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

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

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

—Richard Gere, actor and humanitarian

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

—Ajay Piramal, industrialist and philanthropist

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

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

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

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

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

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




Foreword
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BY HIS HOLINESS THE FOURTEENTH DALAI LAMA

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

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

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

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

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

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

I am pleased that he has now written this book, Engaged Compassion: Seven Practices to Cultivate Resilience, Connection, and a Joyous Life, drawing on his many years of experience. It describes a clear and accessible path for cultivating compassion. May this book inspire readers to help lead meaningful lives with peace and joy.
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August 8, 2025




Introduction

[image: ]


If you want others to be happy, practice compassion.

If you want to be happy, practice compassion.

—His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama1



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

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

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

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

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

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

A BUDDHIST DESTINY

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A NEW AND OLD APPROACH

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

ACTIVE BELONGING

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

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

We can begin by asking ourselves:


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

	Do I wish to be free of pain and struggle?

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



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

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

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

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


	Moments of nurturance free us from insecurity.

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

	Self-awareness frees us from impulsivity.

	Self-compassion releases us from self-blame.

	Expanded concern breaks down isolation and bias.

	Gratitude and tenderness nourish our heart with warmth.

	Compassion moves us from helplessness to wise action.



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

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

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

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

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




Part One



THE FORGOTTEN POWER OF COMPASSION
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CHAPTER ONE

Compassion—The Greatest Nourishment of All
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Basic human nature is compassion.

—His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama1



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

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

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

One day, the Buddha was walking with five of his closest students along a quiet path in the hills. The sun was just beginning to rise, casting soft light over the trees, the rocks, the river below. As they walked, a young man
















WHAT IS COMPASSION?



















THE POWER OF STORIES














MAKING THE COMPASSION SHIFT: THE SEVEN-STEP MEDITATIVE PROCESS





























PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY AND DEEP BELONGING

















REFLECTION QUESTIONS


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

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

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

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







CONCLUSION

The Call for a Compassion Revolution
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We need a revolution of compassion based on warmheartedness that will contribute to a more compassionate world with a sense of oneness of humanity. The entire human family must unite and cooperate to protect our common home.1

—His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama



Lodi Gyari, the longtime special envoy to the United States for His Holiness, once told me a story that stayed with me—not because of its historical weight but because of the quiet, astonishing clarity of heart it revealed.

It was 1979. His Holiness, after twenty years in exile following China’s occupation of Tibet, had finally received a visa to visit the United States during the Carter administration. This was no small opportunity. It was his first chance to bring the suffering of the Tibetan people to the attention of the world’s most powerful nation. Journalists flocked to cover his visit, and his advisors, understandably, saw this as the moment to amplify Tibet’s plight. But something surprising happened: Instead of focusing solely on the politics or the injustices, His Holiness began speaking more and more about something else—about how to work with suffering itself. He talked about the emotional pain people carried in their daily lives. About depression. About burnout. About the modern condition.

Lodi, who had worked tirelessly to bring Tibetan voices to the world stage, grew concerned. He gathered his courage and brought his concern directly to His Holiness. “We have this incredible opportunity,” he said. “People are listening. Shouldn’t we be talking more about Tibet?” His Holiness listened quietly, then responded with the compassion and clarity that would define his global role for decades to come:

“It is true that there is the opportunity for me to talk about our grievances. But these people coming to me are coming with their own struggles. I feel when people are coming with their own suffering, for me to instead of providing them some hope—some way to deal with that, to offer some help and support, or insights to help relieve that suffering—to add onto it with our own suffering doesn’t feel right.”

That moment, Lodi said, changed everything for him. It reframed his understanding of leadership, of advocacy, and of what it means to truly serve humanity. His Holiness was not abandoning the Tibetan cause. He was elevating it. He was placing it within a greater human cause: the urgent need for a global compassion revolution.

And what is this revolution? It is a revolution of the heart.

Despite our remarkable scientific and technological advancements, we are, as a species, still deeply unwell. His Holiness has said, again and again, that we need more than intellect. We need ethical wisdom. In a 1998 commencement address at Emory University, he described education as a tool—not inherently good or bad but shaped by the heart of the one who uses it. “If one comes with warmheartedness and a compassionate heart,” he said, “then they will use it for a constructive purpose.”

This moral revolution, this compassion revolution, begins inside each of us. His Holiness refers to it as “secular ethics”—human values like compassion, forgiveness, contentment, and self-discipline that don’t require religious belief but are available to every human being by virtue of our shared nature.

We don’t need to believe in God or Buddha to believe in goodness. We don’t need to join a religion or a movement to change the world. We simply need to wake up to our shared humanity—and take responsibility for how we relate to it.

We need compassion in our schools, in our hospitals, in our governments, in our neighborhoods, and in our homes. We need it in the ways we parent, partner, and lead. We need it not just as a response to crisis but as a practice—a daily choice.

“Now is a critical time for us to make a difference, and to protect the future of humanity,” His Holiness has said. “This effort involves each one of us.”

It may seem like too much, but each of us has a role to play. Sometimes that role will be big and bold. Other times, it will be quiet and humble. But it matters.

The beauty of the Compassion Shift is that it doesn’t require permission from those in power. It doesn’t wait for institutions to change or for world leaders to issue a decree. It begins wherever you are—at the breakfast table with your child, on the sidewalk with a stranger, in a difficult conversation with a friend or coworker. It begins when you choose not to react from habit but from presence. When you listen, when you stay, when you remember that the person in front of you—no matter how “wrong” they seem—is a human being shaped by struggle and longing just like you.

And in a world that seems determined to magnify our differences, this kind of compassion becomes a radical act of belonging. It reminds us that behind every label is a person. Behind every opinion is a story. Behind every mask of indifference or hostility is a heart that has been hurt, dismissed, or unseen. Compassion doesn’t erase difference, but it does reveal our shared vulnerability, our shared hopes, our shared longing to be known, accepted, and loved.

Compassion dissolves the illusion that belonging is something we earn by being the same. Instead, it shows us that belonging is something we build by holding space for difference, with dignity. It’s in the soft eye contact between two people who disagree, the silent comfort of standing beside someone in grief, the willingness to keep showing up for one another even when it’s hard. Compassion gives us a way home to each other. It returns us to the truth that we are not separate, and never were. It recalibrates what’s possible between people.

Compassion is the source of real power—not dominance or control but the kind of power that multiplies through care. When compassion is no longer outsourced to institutions or reserved for saints but reclaimed by each of us in our daily lives, the world begins to change—not from the top down but from the inside out.

It is true that the world is heavy with suffering. We are bombarded by reminders of all that is broken. But I have also seen, again and again, that people are capable of transformation. A single shift in how we perceive or relate to ourselves and others can ripple outward in ways we can’t even begin to imagine.

So, if you’re reading these words—having journeyed through this book, reflected on your own life, and maybe even opened your heart in ways that feel unfamiliar—I want to thank you. And I want to tell you something important: You matter. Your efforts, no matter how small they may seem, matter.

I want to leave you with the wisdom of Ubuntu—a philosophy from Southern Africa that roughly translates to, “I am because we are.” Ubuntu is not simply a cultural sentiment; it is a worldview, a way of being that affirms our shared humanity and insists that our individual well-being is bound up in the well-being of others. It offers a powerful compass for how we might reimagine our systems—education rooted in care and interdependence, health care that treats the whole person with dignity, art that awakens empathy and connection, environmental stewardship that honors our kinship with the Earth, governance that is relational rather than extractive, and technology that amplifies the best in us rather than exploits our vulnerabilities.

Compassion is the thread that weaves through all of these possibilities. It is not a sentimental luxury—it is infrastructure for a livable future. And we are already seeing glimmers of this world coming into being. The work of CBCT is quietly and powerfully taking root in schools, hospitals, community justice initiatives, corporations, and even government programs. It’s showing us that compassion is not only teachable but scalable. That when we commit to training the heart with the same seriousness with which we train the mind, we begin to transform culture from the inside out.

Compassion is not a soft sentiment or lofty ideal. It is a steady practice, a discipline for the most courageous hearts. And each time you choose to respond with tenderness instead of aloofness, with clarity instead of indifference, with care instead of cynicism—you are helping to shape a more just, more compassionate world.

We are not helpless. We are not too late. We are here, now, standing on the edge of what’s possible. And if each of us begins to live from a place of warmhearted compassion, then together, we will become the medicine this world so desperately needs.

FINAL REFLECTIONS: THE VALUES TREE

When we turn our lens inward and bring greater clarity to our inner lives, we begin to understand the values that quietly guide us. The Values Tree is a reflection tool we use in our training programs to explore the relationship between personal values and collective flourishing. By envisioning a single, core value as the “trunk” of a living tree, you can begin to trace how that value is supported, how it expresses itself, and what it ultimately yields.

You may be wondering why we’re exploring the Values Tree at the end of this book. It’s meant to be both a source of inspiration and a reminder: You are the tree. As you continue to cultivate compassion—for yourself and for others—and spread a deeper sense of belonging in your life and communities, this practice offers a way to root into your values and grow from them.

You can use the prompts below to articulate your vision—start with one value you hold dear, and let your answers grow from there. By imagining your value as the “trunk” of a living tree, you’ll begin to trace what nourishes it, how it expresses itself in society, and what fruits it bears over time. Let your responses grow organically, grounded in the truth of what matters most to you and what you long to see flourish in our collective future.


	Trunk: What is one overarching value you would like to see for yourself and our society?

	Roots: What would we need to realize this value? What are the key contributing factors?

	Branches: When this value is achieved, in what forms or fields would it manifest in society and systems?

	Fruits: What would be the enduring outcomes that grow from the flourishing of this value?



When I share this practice at trainings, the answers vary widely and powerfully. Some people name justice, truth, or freedom as their trunk value. Others choose joy, courage, wisdom, resilience, or dignity. The beauty of the Values Tree is that each person’s vision is entirely their own, yet deeply connected to the whole.

And I always end by saying this: Compassion is at the root of them all.

Compassion is what allows justice to be enacted with care, freedom to be held with responsibility, joy to be shared without guilt, and truth to be spoken without cruelty. Compassion is not a soft add-on—it is the animating force that makes all other values human. It is what keeps us from turning ideals into weapons or isolation. It grounds us in mutuality. It reminds us that we belong to one another, and that the flourishing of one is bound up with the flourishing of all.
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