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Praise for


Medicine and Compassion
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“A simple and well-written introduction to Tibetan Buddhism. In folksy English, the book explains the basics of the belief system, including the concepts of impermanence, attachment, suffering, and emptiness. There are plenty of insights that will be worthwhile for caregivers. Medicine and Compassion is most interesting when it touches on Tibet’s unique cultural traditions. For example, it provides a dramatic glimpse into another conceptual world in its descriptions of the process of dying, during which, according to Tibetan beliefs, the spirit moves through various bardo realms, where mind-consciousness is reincarnated. A delightful book.”


—Ted Kaptchuk, in the New England Journal of Medicine


“I was dumbfounded by how much Chökyi Nyima Rinpoche comprehends the emotional challenges facing doctors in relationship to their patients. He nails it time and time again. Magnificent! I shall continue to reread it just for the pleasure of the teachings, for the clarity of his mind, and for the purity of his heart. This is a very worthy project.”


—Jon Kabat-Zinn, author of Full Catastrophe Living


“Medicine and Compassion is a wonderful guide for caregivers to develop compassion and skill in helping others from their deepest heart. A very practical, easy-to-read, and much-needed book.”


—Judith Orloff, MD, author of The Ecstasy of Surrender


“In Medicine and Compassion, Chökyi Nyima pairs homespun advice for providing the best possible care for patients with expositions on Buddhist understandings on suffering and embodiment. Interesting adaptations of Buddhist principles are offered on such subjects as the art of healing and how to assist patients through the dying process.”


—Buddhadharma


“This book will be of value to any health worker who has a sincere wish to help his or her patients and who wants to nurture that wish without burning out. It will also be of value to any health worker who once had this wish and would like to recover a deep sense of caring and compassion. There is also much of value here for those who care for the terminally ill. The book should also be read by anyone involved in the teaching of health workers, especially those who provide clinical care.”


—Journal of Travel Medicine


“Medicine and Compassion is full of wisdom for any doctor whose well of medical empathy has at some time run dry. It represents the collaboration of a Tibetan Buddhist monk from Nepal and a Western-trained doctor, David Shlim. Medicine and Compassion is easy to recommend because it squarely confronts one of medicine’s perennial challenges—namely, how to grow in wisdom and kindness, as well as in knowledge, and how to care for patients with all of the above.”


—Clinical Infectious Diseases
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A NEW 10TH ANNIVERSARY EXPANDED EDITION


“This book will be of value to any health worker who has a sincere wish to help his or her patients and who wants to nurture that wish without burning out.”


—Journal of Travel Medicine


This new edition of the groundbreaking Medicine and Compassion can help anyone reconnect with the true spirit of their caregiving task. In a clear and very modern voice, Chökyi Nyima Rinpoche and Dr. David R. Shlim use the teachings of Tibetan Buddhism to present practical tools for revitalizing the caring spirit.


“A wonderful guide for caregivers to develop compassion and skill in helping others from their deepest heart. A very practical, easy-to-read, and much-needed book.”


—Judith Orloff, MD, author of The Ecstasy of Surrender


Offering practical advice on caring for people who are critically ill or dying and their families, Medicine and Compassion provides inspiration to any who wish to reenergize their patience, kindness, and effectiveness. The warmth and care in these pages is sure to strike a resonant chord with medical professionals, hospice workers, teachers and parents of children with special needs, and those caring for aging and infirm loved ones.


“A delightful book, simple and well written.”


—Ted Kaptchuk, in the New England Journal of Medicine


CHÖKYI NYIMA RINPOCHE is the abbot of one of the largest monasteries in Nepal, with over 250 monks. He has authored six books, and he regularly visits and teaches at retreat centers in many countries, including his North American retreat center in California, Rangjung Yeshe Gomde.


DAVID R. SHLIM, MD, ran the world’s busiest destination travel medicine clinic in Kathmandu, Nepal, for fifteen years, and he was the attending physician for all the survivors of the 1996 Mount Everest disaster chronicled in Jon Krakauer’s Into Thin Air. He currently lives in Jackson Hole, Wyoming.




This book is dedicated to the memory of Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche (1920–96), Chökyi Nyima Rinpoche’s father, who taught an entire generation how to recognize the nature of mind. He was the embodiment of wisdom and compassion, and he remains my inspiration.




The bottom line is that being a kind, aware, and relaxed person doesn’t require the belief in past and future lives, or the law of karma. It has to do with how we conduct ourselves, how we train our own minds. When we do it in the right way, all good qualities start to manifest from our mind, and all negative traits begin to grow less and less. The whole spiritual path is contained within just that.


—Chökyi Nyima Rinpoche


In an absolute sense, compassion is the awakened nature of the mind.


—Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche




Foreword
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“A physician shall be dedicated to providing competent medical care, with compassion and respect for human dignity and rights.”


—The first principle of the Code of Medical Ethics of the American Medical Association


       Every doctor knows what it takes to become technically competent: learn more about scientific advances and the latest, successful drugs and procedures. How many physicians, however, have any sense of how to become more compassionate? Are some simply more inclined than others to be compassionate? Is it how they are born? Can you develop compassion in the same sense that you acquire other knowledge and skills that make up the craft of medicine?


The thesis of this exceptional book answers clearly: the conscientious physician can learn compassion. It can be done. A remarkable American physician, David Shlim, has done it. More importantly, he and his coauthor, the Tibetan lama Chökyi Nyima Rinpoche, describe how you can as well. Their approach to compassion in medicine emerged from their twenty-year relationship and derives from the philosophy of Tibetan Buddhism. It would be a mistake, however, to think that only an adherent of Buddhism could gain from reading, reflecting, and acting on this book’s ideas. Beyond a statement of philosophy, this work provides practical guidance to anyone who seeks to become more compassionate.


Michelangelo was said to sculpt by liberating the figure within the marble. In similar fashion, Chökyi Nyima Rinpoche teaches here that compassion lies within each of us and emerges after removing the stumbling blocks of greed, anger, and ignorance. This requires effort and the mastery of technique, but compassion itself is not a technique. Compassion arises together with being a complete, understanding, and open person. In contemporary psychological terms, a focused intention to develop compassion takes advantage of the principles of cognitive consonance. Equipped with the knowledge of how to tap into your compassion, and acting on this understanding, you bring this feeling into your work and into your life. Your personal growth and professional depth go hand in hand.


The same qualities of mind that foster compassion—tolerating uncertainty, moment-to-moment awareness, openness to new information—can also engender better clinical decision-making. Compassion promotes competence. Compassionate physicians stay better focused on the true needs of their patients while taking full advantage of expert knowledge in treating them. In this way, compassion directly expresses “patient-centered” care, a key constituent of high-quality health care. Indeed, this concept was identified as a major dimension of quality in a 2001 report by the Institute of Medicine, Crossing the Quality Chasm: A New Health System for the 21st Century.


Medicine and Compassion reminds us that a compassionate physician copes better than one who is not. Compassion not only produces better care for the patient, it also strengthens the physician’s ability to engage the difficult clinical situations of the terminally ill patient, the demanding patient, or the frustrated patient. Strengthening our compassion reminds us, too, of the motivation that led many to choose a career in medicine. In the face of multiple demands on doctors today, such reminders are more welcome than ever.


Harvey V. Fineberg, MD, PhD
President, Institute of Medicine of the National Academies
Washington, DC


Donald E. Fineberg, MD
Psychiatrist
Santa Fe, New Mexico




Preface
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       It is taken for granted that compassion will be an aspect of a doctor’s professional life, but we don’t dedicate much time in our training to thinking purposefully about cultivating it. When thrown into the tumult of caring for a ceaseless stream of the ill, injured, and infirm, even the most dedicated and energetic resident soon finds that there are real limits to our ability to empathize with the people we serve. We discover that our ability to offer compassionate care has limits, and confronting those limits can be dispiriting and uncomfortable. This, I believe, is why compassion is often only talked about in medical circles in terms of its limitations—compassion fatigue, burnout, and the dangers of caring too much. Our dominant model of compassion suggests that it is a limited resource: we run the risk of exhausting it if we aren’t careful.


Generally speaking, the skills that we develop in the practice of medicine steadily improve over the span of our career. But the same does not seem to be true for compassion, which feels as if it diminishes as our practice goes on. Compassion often seems like a mysterious gift—some seem to naturally have more of it than others, and even the gifted risk burning out if they overuse their talents. Even the kindest doctors treat compassion as if they were drawing on a finite supply housed in a battery, using it sparingly and in moderation. We want to be able to call on compassion as a useful skill in our practice, but we know that we can’t expect it to be constantly “on” without eventually running out. Occasional vacations help us to replenish our internal storehouse and soldier on with our practice. But does it have to be this way?


In 1984, while living and practicing medicine in Kathmandu, Nepal, I turned to meditation as a way of dealing with the emotional stress that came with working in a busy travel medicine clinic that served 2,500 expats and provided emergency care for the 400,000 tourists that came to the city every year. The usual pressure of running a busy, twenty-four-hour-a-day practice was compounded by the added stresses of trying to recruit doctors, obtain visas, import supplies, arrange evacuations, and manage finances in a developing country. Although I had taken up the practice of meditation to deal with personal stress, as my practice evolved I was surprised to find that I was changing as a doctor as well. I was able to be more open to my patients’ problems, to be more resourceful in treating them, and to treat them more consistently with kindness.


Instead of wearing out under the constant strain, I was quietly growing stronger. My motivation to help people was increasing and I recognized that this change was directly related to my study and practice with Tibetan Buddhists. I thought it was extraordinary; I had been looking for something like this my whole professional life! The lama with whom I had been studying, Chökyi Nyima Rinpoche, told me that these changes were only the natural results of studying and practicing the right way.


As I continued spending time with Rinpoche, as we affectionately call him, I learned that Tibetan Buddhism pays special attention to compassion and has developed an advanced and methodical curriculum for those who wish to develop and enhance the quality. It can be argued that compassion lies at the heart of Tibetan Buddhist training as a whole. What makes the Tibetan Buddhist view unique is that it considers compassion to be an expression of our true nature, which, when recognized and cultivated, can be exponentially increased without limit. In other words, we can develop real and boundless compassion by probing beneath the surface to investigate the nature of our lives, the relationship between our thoughts and our perception of the world, and the nature of suffering and how to genuinely relieve it. As Rinpoche says, the true practitioner is someone who “strives to see things as they really are, not as they seem.”


After years of dreaming about being able to share Rinpoche’s approach with Western caregivers, I was finally able to successfully arrange and host two conferences on medicine and compassion in Jackson Hole, Wyoming. It is from these conferences, held in 2000 and 2002, that Medicine and Compassion came into being. The nearly thirty hours of talks given by Chökyi Nyima Rinpoche at the conferences were transcribed and edited into this book.


Medicine and Compassion challenges the common vision of compassion as finite, emotionally strenuous, and exhaustible, turning to the well-established Tibetan Buddhist method of developing a healthy compassion that is well balanced and robust enough to support the practice of medicine and the practice of caregiving more generally. We all share deep within ourselves a consciousness that has as its basis a natural and profound compassion and wisdom. The reason that we don’t clearly experience that compassion and wisdom throughout our lives is that our basic nature is obscured by our habits of thought. But these habits, like any habit, can be changed with effort. The training contained in this book is aimed at helping us let go of attachment to our own thoughts so that our inherent wisdom and compassion can shine through in a profound, stable, and effortless way.


It isn’t necessary to become a Buddhist to benefit from the advice provided in this book. The cultivation of compassion is presented here as a process of exploring the relationship between our minds and our external environment—something that anyone can do, regardless of what they believe. The directness of Chökyi Nyima Rinpoche’s voice in the book is a result of the oral quality of its source material; reading it can feel like listening to the teachings directly at the feet of a compassionate Tibetan lama. I have used the opportunity that this new edition presents to supplement Rinpoche’s instructions with a study guide that highlights the key points of each chapter and explains how concepts fit together as the book progresses. Although Medicine and Compassion refrains from using many Buddhist technical terms and is easy to read, the ideas that are presented here are as profound as Buddhist philosophy can be.


I owe a deep debt to my teachers, particularly Chökyi Nyima Rinpoche and his father, the late Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche, who was my primary meditation teacher. I was so fortunate to stumble into this world, and my profound wish is that other people can gain a similar feeling of hope and satisfaction from reading the teachings that Chökyi Nyima Rinpoche has so kindly provided to benefit caregivers and those they care for.
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David R. Shlim, MD
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       The purpose of this book is to investigate how to combine compassion with the art of healing. How can we best combine these two factors, and what would be the value of doing so? Compassion is an attitude, a way of approaching the needs of others. People develop many different attitudes in their lives, but the attitude that we call compassion is the most noble and the most helpful for others. The fact that compassion is important is commonly accepted. Affirming the value of compassion has little to do with whether you consider yourself spiritual, or whether you choose to follow—or not—any particular religion.


In Buddhist philosophy, the cultivation of compassion receives special attention. Buddhist teachings refer to “the precious enlightened attitude of benevolence.” This precious enlightened attitude expresses itself as a loving, considerate, and compassionate will to help others. Does it make practical sense to try to cultivate kindness and compassion when the world appears to be so competitive? It might seem like the prudent thing to do is to simply look out for your own interests or the interests of those closest to you. If you think about it, however, the situation in the world today, with all of its conflicts, makes it even more urgent to study and train in compassion. For the main factor that promotes peace and well-being is compassion.


My student Dr. David Shlim has meditated and studied for many years. He began to think that it could be beneficial to share what he has learned. He thought, “I am a doctor, and many doctors have the same feelings that I do. We like to serve others, and we would like to develop loving-kindness. The teachings about loving-kindness and wisdom are very clear and perfect in Buddhist philosophy.” So he thought like this for a long time. And he kept asking me, “I would like you to provide teachings specifically for medical professionals about medicine and compassion. Will you do this someday?”


I know this topic is very important for doctors, so I made time to do this. How much this will help you or not, I can’t say. I’m very pleased that you made the effort to obtain this book. What drew you to read this book? You naturally feel kindness toward those in your care, and you want to develop that kindness in yourself and others. That’s a very, very good reason for you to want to read a book about medicine and compassion.


I wish that you may be happy and healthy, and that your wisdom and loving-kindness may increase like the waxing moon. This is my wish and my prayer.




OVERVIEW




1. Human Nature
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       Over the last two hundred years, the world appears to have totally changed due to developments in science. It is now possible to travel great distances in a very short time. The practice of medicine has also benefited from scientific innovations. Surgery has improved dramatically, and diseases can now be cured that in the past were impossible to treat. If people from a couple of centuries ago suddenly arrived in our time, they would think that our modern inventions were a form of magic.


Although much of this development has been positive and helpful, some developments have been frightening and destructive. Massive genocides have occurred, and there is the constant threat of nuclear and bioterrorist attacks. Good and evil appear to flourish together. We need to investigate why.


The helpful, positive developments that we experience all derive from human intelligence. None of them just fall from the sky. Technological advances were not created by gods, nor were their destructive uses produced by the devil. Some people say that the gods create what is good, while all the harmful and abusive activity in the world is the work of the devil. In my view, it’s not like that.


The helpful, positive developments in human civilization are a product of creative human intelligence. Likewise, destructive inventions also come from the human mind. If we examine any person’s character closely, we can always find something kind and positive. If we look even more closely, we will discover that these compassionate qualities are intrinsic—they are inherently present in the mind of every person. In some people such feelings may be just a tiny seed, but they are still present.


At the same time, there is also an aggressive and potentially nasty side to most any human being. If we ask, “What is the nature of a given person?” the answer would be that each person is a mixture of positive and negative qualities. We sometimes experience spontaneous feelings of compassion toward others, while at other times we feel selfish and angry.


Any being capable of having experiences is called a sentient being. The fundamental quality of being able to experience is identical for each of us. To use an analogy, we could say that our basic nature is like water. Water has the inherent quality of being wet. Is it possible to find water that is not wet? Not a liquid? If you do find dry water, it is not called “water” any more. In addition, pure water appears sparklingly clear. However, we sometimes encounter water that is brown and muddy. When water is mixed with dirt it appears muddy, but pure water is still present. If we filter out the dirt, we will still have completely pure water. It’s the same within ourselves. Our basic nature is very clear and clean, but it can appear to be muddy. Water is a convenient example, because we are all very familiar with the qualities of water.


We can combine the example with its meaning. Just like water has the quality of being an inherently clear liquid, our basic nature—called mind in Buddhist philosophy—has the property of being compassionate. While we may generally accept that this is true for any human being, we might not acknowledge that this is also true for every other sentient being. Yet even the most short-tempered, vicious animal that we can think of, such as a tiger or a leopard, always has someone that they care for, that they are happy to see again, that they love and protect. Perhaps you have seen movies of mother tigers and leopards tenderly caring for their babies and teaching them how to care for themselves in the wild. If we look closely, we may find that all sentient beings are capable of compassion at some level.


The capacity for compassion is combined with the capacity for intelligence. These two aspects of our basic nature have incredible power and enormous potential. Human intelligence can lead to remarkably beneficial things. It can discover cures for disease or vaccines that prevent infections in millions of people. Doctors now have the ability to reach inside the human body using scopes and imaging devices to cure problems without resorting to painful, invasive surgery.


There are other useful inventions as well, such as a machine that can carry four hundred people together through the air. At any one time, some passengers are eating, some are having conversations, some are asleep, and some are sitting on the toilet. Together they travel in one day from a place we call the East to a place we call the West. It’s pretty incredible. What makes this possible? A computer did not think up these inventions. They weren’t handed down from the sky by a god. Human intelligence—put to good use—is able to bring forth such beneficial inventions.


Human intelligence is the creator of these technological marvels. This fact is widely recognized, and it has led to a lot of interest and a lot of facilities where younger human beings can go to develop their intelligence. Western culture is oriented particularly around the kind of intelligence that can produce increasingly sophisticated material goods. But what about the other aspect of human minds—the capacity for being compassionate and the qualities that go along with that? There appears to be less interest in these qualities and fewer facilities set up to promote human compassion.


If we could have a better balance between the development of intelligence on one side and the development of a loving, compassionate frame of mind on the other, this world would be far more harmonious, far more at peace. I feel that it’s critical at the present time to invest more effort into systematically developing love and compassion. Of course developing love and compassion is always important, but at present it is even more crucial. If we could advance the cultivation of love and compassion to the extent we have developed technological improvements, the entire world community would benefit immeasurably.


Compassion is the sincere wish to alleviate the suffering of another. This desire to alleviate another’s pain includes not only their present experience of discomfort but also the cause of their suffering, the underlying reasons they are not well. This kind of genuine desire to make others feel better and not suffer is what compassion is all about.


Likewise, loving-kindness is the wish for another person both to be happy and to have the causes for happiness. It is the wish for another person’s well-being. You not only want others to feel happier momentarily, you also want them to enjoy the causes for ongoing happiness.


Loving-kindness and compassion are feelings that are directed toward someone else. It feels natural to be loving and compassionate toward someone that we already know and like, such as our close friends, our children, or our parents. It is more difficult to feel love and compassion toward people we don’t know, people that we have no prior relationship with. Even more difficult yet is to experience spontaneous love and compassion for people who harm us in some way, or for people who apparently dislike us or who criticize us.


You may have encountered someone in your life who has spoken badly of you in public or who has tried to undermine you behind your back. This person may have been rude to you or said cruel, hurtful words. It is incredibly difficult to feel compassion toward a person who treats you this way. According to the Buddha, we should aim at cultivating loving-kindness and compassion that knows no bounds, that is not limited to people we already know and like. However, we have already discovered that this type of boundless compassion does not come naturally. Unless we train ourselves, unless we put our heart into being that way, it will not develop. We need to train in developing our loving-kindness and compassion so that it eventually expresses itself without any prejudice or limitations.


This type of attitude may seem impossible to achieve, and it would be were it not for a key element in the Buddhist teachings that makes this goal possible. The Buddha taught that we should try to achieve a state of mind described as “emptiness suffused with compassion.” Although “emptiness” is the most common translation, we can substitute the word “openness” for emptiness: the development of a feeling of openness that is suffused with compassion. For some people this may sound strange, while for others it may prove relatively easy to understand. This concept will be addressed in much greater detail later on, but for now simply recognize that we are not talking about a religious quality. Emptiness is something that is ultimately our basic nature.


For those who pursue training in compassion, intention and motivation are of central importance. The more pure, noble, and vast our intentions are, the better the outcome. When we initially express our intention to help others, we may not be able to visualize actually helping people on a vast scale. However, by simply aspiring to help others, no matter how many there are—countless others—sooner or later that wish can come true. By simply forming the wish or prayer, “May I help a huge number of others—not only people, but all beings,” you will eventually succeed. Unfortunately, the same is true for evil desires. If you hold on to ill will for a long time and continue to expand it into a huge aspiration, such as, “May I really harm others on a massive scale,” then definitely at some point you will be able to do this.


A benevolent frame of mind can ease the suffering of other beings, and a malevolent frame of mind can cause immense suffering. Since you are reading this book, I assume you are interested in being able to relieve suffering. In order to be able to relieve suffering, and to avoid causing it, we need to investigate the causes of suffering in more detail.





 


Study Guide
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• THE HUMAN MIND can produce both wonderful and terrible things; the potential for both good and evil appear to coexist within us. To begin with, it is worth thinking about this basic nature. Can we nourish and expand our good qualities? Can we reduce and eventually eliminate our bad qualities?


 


• THE BASIC PREMISE introduced in this chapter is that our actual nature of mind is intrinsically good, but this quality of mind is often obscured by our habits of thought.


 


• FROM THIS POINT OF VIEW, compassion is considered natural to our being; it is inseparable from our basic awareness. Therefore, increasing one’s capacity for compassion is not a matter of building up compassion but is, instead, a matter of weakening and stripping away the habits of thought that obscure our intrinsic compassion.
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