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Introduction





When I attended my first Metta (loving kindness) retreat ten years ago, one of my most learned teachers said that self-compassion was the key to resolving all destructive emotions. When I asked her how it related to mindfulness, my special field of interest, she explained that the two belonged intrinsically together. Like Yin and Yang, compassion is an important skill, which adds to mindfulness the ability to ‘love what is’ and to see yourself as if you are a beautiful diamond that just needs a little polishing here and there.






So for the last eight years I have been observing how compassion training has developed in different fields such as medicine and psychotherapy, and how academic publications on the subject of compassion and loving kindness have increased year by year.


During the last decade, scientists and psychotherapists have been conducting research into ‘the science of compassion’. They are attempting to identify the nature and origins of empathic, non-selfish behaviour towards others. Presently, tools are being developed that will be able to measure people’s empathy, compassion and selflessness. In future, these tools will help us assess the effectiveness of any skills training that is offered for increasing self-love and compassion.


Many books published on this topic use the symbol of the lotus flower to represent compassion. A beautiful flower that grows out of the mud stands for a beautiful mind, heart and brain growing out of the human condition, which more often than not encompasses negativity, evil acts and selfishness.
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Where does compassion reside and how can you cultivate it? I hope that this book will become a little treasure chest for you, where you can find new ideas and wisdom for embracing compassion, and particularly self-compassion, more deeply. It will take us on a journey, looking at Darwin’s theory of ‘the survival of the fittest’ and how often this is not mirrored in nature. We will also pass through ancient spiritual wisdom and see what we can learn from that source. The spiritual teachers who once had the power to affect the individual – Christ and Buddha, for example – challenged us to be awake and fully alive, just as much as practising compassion and love in action. The ones who followed during the last century, such as Gandhi, Martin Luther King and His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama, portrayed strength in character and vision and yet fully embodied self-compassion. Without the latter, it is much harder to live compassionately and care for others and the environment. When we have genuine self-love, we can tap into our true goodness, see the gifts we have been given and then experience the joy of sharing them with others.


We will open our heart to fairy tales, real-life stories, parables and poetry, and collect insights for our quest. Finally, we will look at why we need compassion more than ever now in this time of turmoil and narcissism.








[image: image missing]







Let us open our heart to fairy tales, real-life stories, parables and poetry, and collect insights for our quest





Each chapter offers at least one ‘practice’ that will take you a little closer to self-compassion and/or compassion and let you savour it. Once you have tasted it deeply, there is no way you will want to go back to the time before you knew it. Why not start right here? How do you respond when you don’t live up to your own high standards? Have you learned to pump yourself up with positive affirmations? Next time you are having difficulties, maybe you could experiment with a little kindness instead.


Self-compassion – the ability to treat oneself kindly and without judgement when things go badly – may be more important than self-esteem for promoting feelings of well-being, according to a study published in the American Psychological Association’s Journal of Personality and Social Psychology (2007; 92(5), 887–904). Social scientists have previously placed emphasis on how self-esteem – the ability to believe positively in oneself and to feel valued by others – creates feelings of well-being. In contrast, self-compassion involves caring for oneself rather than believing in oneself.


Self-compassion consists of three components: self-kindness, common humanity and mindful acceptance. While many people with high self-esteem are also self-compassionate, not all of them are. Self-compassion, in contrast to self-esteem, may be a key to maintaining resilience in the face of adversity. As Mark R. Leary, Professor of Psychology and Neuroscience at Duke University, North Carolina, has said, ‘If people learn only to feel better about themselves but continue to beat themselves up when they fail or make mistakes, they will be unable to cope without defence when meeting their difficulties’.


You will need a practice journal. Find a notebook that you can either draw on or cover with photos or stickers, or just choose a lovely design that inspires you to look at the book and read and use it regularly. As we want to sow the seeds of compassion, this notebook will be your flowerbed where the first plants symbolizing your self-compassion will grow. It will guide, enrich and inspire you not to give up even when you are going through a rough patch in your life.


Before your first practice, write down on the opening pages why you want to discover and develop compassion and self-love. What has led you to begin this journey?
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There is some kiss we want



There is some kiss we want


with all our lives,


the touch of Spirit on the body.


Seawater begs the pearl


To break its shell.


At night, I open my window


and ask the moon to come


and press her face against mine,


breathe into me.


Close the language door


and open the love window.


The moon won’t use the door,


only the window.


There is some kiss we want


with all our lives.





Jalal al-Din Rumi
(1207–1273)
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Compassion is something that everybody needs and deserves and it includes the compassion we give ourselves.

Sharon Salzberg (meditation teacher) (1952–)







MY MEMORY OF THE BIRTH of my brother is somewhat vague, but I know I was told to be kind and gentle to him. When he was just six months old, I took a huge ball of chocolate from the Christmas tree and stuffed it into his mouth. Temporarily, he was silent and sucked on my gift. Soon he began to whimper rather than cry (his mouth was too full for that) and I just watched him.




My mother passed by and, realizing something was wrong, fished my gift out of his mouth. She was not sure what my real motives had been (neither was I), but explained to me that kindness was something you offer to somebody in order to make them feel better.

I am not sure that I wanted to be kind to him; after all, he was the new baby, held by mum most of the time. Although I was barely two years old, I nevertheless had a clear emotional understanding of what kindness meant. For me, kindness was an experience that made me feel good, wanted, accepted and loved.

Compassion is a skill we can learn (thank goodness). By engaging repeatedly with a number of the exercises in this book, the area in your brain that is activated by practising compassion will actually grow, as you will read later on.
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Emotional healing

Self-compassion can be the basis for emotional healing in many ways. Start by bringing your awareness to this moment, do not dwell on the past and let go of fears regarding the future. When you are totally mindful in this moment (where your life is actually happening), you may notice a number of difficult emotions, such as self-doubt, lack of direction, anxiety, anger, sadness, loneliness, shame and self-doubt. Do not judge yourself in any way for having these emotions because they are part of our human experience. Acknowledge what you find and respond as best as you can to any challenge with kindness, patience and understanding. Remember, life changes all the time and this moment will also pass, sooner or later.

Compassion towards all, on the other hand, was described thus by the mystic Thomas Merton just hours before he died: ‘The whole idea of compassion is based on a keen awareness of interdependence of these living beings, which are all part of one another and all involved in one another.’

Mindful self-compassion can be developed by anyone. It is the practice of repeatedly bringing kindness and goodwill towards ourselves, especially when we are suffering, just as we would for others we care for when they are down and lost.
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When we look at the need for peace in the world, it seems an impossible goal: there are wars on several continents, the balance of our environment seems to get more and more out of control, and individuals, too, aggressively choose to control or even take others’ lives. We need to survive sanely in this frantic world, and that can seem unattainable. The entire insight upon which compassion is based is that the other is not the other; and that I am not I. In other words, in loving others I am loving myself and, indeed am involved in my own best and biggest and fullest self-interest. It is my pleasure to be involved in the relief of the pain of others, a pain that is also my pain. Today, an even more pressing need exists for recognizing how compassion is in everyone’s best interests, and that is the issue of the survival of our common global village – loving others who are different from ourselves. It is loving ourselves while we love others. It is loving the possibilities of love and survival. It is one love that permeates all.

Mindfulness will help us patiently revisit those areas in our lives where stillness and peace are lacking. Mindfulness also teaches us to repeat meditative exercises patiently and start afresh moment by moment, even if we have slipped.






Human kindness

The literal meaning of the word compassion is ‘suffering with’. Paul Gilbert (a leading British psychologist, who was awarded an MBE for his work on applied compassion for people with severe mental illness) defines it in essence as basic human kindness, with ‘a deep awareness of the suffering of oneself and of other living beings, coupled with a wish and an effort to relieve it’.

If you look at children and how they worry about their pet’s pain, or at a mother deeply moved by her baby’s crying, you get an idea of what compassion feels like. When this occurs, you usually sense a churning in your heart and the longing to help the one who is suffering.

True compassion also shows benevolence – kind understanding rather than harsh criticism when others make mistakes – you understand that this is the human condition without applied compassion. We all fail sometimes and get it wrong.

In a 2011 article in The New York Times, David Brooks drew attention to Darwin’s theory of the survival of the fittest. Only the strong species have a chance to survive and they need not only to be strong but also self-obsessed, or at least self-serving. Humans are a brilliant example of self-centredness. Brooks argues that Homo sapiens fights for status, a good lifestyle and, of course, an attractive partner. Every so often, however, one hears stories that do not fit into this definition of self-absorption. Scientists, evolutionary psychologists and neuroscientists are conducting more and more scientific research into empathy, compassion and teamwork.

Even when focusing mainly on our own needs and wants, we do have motivation to reward kind-heartedness with kindness. We do it so that we can expect help when we are down or in trouble. People usually remember generosity, and feel drawn to work with others who are kind.

There is no doubt that interrelated groups thrive better. Cooperation is as important for progression as evolution. Michael Tomasello, the author of Why We Cooperate, discovered that children will assist others and exchange information. He tried the same tests with chimpanzees who, at a similar age, did not act in such a way. Toddlers were prepared to share food with strangers; the apes were not. Tomasello claims that a 14-month-old child who observes grown-ups having difficulty will attempt to help, unlike his chimpanzee counterpart. Thus we can conclude that the human mind developed differently from that of the other primates. We can – and do – cooperate. In his book The Righteous Mind, Jonathan Haidt argues that we are ‘the giraffes of altruism’. Just as giraffes grew longer necks to help them survive, human minds evolved to include morality to help them succeed.

When we experience trauma, we often tend to criticize ourselves (‘typical, this kind of thing would only happen to me’) and recoil and isolate ourselves from the world because we feel tainted. Kristin Neff, a Professor in human development and culture at the University of Texas, and Christopher Germer, a clinical psychologist, believe that self-compassion can help us to heal and leave behind the physical and emotional wounds that the traumatic experience has caused. They recommend ‘self-kindness’, understanding that while negative emotions can – and will – be there for a time, eventually everything will change.

When I worked for Amnesty International, I came across reports of prisoners who had experienced torture. It was notable that Tibetans seemed to have considerably fewer individuals suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. When interviewed, several shared their common belief: of course, they were deeply wounded about what other humans had done to them. What was worse, however, was contemplating how much their torturers must suffer every time they remembered their terrible actions.






Practice: Compassionate writing


Many of us feel unhappy about our looks, abilities or aptitudes at some time or another. Here is an opportunity to be ‘irrational’, let go of frustrations and experience the perspective of self-compassion.




1   Write down everything you feel about your ‘imperfections’ in a letter to yourself. Let it all come to the surface. If you need to use strong language or vent your anger, feel free!




2   Visualize someone who truly cares for you. (If you find visualizing difficult, just picture their name written on your heart.) How would this person respond if you read your letter to them? Imagine this friend loving you unconditionally, seeing you as you truly are. How might they respond, in words and deeds? Try to be real – this friend truly knows you and would tell you if they thought you had engaged in harmful actions.




3   Now write a response to yourself from your friend’s perspective, again in the form of a letter. Move into the sensitivity of your friend – think of everything they might mention, as they compassionately hold you in kindly awareness, warmth and acceptance and with a genuine intention to help you, and just loving you for who you are.




4   Read and re-read the letter and feel your heart respond to this compassion and kindness. What does it feel like – what words or phrases spring to mind? This is a taste of self-compassion.




5   Read your letter whenever you feel that your levels of self-criticism are escalating. When you cannot do this, simply remember the feeling of self-compassion you experienced when you last read the letter.
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Practice: Feeling the music


This practice was inspired by my fellow trainer and teacher Helen Stephenson as she recalled a Quaker meeting she once attended. (Even though here the higher self is referred to as ‘God’, if you follow another principle of spirituality or your own personal higher self, the practice may still help you.)

When you go before God in prayer you cannot leave anything behind. You carry in this moment every person, every incident, every thought, every feeling you have ever had and as you lay yourself before God so you bring all the mess as well. ‘My prayer’, she said, ‘is really one sentence: Here I am, what a mess.’




Mother Mary Clare of the Sisters of Love of God, as quoted by Jack Nicholls in Struggling to be Holy by Judy Hirst (Darton, Longman and Todd, 2008)





Father Jonathan read this quotation in morning meeting for worship and it strongly resonated with Helen. She had been practising meditation and yoga for over 30 years, had received counselling and had come to acknowledge that, although we might experience deep peace during our meditation, and although we might feel changed through the experience (we can call it God, presence), we have to acknowledge that still nothing has changed. Being a body-centred therapist, Helen would say that the body remembers. Our body remembers, even if we don’t. It remembers acts of kindness as well as acts of roughness. It remembers when we felt loved and when we felt rejected. As small children, we were unable to reflect on these acts of harshness and rejection. We felt wounded and rejected, which has stayed with us, and we still carry this sense of dislike of self with us.

But we have forgotten that in us is the bubbling presence of life, or God, if you prefer. We can learn to feel this vibrant and joyful energy in ourselves and this will help us to remember that we are loved. In fact, this simple exercise will help us to be present with ourselves; our bodies like to feel the presence of our mind, like a child that can relax when it feels the loving presence of its parent or caregiver.

The musical body practice can help you to relax and is the first step towards loving yourself. It takes about 20–30 minutes. Do it first thing in the morning, or at night before you go to bed. Do it with gentle flowing instrumental music. Choose a piece that you feel really connected to, or maybe try a different one each time. You are invited to sense the music you are listening to in each part of the body, and then in the entire body. Stay with each body part for about 1 minute (6–8 breaths). Where you have two of a body part (legs, arms, etc.), these are done together.





Start to listen to the music and sense it in your:
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When you have completed this practice, having felt the music on a cellular level, stay with the sensations a little longer. If at all possible, just breathe and be. Only when you feel ready, write down mindfully in your journal what you have experienced (this is for your eyes only).







Love (III)

LOVE bade me welcome; yet my soul drew back,

Guilty of dust and sin.

But quick-eyed Love, observing me grow slack

From my first entrance in,

Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning

If I lack’d anything.



‘A guest,’ I answer’d, ‘worthy to be here:’

Love said, ‘You shall be he.’

‘I, the unkind, ungrateful? Ah, my dear,

I cannot look on Thee.’

Love took my hand and smiling did reply,

‘Who made the eyes but I?’



‘Truth, Lord; but I have marr’d them: let my shame

Go where it doth deserve.’

‘And know you not,’ says Love, ‘Who bore the blame?’

‘My dear, then I will serve.’

‘You must sit down,’ says Love, ‘and taste my meat.’

So I did sit and eat.



George Herbert (1593–1632)






This beautiful poem by George Herbert, made into a song by the English composer Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872–1958), may touch some of you deeply; it seems like a declaration of compassionate love to man. It emphasizes that the only ingredient we need to bring along for transforming our self into a living compassion is the willingness to be present.
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