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PRAISE FOR HANDBOOK FOR HARD TIMES

‘A powerful, personally revelatory, but above all a practical book about how to deal with adversity. This guide to survival by a Buddhist monk with a troubled back story is the real deal.’

MELANIE REID, The Times

‘No one is more brilliant at bringing you out of the dark and into the light.’

RUBY WAX

‘This book helps us with one of the most important aspects of our time and human existence – how we can go inside ourselves to find peace, happiness and learn about ourselves. It is written in such an enticing and accessible manner that it really is indispensable for this journey we should all take into ourselves.’

ANDREW BOVARNICK, Global Head, Food and Agricultural Commodity Systems, United Nations Development Programme

‘Through his own personal experience of transformation from crippling anxiety and depression, Gelong Thubten is a most qualified guide in the journey from darkness and turmoil towards inner peace and positivity. At a time when many of us are experiencing a “new level of societal fear”, everyone can absolutely benefit from this accessible and supportive life handbook.’

ANNIE LENNOX

‘This is a timely and practical guide to help us navigate the fear and challenges of the times upon us. Uplifting and empowering.’

MO GAWDAT

‘This is the anti-self-help book that everyone should be reading. Thubten shows us that life’s most important lessons are often hard won, and that embracing these experiences, while difficult, offers a path to freedom. A courageous book that inspires by example.’ 

ASHISH RANPURA, MD, PhD, Clinical neurologist and cognitive neuroscientist
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Gelong Thubten is a Buddhist monk, meditation teacher and author from the UK. After studying at Oxford University he embarked on a career as an actor but suffered severe burnout. This led him to join Kagyu Samye Ling Tibetan Buddhist Monastery in Scotland, where he became a monk in 1993.

Gelong means ‘fully ordained monk’, and Thubten’s training has included spending over six years in intensive meditation retreats, the longest of which lasted four years. He has studied under some of the greatest Tibetan meditation masters. 

Thubten is a pioneer in meditation and mindfulness teaching, with over 20 years’ experience working in schools, universities, the NHS, companies, prisons and addiction counselling centres. He designs meditation courses for medical students and has lectured at Oxford University. He also works with major organisations such as Google and the United Nations, and he is regarded today as one of the UK’s most influential meditation teachers. 

Thubten’s first book, A Monk’s Guide to Happiness (Yellow Kite, 2019) was a Sunday Times top 10 bestseller and has been published in more than 15 countries worldwide, including the US. Previously, he and neuroscientist Dr Ash Ranpura collaborated with Ruby Wax on the bestselling book and tour How to be Human: The Manual.

Through his writing and work, Thubten supports charities that establish meditation centres to benefit local communities. He has set up a number of such outreach projects, bringing meditation teachings to some of the most deprived areas of the UK.

Thubten is also a trustee of ROKPA International, the humanitarian aid charity established by his teacher Akong Rinpoche and Lea Wyler, with projects focusing on education, healthcare and the environment in Tibet, Nepal, Zimbabwe and South Africa.
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CHAPTER 1

HARD TIMES
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‘Pain is inevitable, suffering is optional.’

HARUKI MURAKAMI

Early in the morning of 8th October 2013, I woke to shocking news. I was told that Akong Tulku Rinpoche – my spiritual teacher, mentor and closest friend of more than 20 years – had been brutally murdered.

At the time, Rinpoche was in Chengdu, China, about to embark on his annual visit to his homeland of Tibet. We had been speaking by phone every day, and between our last communication the night before and this particular morning, he had been killed in a most horrible manner. A gang of three men burst into his apartment and Rinpoche, his nephew and his attendant were stabbed to death. They were attacked for the money Rinpoche was about to distribute to the orphanages and hospitals he had established through his charitable organisation. The perpetrators were quickly found and imprisoned by the police.

Details soon emerged. It turned out that we knew the main assailant – he was a Tibetan friend of ours who had previously spent some time at our monastery in Scotland. He had been a devoted monk, but it seems that after returning to Tibet, he had developed a psychotic illness. He was the most violent of the attackers, stabbing Rinpoche in a vicious frenzy. 

I could hardly believe what I was hearing, and felt completely distraught. Rinpoche was a hugely important figure in my life, so this was an inconceivable loss. We had a long history: soon after I had arrived at the monastery as a troubled 21-year-old, he had taken me under his wing and helped me find my feet. A few years later, I became his assistant and we would travel on teaching tours, working closely together for several months every year. He taught me everything I know about meditation and guided me in my work. I saw him as both my teacher and my dearest friend. His sudden death was a profound tragedy for the Buddhist world at large, and for me, it felt as if my entire universe had come crashing down.

Akong Rinpoche was loved and respected by many. He was a highly regarded spiritual leader, yet would always be the quietest and most unassuming person in the room. He was instrumental in introducing Buddhism to the West, and established the Samye Ling Monastery in Scotland, where I am a monk. Despite his role, one would often find him in the monastery grounds cleaning out drains with his bare hands or tidying up after others, always an example of humility.

He was also a skilled physician and celebrated humanitarian, responsible for hundreds of projects in some of the world’s most destitute regions, where he had set up orphanages, schools, hospitals and soup kitchens for the homeless. He was known for his great kindness, immense wisdom and deep sensitivity to the suffering of others. 

When I got the news, I was in Oxford visiting relatives, and my first reaction was to fall into paralysing shock – my body became like stone and my mind froze. I then went into emergency mode, highly focused, contacting the relevant people and trying to deal with the unfolding crisis. I had to keep silencing my emotions by pushing them to the bottom of my mind. Fear would arise and I would slam the door on it, not ready to face any of the dark feelings that were coming up in me.

In times of trauma, a person will often use forceful suppression as a means of survival, and I knew this was the only way I could keep going. Later that morning, as I realised the enormity of what had happened, I began to experience strong panic attacks. My body would shake and I found it impossible to speak or weep, even though hot tears were building up and fighting for release. Then the phone would ring, putting me straight back into work mode. I was oscillating between falling apart and operating at high levels of efficiency. 

Having been Rinpoche’s assistant for many years, I was now one of the people thrown into the middle of handling legal matters as well as fielding questions from the media. It was helpful to keep busy, and while prayers and ceremonies were taking place at the monastery in Scotland, I went to our London branch to deal with administrative issues and complex communications. I would spend my time pacing the corridors while making incredibly difficult calls, including figuring out how we could get Rinpoche’s body back from China.

As the days went on, I began to feel an unusual strength emanating from deep within my body, pushing me forwards and making me highly focused. At night, however, I would fall into grief and a visceral sense of fear. Losing Rinpoche made me feel like something within me had been savagely torn, and I also wondered if we were all under attack and who might be next. I would lie in bed unable to sleep, feeling the heat of pain and terror, as if my entire body was in flames. 

News began to filter back to the UK. I had to study the police report, which described with precision the vast number of stab wounds, and I found myself involved in the complicated process of helping to retrieve Rinpoche’s belongings. My good friend Lea, who had also worked closely with Rinpoche for many years, flew out to Chengdu and phoned me from the flat where the murder had taken place. She was hunting for his things while I helped her remember what to look for. She said the place was completely soaked in blood. To this day, I have no idea how she was able to handle such an experience. 

After much negotiation, we managed to get Rinpoche’s body transported to his monastery inside Tibet for cremation. Because of my responsibilities, I had to remain in London, continuing with the press interviews and other tasks. I kept replaying the horrific images in my mind, searching for answers. In addition to feeling an immense sense of loss, I could not fathom how such a deeply spiritual, selfless and compassionate person as Akong Rinpoche could have met this dreadful, violent end. It was also terribly sad and shocking that two other people had been killed with him. Every day, however, that curious mixture of sadness and strength continued to emerge, as if something was slowly growing in me to nourish and sustain my mind. 

The nights were a very different story, as my distress took over. I realised I needed to tap into what I had learned some years earlier, during a four-year-long meditation retreat in which I had struggled with extreme depression. Fighting the suffering had just made it worse, whereas embracing it with acceptance turned out to be immensely transformative. Now, as I lay in bed, I knew to slip into a space in the middle of my feelings without pushing them away. I understood that letting go of resistance and moving closer would stop the pain from destroying me. This softened its edges and made it feel significantly more manageable. 

The members of our Buddhist community around the world were in shock, but nobody seemed angry – there was a level of forgiveness amongst all the grief. It felt natural not to fall into feelings of vengeance. Many of these people had spent years practising compassion meditation, and now the results were evident: there was a profound sense of loss but no hint of rage or any wish for revenge. 

We wrote petitions to the authorities in China requesting that the killers be granted reprieve from the death penalty. Of course, we all agreed that they should remain in prison because they were dangerous people, but to hate them and wish for them to be killed because they had killed felt inhuman. Our plea was not upheld, and at the time of writing, nine years later, the perpetrators are still on ‘death row’ somewhere in China. 

Some of my strongest memories of Rinpoche are of the times when he would speak about the power of acceptance and compassion. None of us wants to suffer, but when it does happen, we have no choice but to find a way through it. It turns out there is much we can learn from the hardest of situations, and Rinpoche would often say that the fastest way to grow is through facing up to our pain, rather than shying away from it.

A HANDBOOK FOR HARD TIMES

We have instruction manuals for many things in life, but when we encounter hard times, we often lack guidance and have very little idea of what to do. Our main desire is just to escape as quickly as possible, but we soon discover that when we run from our feelings, our problems simply become worse. 

My first book was called A Monk’s Guide to Happiness, and after completing it, I decided to write about how to work with difficulties, or, as my publisher joked, ‘a monk’s guide to misery’. I wanted to explore how a richer, more sustainable happiness can emerge from the transformation of suffering, and how our unhappiness is the most fertile ground for the cultivation of inner strength, resilience and compassion. 

We humans have built rockets to the moon and are now able to send telescopes beyond our solar system, but we find it hard to deal with what goes on inside our own heads and hearts. We seem to have evolved externally but not internally, looking outwards but not inwards. We seek happiness but rarely do we understand that to find it, we must transform our minds. We wish to avoid suffering, but seldom do we realise that the solution is to change how we think.

The message of this book is that hard times are a useful opportunity – if we know what to do with them. We have a strong habit of pushing away discomfort and chasing its opposite, with the result that we usually find challenging situations intolerable. The key to sustainable happiness is to be found in learning how to handle adversity. 

Even when facing the most difficult events of our lives, nothing will ever truly destroy us if we learn how to transform our minds and work with instead of against our problems. There are some key principles in Buddhist philosophy which can help with this. 

THE NATURE OF SUFFERING

The Buddhist approach begins by exploring the question, are we ever truly happy, or is there always something holding us back? We
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.1

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 18 did not own a single book at home.2

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:


• Reading to  children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference

• Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them!

• Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations

• Encourage them to listen to audiobooks

• Support school libraries

• Give books as gifts



There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our website: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk

Thank you for reading.

[image: Hachette UK logo]



1 OECD, ‘21st-Century Readers: Developing Literacy Skills in a Digital World’, 2021, https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en.html

2 National Literacy Trust, ‘Book Ownership in 2024’, November 2024, https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/book-ownership-in-2024
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