Respect Users’ Attention.” He suggested that Google, Apple, and Facebook should “feel an enormous responsibility”
               to make sure humanity doesn’t spend its days buried in a smartphone.
            

            
            Harris, who later cofounded the Center for Humane Technology, which produced the movie The Social Dilemma10, also said in a recent interview11 that social media is programmed to choose the videos that will most activate your nervous system in what he calls “a race
               to the bottom of the brain stem.”
            

            
            The twenty-four-hour news cycle also contributes to amplifying volatility and reactivity (far enemies of equanimity). Researchers
               at Yale12, analyzing 12.7 million tweets from more than seven thousand users of Twitter (now known as X), concluded that they tend to express more outrage
               over time. Why? Users find that posts expressing strong negative emotion, particularly outrage, tend to receive more “likes”
               and “shares.”
            

            
            In other words, social media often serves as an echo chamber for our worst impulses, a fact that’s particularly disturbing
               when it comes to political discourse. In the same interview mentioned above, Harris spoke about the dangers of social media
               as a news source, which it has become for so many young people. A few days before the interview, Hamas had invaded Israel
               in a surprise terrorist attack. A young mother shared with Harris that as she scrolled social media for updates, she was shown
               videos of violence perpetrated on young children. These clips had been computer “curated” for her as a new mother.
            

            
            Young people appear to suffer some of the most deleterious effects of social media. In Generations13, psychologist Jean Twenge wrote, “Every indicator of mental health and psychological well-being has become more negative among teens and
               young adults since 2012. . . . The trends are stunning in their consistency, breadth, and size.” It was in 2012 that for the
               first time more than half of all Americans owned a cell phone. In an interview on NPR14, Twenge emphasized that “it’s not just symptoms that rose, but also behaviors, including emergency room visits for self-harm,
               for suicide attempts and completed suicides.” These effects are by no means limited to the young. Twenge asserts that anxiety,
               depression, and loneliness have all increased across the board since 2010.
            

            
            In a New York Times opinion piece15, Twenge and Jonathan Haidt wrote:
            

            
            
               In 2009, Facebook added the like button, Twitter added the retweet button, and, over the next few years, users’ feeds became
                  algorithmicized based on “engagement,” which mostly meant a post
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