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What people are saying about

Compassion Based Living Course

It is with great pleasure that I recommend this introduction to compassion written by Heather & Choden. The world is being swamped by books and articles on this topic so readers may wonder why yet another? The reason is simple — this is a practical D.I.Y. for those who might be interested in the Compassion Based Living Course which is offered by the Mindfulness Association. I know that hundreds of people have done and benefitted from this course so feel confident in suggesting that many more people, including you, will benefit from it.

Rob Nairn, author of A Diamond Mind
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Introduction

Do You Want to Be Compassionate?

Since you have picked up this book then our presumption is that you want to become a more compassionate human being. But the question, ‘Do you want to be compassionate?’ is an important one for us to explore right at the outset.

If we do not think about the implications of the question then the obvious answer is Yes, of course, as a good human being I want to be compassionate. Thinking about this question more deeply, however, may give us cause to doubt our original certainty.

We might discover that we do not really want to be compassionate. At first glance compassion sounds like an attractive virtue, something we feel that we ought to cultivate if we are an intelligent, sensitive human being. It appeals to the image of our better self. But once we reflect on how compassion really takes birth — being willing to face ourselves, our destructive habits, and our selfishness — our initial enthusiasm might start to wane.

We will quickly realise that compassion goes against a deeply entrenched habit of doing what we want and avoiding things we do not like. Even though we might come to see that this is a prison that limits our full potential as a human being, it is still a very comfortable and familiar prison. And so, when our advocate — our own deepest wisdom — hands us the key to get out of the prison, we might just leave it lying on the floor of our cell and stay where we are!

But the key point here is that genuine compassion is about getting to know and accepting this conflict in ourselves; that one part wants to be compassionate and another part wants to stay selfish. If we can face this dilemma honestly, with a touch of humour, then the real journey of compassion can begin. This journey is being willing to embrace our messy, imperfect humanity; to begin to love and accept the parts of us that do not co-operate, that do not want to be good and virtuous, and that just want to stay in the same old familiar prison. We might come to see that these parts have a life of their own and they have been around for a long time, so we will need to approach the path of compassion in a gradual, realistic way.

Compassion, by its very nature, requires us to face the suffering of the world. We start by facing our own suffering. Once we do this, then we are in a better position to recognise and face the suffering of others. We might prefer, however, to live in so-called ‘blissful ignorance’, out of touch with the suffering of ourselves and those around us. Many of us live this way and gloss over the pain and difficulties in life, staying busy and finding ways to distract ourselves.

But what do we mean by suffering? It is rather a loaded word implying great pain and strife. However, suffering can be anything from a nagging sense of things not feeling right — an underlying sense of dissatisfaction — to profound anguish and grief.

More inconvenient still, compassion by its very nature requires us to do something to relieve suffering, as best we can, wherever we encounter it. Again, we start with ourselves and then once we know how to relieve our own suffering, we are in a much better position to help others. Acting to relieve suffering, however, often requires us to act against our own self-interest and to go against the grain of long-held habits of self-absorption that are painful to break.

In short, practising compassion requires us to face our selfishness and to act in the service of the greater good, rather than in the service of our own limiting desires. Practising compassion requires us to be brutally honest about our self and our activity in the world and this takes great courage.

Do you still want to be more compassionate? The important thing is for you to explore this question for yourself. You can do this by engaging with Practice One at the end of this chapter.

It can be useful to explore the different layers of response when we reflect on the question of whether we want to be compassionate. The first layer might be, ‘Yes of course, I want to be a good and upstanding citizen!’ The next layer might be, ‘I am not sure, that is asking a lot, I am fond of doing the things I like and I am very clear about the things I do not like’. The next layer might be uncertainty and fear of changing what is comfortable and familiar. A deeper layer might be, ‘No way, I want to stay just the way I am and forget all this compassion stuff, it is not for me!’ But if we are patient and continue reflecting on this question, we might touch a deep, barely audible voice that says, ‘YES, I really do want to be compassionate because then I will fulfil my deepest potential’. The important thing is for you to go through the process of reflection yourself and see what comes up for you.

So far we have been focusing on the difficulties surrounding compassion training. On the plus side, however, cultivating compassion generates more openness, joy and ease in how we live in the world. Our problems and challenges become more workable and this can result in a deep and abiding wellbeing. By living compassionately, we are living more in touch with ourselves, those around us and the wider world. We live from the understanding that all of life is interdependent and how we think, speak and act affects other people, insects, animals and the Earth we depend on. It results in a deep sense of love and care for the extraordinary life that we are part of. This is the fruition of the path of genuine compassion, and this book is about how to tread this path.

Recognising How Much Compassion You Already Have

A useful starting point in treading this path is recognising how much compassion we already have. Many people think that they are not compassionate at all. They think that compassion is reserved for famous saints like Mother Theresa and the Dalai Lama or great statesmen like Nelson Mandela and Ghandi. But many of us are kind and compassionate in small ways every day, but we tend not to give ourselves credit for this. It can be very helpful to reflect on our small acts of compassion or on harmful acts we would never contemplate doing. This becomes a foundation for building our compassionate capacity. The second reflective practice in this chapter will explore this further.

Practicalities

This book takes you step by step through the Compassion Based Living curriculum. Although it is written in a self-help style, our intention is that this book is either an encouragement to undertake compassion training or an accompaniment to such a training. For more information about our training, to join our free online daily guided meditation sessions, or to join our membership please visit www.mindfulnessassociation.net.

Guided audio of many of the practices in this book are available in the Compassion section of the Mindfulness Association’s free Mindfulness Based Living app, which is available from the Google Play Store for Android devices and from the Apple App Store for iOS devices. The guided audio can also be streamed or downloaded from this web page: www.mindfulnessassociation.net/cblc-book.

Practice Section

In this introductory chapter we offer two reflection practices. They follow the reflection instructions below.

Reflection Instructions

Have a pen and paper handy. Then place your body in a meditation posture. Choose a posture that is comfortable, with the bottom half of your body grounded and the upper half dignified and alert. Then focus on the rising and falling of your body as you breathe. To help settle your mind, try deepening your in-breath a little and lengthening your out-breath. See if you can regulate your breathing so that the in-breath and out-breath are of a similar length and rhythm. You might like to count to three or four on the in-breath and a similar count on the out-breath. Then when your mind begins to settle a little (this may take several minutes) let go of counting and allow your breathing to find its natural rhythm. Next, switch your focus to physical sensations in your body. Do you notice any prominent sensations? Feel from the inside how these sensations manifest. Feel the sensations in your hands where they rest on your lap. Feel the sensations in your sitting bones where they rest on your seat. Feel from the inside the sensations of your feet where they rest on the ground. Then scan your body from your feet upwards to become aware of the sensations throughout your body. Then, lightly focus on your breathing as a support. Whenever you notice that your mind wanders during this practice, bring your attention back to feeling your feet on the floor, aware of your body as a whole resting on your seat with a light focus on your breathing.

Now let a question drop into your mind, like dropping a pebble into a pond, and observe the ripples. You are not thinking about the question; you are simply observing the mind’s response to dropping in the question. Whenever you notice that you are thinking too much about the question or you are distracted by random thoughts, bring your attention back to feeling your feet on the floor, aware of your body as a whole resting on your seat with a light focus on your breathing. Once you feel settled and grounded, pose the question again and let it drop into the mind once more. Repeat this process three times and write down anything that comes up, even if what you write does not seem to make any sense. At the end of the practice reflect on what you have written and ask yourself ‘How do I feel about this?’

Practice 1: Do You Want to Be Compassionate? (15 – 20 minutes)

This reflection entails posing the following questions to yourself (following the instructions above):


	Do I want to be more compassionate?

	Do I recognise that I will have to be less self-focused and less attached to my likes and dislikes?

	Do I recognise that the human condition makes it difficult to be compassionate, and this is not my fault?

	Do I still want to become more compassionate?



It is important to be honest with yourself. You may not like some of the answers that emerge and you may get in touch with a self-centred part of you that prefers the status quo. Nevertheless, try to welcome whatever comes up. The main point of compassion practice is to accept ourselves as we are, even the bits that we do not like. They are part of us and they deserve our compassion too. Our intention is to take care of the entire mixed bag of who we are. After all, we don’t have a spare self, which is hung up in a cupboard somewhere!

Practice 2: Recognising How Much Compassion You Already Have (15 – 20 minutes)

Many of us think that we are not compassionate at all and that we are not up to the task of becoming compassionate people. To dispel this illusion, answer the following questions (following the reflection instructions above):


	Do I care about others?

	Would I like others to be happy?

	Would I knowingly cause suffering to another living being?

	How would I feel if I discovered I had harmed a person or an animal?

	Would I put myself out to help someone in distress?

	Do I ever do small things for others, such as offering a warm smile, helping someone carry their bags, or listening attentively to someone who is in difficulty?



If the answer to some of these questions is ‘Yes’ then you already have some compassion. It is useful to see where compassion shows up in our lives because often it goes unrecognised. Then we think that we are not compassionate and this becomes another reason to be hard on ourselves. The training that we are about to embark on builds on the compassion that we all already have.

A useful daily life practice that builds on this practice is the following:

At the end of each day, spend five minutes reflecting back on all the things you did that day to take care of yourself, other people and the world at large. Pay attention to small acts of kindness. Reaffirm to yourself that you already have some compassion and it is a foundation on which you can now build. You might like to keep a record of these daily reflections in a diary or journal.

As the Dalai Lama once famously remarked, ‘Perform random acts of kindness, and if you cannot help living beings, at least do not harm them’.





Chapter One

The Seed of Compassion Is Already within Us

Compassion Is Innate

When some people first hear about the idea of training in compassion, they often react and say, ‘Oh no that is not for me, I am not a compassionate person’. We all too easily identify with our selfish, neurotic traits and put ourselves down. Others might think, ‘I am not a compassionate person, but maybe I can introduce some compassion into my life by taking a compassion pill’. The underlying belief is that we are not already compassionate people and the only way to get compassion is from the outside. But the fundamental premise of this book is that you are already compassionate. It is a seed that you have within you. You do not need to get it from the outside. The important first step is to recognise and own this fact. We started this process by offering the practice of ‘recognising how much compassion you already have’ in the Introduction. When you do this, then you empower yourself and the question then becomes, ‘How do I cultivate this seed of compassion that is already within me?’

We draw on various sources in this book. One is the science of Evolutionary Psychology and another is Cultural Evolution. From an evolutionary perspective one might think that compassion goes against the evolutionary drive to survive and procreate and pass on our genes to the next generation. We see this powerful drive all around us in society today, manifesting as a competitive drive to earn more money and to get more power and resources. We do this to bolster the security of people like ‘us’, often without caring about the consequences of our actions for those ‘others’ who are from a different country, race, species or social rank.

As human beings, however, care and compassion are qualities that are endowed to us by the evolutionary process too. Our brains are hard-wired to care for others, specifically those who form part of our kith and kin. Human beings cannot survive alone and so we have evolved the capacity to take care of each other in groups. As human culture has evolved, the size of the groups within which we collaborate and prosper have grown from small hunter gatherer groups to village groups, to city states, to whole countries, until now we have global organisations, such as the United Nations. Over the evolution of human culture, it has served our survival as a species to cooperate and care for each other, first in smaller and then in larger groups.

For example, in the United Kingdom all working citizens contribute payments to support the National Health Service so that everyone in our society can receive the health care they need to survive and flourish. Furthermore, the United Nations was set up to maintain international peace and security, to protect human rights and to deliver humanitarian aid and it is now a collaboration of 195 of the 197 countries in the world. Interestingly, both these institutions were set up after the Second World War in response to a period of intense global suffering.

In a recent episode of the television program Gogglebox, a group of children were filmed watching a nature program in which a family of monkeys were trying to cross a crocodile-infested river. There was a father monkey who led the way by jumping between two overhanging trees so as to cross the river. It was a long jump. Then the mother monkey who was holding her baby had to make the jump. The anxiety of the watching children was palpable, and they were desperately rooting for the mother and child to be successful in making the jump. But when they did so they were unsuccessful and fell into the river, much to the distress of the watching children. Then, to their relief the mother and baby out-swam the crocodiles and escaped to safety. This was an example of children of one species watching a family from another species and caring deeply for their safety and wellbeing. It is yet another testament to the fact that compassion is an intrinsic quality within us human beings.

Another source we draw on in this book is Buddhism. The emergence of a secular training in compassion in the last 15 to 20 years has come from a lively interaction between Buddhism, Neuroscience and Psychology. This is not to say that other religious and spiritual traditions do not value and practise compassion too. Indeed, they do. One of the themes underlying so many religious traditions is the Golden Rule: ‘Do unto others as you would have them do unto you’. This lies at the heart of compassion.

The fundamental view of Mahayana Buddhism is that we are all Buddhas but do not realise it. By ‘Buddhas’ we do not mean Eastern ascetics sitting on gilded thrones, but we are referring to our intrinsic nature of wisdom and compassion. We tend to think of ourselves as limited and flawed with a big haversack of personal issues that weigh us down. But the view of Buddhism is that our true nature is flawless, free and whole. It is replete with qualities that are waiting for the opportunity to glisten and shine if we give them the chance.

The classic image in Buddhist scriptures is that of a pauper who spends his whole life living in a dilapidated shack on top of a big pile of dung. He spends his days lamenting his poverty and feeling sorry for himself but he does not realise that beneath the pile of dung is a large piece of gold ore. Tragically, he goes to his grave thinking he was poor when in fact all along he was richer than his wildest dreams!

If we reflect on this story, how many of us are sunk in poverty mentality like the pauper on the dung heap? One of the reasons why we train in compassion is to discover the gold ore for ourselves within the dung of our everyday lives, and then to begin the slow, yet joyful process of refining the gold ore so that it can shine and enrich the lives of ourselves and others.

Compassion Requires Training

Sometimes when we talk about training in compassion, people are puzzled because they think that either you are compassionate or you are not. Often, when we talk about people we ascribe fixed qualities to them, such as ‘he is kind’, or ‘she is very bright’, or ‘he is an arrogant fool’. Through the way we talk, it sounds like these qualities or faults are set in stone. In reality people are changing all the time and someone whom we might remember as being selfish when they were young and immature might turn out to be a kind and caring parent in later years.

The same applies to compassion. Although it is innate within us, it requires some application and effort for it to mature in our experience. In the example of the pauper living on top of the dung heap, if he were told that there is a big piece of gold beneath the dung, he would still need to put in the effort to dig through the dung to get to the gold.

Another analogy is that of going to a gym to build up our muscles. We would all readily agree that it takes consistent hard work over an extended period of time to tone our bodies and build up our muscles. Similarly, we can think of compassion as a heart muscle that needs its own very special kind of training. The fact that the heart muscle is there means that we can develop and train it, but we still have to put in the hard work.

Realising that we can cultivate compassion through a process of training is very empowering. It is all too easy to disempower ourselves by thinking that other people have special qualities but not me; other people can become compassionate but not me. The starting point for training in compassion, however, is owning the fact that it is already in us. All we have to do is to cultivate it. This requires that we form the intention to do so and put in the right amount of effort and apply the right kind of skills. In a nutshell, this is what this book is all about.

On the other hand, it is important to bear in mind that human beings are capable of great destructiveness and aggression. Along with compassion, these tendencies are hard-wired into us by the evolutionary process too. The prevalence of violence and war throughout human history provides ample evidence of this fact. There are many examples of long term friends and neighbours, who have lived harmoniously side by side for many years, and then turn on each other in the name of race, religion or access to resources, such as water or oil.

As we will see through this book, we can train to refrain from mindlessly acting out these tendencies. We can learn to overcome habits of anger, opposition and fear and replace them with kindness, collaboration and courage. In this way we can begin to free ourselves from some of the evolutionary hard-wiring in our brain.

We are also evolutionarily primed to get what we want, for ourselves, our families, our tribe or our country. Our culture in the West has become increasingly individualistic over the last 50 years and we find ourselves in a dog-eat-dog society. Each person is striving to get more of what they want, regardless of whether there is anything left for others. This has resulted in a small minority of people becoming extremely wealthy and being in a position to indulge their every whim. At the same time the rest of the world has got poorer, resulting in great deprivation and suffering. Interestingly, evidence shows that nobody gets happier, not even the wealthy ones.

It is important to recognise that our hard-wired evolutionary drives and passions are not our fault. We did not choose to be born a human being with a tricky brain that is beset by powerfully conflicting drives and emotions; nor did we choose to be born into a particular culture or time in history; and nor did we choose to be born into a loving or abusive family — all of which powerfully shape the kind of person we become. But once we wake up to the situation we find ourselves in, we can take responsibility for it by training in compassion.

In short, we have two opposing evolutionary tendencies:


	One towards selfishness, fighting for what we and our immediate clan wants, regardless of the cost to others;

	And another towards compassion, doing what’s necessary so that everyone (including ourselves) is cared for and has what they need.



The tendency that becomes stronger is the one that we cultivate. This amounts to a choice between whether we go with our hard-wired circuitry of selfishness and tribalism, or whether we cultivate the brain circuitry that fosters compassion.

Thankfully, our brains are adaptable. They have neuroplasticity. This means that how we think, speak and behave is habitual, based on the habits we have repeated in the past. When we behave in a particular way repeatedly over time, this way of behaving becomes hard-wired in our brain and we begin to embody it.

An example of this is when we learn a new skill, such as learning to drive a car or play a musical instrument. To begin with we have to think about each action we take. But with practise, these actions become hard-wired into the brain so that we no longer have to think about them. They become habitual and automatic. We can drive a car without thinking about it and we can seamlessly translate dots on a piece of paper into music without thinking about it too.

Refraining from a habit is difficult, as anyone who has given up a bad habit knows all too well. But if we refrain from a habit repeatedly, the brain rewires itself so that the habit becomes less hard-wired. Over time we gradually become free of that habit.

For example, if we have spent a lot of our lives worrying, this habit becomes hard-wired within our brain and nervous system. It becomes a part and parcel of who we are: a worrier. Through mindfulness and compassion practice, however, we can train to refrain from the habit of worry while at the same time learning to cultivate the qualities of curiosity and courage. As we train in these new qualities, they become hard-wired into our brain and nervous system. Curiosity and courage become part and parcel of who we are: a warrior of compassion!

Therefore, thanks to the plasticity of the brain we can train our innate capacity for compassion while at the same time weakening the innate tendency of selfishness, both of which are hard-wired into us by the power of natural selection.

The Blocks and Obstacles Are the Path

Training in compassion is not theoretical. It is rooted in our everyday lives. It emerges from our struggles and from the struggles of those around us.

We often observe in our own practice and when teaching compassion-based mindfulness to others that periods of life without challenge can lead to a relatively calm meditation practice, which is pleasant to experience, but it does not lead to much personal growth. Personal growth seems to come during and after times of great challenge, in which our meditation practice is often chaotic, seemingly distracted, and full of strong emotion or numbness and zoning out. In this way, the blocks become the path of compassion.

Compassion is a natural human response to suffering and if there is no suffering then there is no possibility for cultivating compassion. That being said, we are not wishing on ourselves heaps of suffering as this can be overwhelming. We skilfully start our compassion training by engaging with challenges and difficulties that are big enough to grow our compassion, but not so big as to overwhelm us.

Each of us has our own level of capacity to tolerate difficulties and respond skilfully to them. If that capacity is breached, we can get overwhelmed. If it is not challenged we will not grow. So, we start where we are. Over time, as we practise compassion we develop the resources within us to tolerate more difficulties and larger scale issues and our compassionate capacity grows. It is often a messy process that involves a lot of emotion, and that is also part of the path.

One major yet subtle block to the practice of compassion is fear of change. If we become more compassionate, what will happen? What might we lose? How might our relationships with loved ones be affected? As human beings we tend to prefer the status quo, even if it is unpleasant. We generally fear change and yet compassion entails significant inner change. Our egocentric self-interest can put up quite a battle when we begin to practise compassion. It does not want to lose power over its familiar terrain.

We may have expectations that our practice of compassion should progress in an orderly manner, but generally that is not what happens. At times we might become overwhelmed and need to take a break. At other times we might experience numbness or agitation; we might resist our practice or feel that it is chaotic and not progressing at all. At other times we might experience volcanic surges of anger; we might descend into the depths of sadness or become ensnared in a whirlwind of anxiety. Our training is simply to allow whatever is unfolding to do so with acceptance and kindly curiosity. All of these experiences and states of mind are part of the practice; nothing falls outside the domain of our practice.

While we are training in compassion we may feel that our practice isn’t improving. There doesn’t seem to be any major breakthrough. However, we may notice in our daily lives that we are responding differently to the people we are with and the situations we find ourselves in. This is significant because the fruition of our compassion practice happens first and foremost in our daily lives and not necessarily on the meditation cushion.

Life generally obliges us by offering up some tasty difficulties and juicy challenges. The instruction here is to adopt these onto to the path. In this way our compassion practice becomes a practical laboratory to which we bring our life experience. To assist with this process, at the end of each chapter we will be offering informal practices for bringing compassion into our daily lives.

A Metaphor for Compassion

There is a very useful metaphor about the blocks and obstacles being the path. It is that of a lotus flower growing out of the mud at the bottom of a lake. We will return to it later in the book and explore it in more detail but it might be useful at this point to give the basic outline of this ancient Buddhist myth because it goes to the heart of what the practice of compassion is all about.

According to the myth there is a very deep lake and at its bottom there is a great heap of mud and sludge that has accumulated over a long period of time. We can think of the mud as being all the disowned, shadowy and suppressed parts of our personality that we have accumulated in this life — what people often call ‘their baggage’. It is all those things we prefer other people did not know about us, and even things we ourselves prefer not to know about!

The key part of the story is that beneath the mud and sludge there is a seed that has lain dormant for a very long time. It is the seed of our wisdom and compassion. We are not aware of it because it is covered by the mud. This is similar to the story we mentioned before of the pauper sitting on a heap of dung with the piece of gold lying hidden beneath it. Nevertheless, the seed is within us — compassion is innate within us — but it only exists as a potential and has not matured in our life experience.

The moral of the story is that the mud and the sludge are not to be rejected. They are vital because they are the manure for the growth of the lotus flower of compassion. As soon as we genuinely form the intention to cultivate compassion, a process deep within us is initiated. The seed begins to germinate and all the things we normally do not like about ourselves become the manure for the gradual emergence of ourselves as a compassionate person. All our anxiety and sadness, all our fits of anger and frustration, and all our feelings of despondency and worthlessness — all of these have great value because they help the seedling of compassion to grow.

For example, if someone had a problem with addiction to alcohol or drugs, this would be part of their mud, along with the associated feelings of low self-worth, depression and anger. If this person then formed the intention to honestly work through their addiction, all of these issues and feelings would become part of their distinctive manure fertilising the seedling of compassion within them. And once this seedling matured into a fully grown lotus flower that bloomed on the surface of the lake, they would be uniquely equipped to help other people like them. They would understand what other people with addiction were going through and they would be in a position to help people in this difficult life situation because they had been there themselves. This is the meaning of the blocks and obstacles being the path.

Start with Self-Compassion

It is important to bear in mind that compassion is a life force that flows in different directions. This is something we will return to later in the book, but we will touch on it briefly now. When most people think of compassion, they take it to mean being compassionate to others. Of course, this is important, but it is only part of the process.

Compassion also means being willing to receive kindness and compassion from others. Many people struggle to be on the receiving end of compassion. They may not feel worthy of compassion, subtly undermined to be on the receiving end, or fear that they will become indebted to the person offering compassion. They are much more comfortable being the one giving compassion. Furthermore, many people find giving compassion to themselves is not easy at all. In our society this is often associated with self-indulgence and weakness.

In our approach all three types of compassion are very important: others to self, self to self and self to others. If you reflect on this for a moment it is self-evident. If we just give out and do not take in, and if we do not take care of ourselves, it follows that we will run out of steam and burn out. This happens to so many people in caring roles, whether this be in the context of the family, or professionals such as nurses, doctors, therapists and care workers. Therefore, it is so important to stimulate the flow of compassion in these different directions. And not only compassion, but also kindness, joy and gratitude too.

For the vast majority of people, the place to start is self-compassion. Many of us are so terribly hard on ourselves. One of our teachers, Rob Nairn, once commented that if someone spoke to us in the way we habitually speak to ourselves, we would not stick around with this person for longer than a day; but in our own case we just roll over and succumb to the vicious attacks and beatings of our self-critic, often for an entire lifetime!

Until we face the self-critic, understand where it is coming from and bring some compassion to this wounded part of ourselves, we will not be able to embark on a path of authentic compassion. The worst-case scenario that is all too common these days is to constantly beat ourselves up whilst also being a martyr to others, constantly looking after the needs of everyone else whilst ignoring our own. This approach is doomed to failure.

For these reasons starting with self-compassion is a sane and important step.

Clarifying Our Motivation

It is important to be very clear what our motivation is for being compassionate otherwise our efforts at being compassionate can backfire.

Some people are motivated by a wish to be liked or approved of. Their actions may be motivated by an expectation of reciprocation: ‘If I do this for you, then you will do something similar for me’. There is nothing wrong with this approach, but it is useful to be clear about our underlying motivation or we might become resentful if our assumption is not met.

Furthermore, we have worked with many people over the years who have low self-esteem and have spent their lives looking after everyone around them at the expense of themselves. They feel that they are not worth the kindness and care that they give to others. This approach is unbalanced and can lead to burnout, resentment and a martyr complex. As our teacher, Rob Nairn, always used to say, ‘There is no need for self-sacrifice’. Genuine compassion balances our needs with those of everyone else and it is unconditional, but this takes time and practise.

An issue related to that of our basic motivation, is whether the way that we are being kind and caring is actually helpful in getting to the root of a problem or whether it is merely prolonging the problem. This type of kindness and caring may be the path of least resistance. It is a way to stay liked and approved of by those around us, but often we don’t recognise this. One example might be always doing the washing and cooking for our teenage children, but the upshot is that they do not learn to do this for themselves and so cannot look after themselves when they leave home. It might be quite tough to ask our children to do this for themselves because it is what we have always done and it keeps the peace at home, but in the long term it is not in their best interests.

Another example is commiserating with someone who is always complaining, and in the process reinforcing their habit of resentment. It might take a lot of courage to respond in a different way to this person by not just going along with their litany of complaints, but by helping them to see that their habit of complaining is the real issue. Genuine compassion requires us to do something different from following the path of least resistance, and this might mean acting in a way that might make us less popular, at least in the short term.

By seeing deeply what causes us to suffer — including our underlying expectations, assumptions and habits — we can begin to see what causes others to suffer. By understanding how to relieve our own suffering at its root, we begin to recognise how to do this for others. This equips us to help others in an authentic and meaningful way. This will not always be easy for us or pleasing for others, but it is more likely to get to the root of the problem.

Practice Section

For each of the practice sections offered at the end of each chapter in this book, we recommend that you do a formal daily sitting practice of 20 to 45 minutes per day, as well as some informal, daily life practices. You might also like to keep a journal and record any observations about your practice. Make a few notes at the end of each practice about anything you have noticed. You can also journal about daily life practice at the end of each day. Then, once week or so, read over what you have written and reflect on it. If you notice any patterns beginning to emerge, write them down. You can ask yourself, ‘How do I feel about this?’ and journal your response to this question.

Formal Sitting Practice

Practice 3: Reflection on Intention and Motivation (15 – 20 minutes)

Once you have prepared your mind by following the reflection instructions on pages 4-5 of the Introduction, pose the following questions to yourself in a reflective way:


	What am I intending to do in order to become more compassionate?

	Why do I want to be more compassionate?

	What is my deepest motivation for practising compassion?

	Can I express this as a heartfelt personal vision?



Make a note of your intention and motivation at the front of your journal or write it on a piece of paper that you keep in your purse or wallet so that you can refer to it regularly. Each time you do a formal compassion meditation practice start by bringing to mind your intention and motivation. This is important because your intention reminds you of what you are meaning to do whilst your motivation reminds you why it is important to you. Intention sets your direction of travel. Motivation provides the energy to keep you moving in that direction.

Although, some core aspects of your intention and motivation may stay the same, over time you might notice that other aspects of your intention and motivation change. Keep a note of any changes in your journal.

If you so choose, you can end your session with the wish to carry forward any benefit from your practice into your daily life, so that it may be dedicated to the welfare of both yourself and others. This helps to ensure that you don’t leave all your good intentions behind when you get up off your cushion.





Chapter Two

Why Practise Compassion?

Pain and Suffering

We practise compassion because all of us suffer needlessly and compassion practice can relieve this needless suffering.

There is unavoidable pain in life. The Buddha pointed this out over 2600 years ago in his famous teaching on the Four Noble Truths. He identified sickness, old age and death as key components of unavoidable pain. But there are many other forms too, such as grief and loss, losing what we hold dear and encountering what we feel aversion towards, along with all manner of ups and downs in life. We cannot do much about these since they are part and parcel of our fragile, impermanent lives.

But suffering is optional. This is what we add to the unavoidable pain by resisting it. Our friend and teacher, Rob Nairn, once remarked that actual pain amounts to 10% of the problem while our resistance and seeking to avoid pain amounts to 90% of the problem. When we resist pain, we compound it by thinking about it over and over again. This gives rise to strong emotions that stimulate more thinking as we tell ourselves stories about the pain. We then buy into these stories, and before we know it we have woven for ourselves a painful habit of suffering.

An example of this might be noticing a pain in our knee as we are doing sitting meditation practice. A sane approach would be to move our legs and if the pain persists simply to allow it to be. We might experiment with gently breathing into the area of pain, curious about the pattern of physical sensations that our mind labels as ‘pain’. We might also place a hand on our knee as a gesture of self-soothing and feel the warmth and kindness implicit in this gesture. Our attitude here is to allow the pain to be as it is without resisting it or trying to get rid of it. There is just the pain.

Another approach might be to get angry about the pain in our knee. We might start ruminating on how we were clumsy and tripped yesterday and this why we are feeling pain now. We might then become frustrated and start berating ourselves for being a clumsy idiot — and then amplify this by ruminating on how we have always been careless and foolish! The more we buy into this story, the more worthless and demoralised we feel. And then, in the midst of our ruminations, we recall that we tripped over something that our equally careless neighbour left out on the path. Now we start blaming the neighbour and get ourselves worked up about how they are so messy and are bringing the entire neighbourhood down! We then imagine ourselves giving them a real talking to the next time we see them. All of this makes the pain feel so much worse. There is no longer just the pain; there is the self-created suffering too.

Alternatively, the pain in our knee might trigger our tendency to worry. We might worry that it will get worse and we might need an operation — or worse still, a knee replacement! Then we might be out of work for months on end and might even lose our job. We might then not be able to keep up our mortgage payments and end up homeless on the streets on crutches! The more we dwell on these stories, the more we buy into them and the more we trigger our fight and flight response. We feel shaky and our heart beats a lot faster. It is no longer just a pain in our knee, it is now a full-on catastrophe!

This example of unavoidable pain is a physical one. The same applies to emotional pain, such as grief and anger. We might tell ourselves stories of how we are alone in our grief and how no-one understands what we are going through; we then buy into these stories and pile on lashings of suffering. Similarly, we might blame other people for making us angry and for losing our temper, without it ever occurring to us to look inwardly and notice how our own self-created habit of anger is piling on the 90%.

We each have different styles of resisting our pain, depending on our habitual patterns. This is not our fault; it is simply part of the human condition. It is a habit that has been hard-wired into our brain by our conditioning. But when we recognise how we turn our pain into suffering, then change can occur.

Sutra of the Two Arrows

There is an ancient story that illustrates very well the difference between pain and suffering. Originally it was an oral teaching given by the Buddha. Many years after the Buddha died these oral teachings were recorded in writing by his students, and they became known as the ‘sutras’.

According to this sutra, even the good and the wise are struck by one arrow in life, and this is the unavoidable pain that is part and parcel of being alive. Each one of us experiences change; we get sick, we get old and we die. Nobody can avoid these stark realities of life, even those who are saintly and wise. Furthermore, the first arrow strikes us over and over again, often on a daily basis, in the form of minor setbacks, fatigue, heartache and loss.

But most of us are struck by a second arrow which lands very close to where the first arrow struck, in the part of the body that is inflamed by the original wound. The Buddha described the second arrow as resistance obsession which is a wonderfully apt term for describing the unwillingness to feel the pain of the first arrow. This avoidance can take the form of suppressing the pain of the first arrow by actively pushing it away, by fixating on something else in order to distract ourselves, or by simply tuning out and becoming numb.

Each of us can reflect on the many ways these three reactions occur in our own experience. For example, we might receive some bad news in an email — someone we relied on to do something has let us down. Instead of coolly acknowledging the reality of the situation and taking care of our hurt feelings, we might immediately launch into a tirade of anger to our partner who has the misfortune of sitting next to us. Or we might distract ourselves from the feelings of hurt by going onto Facebook to find something appealing to focus on. Or we might consciously go numb by drinking one glass of wine after another!

Each of these reactions represent the second arrow of resistance obsession. The good and the wise are less susceptible to the second arrow because they have learnt from experience to stay with the present situation, to calmly weigh up the facts and take care of their hurt feelings. In this way their relationship to pain and setbacks is more straightforward, simple and effective. They have learnt from experience that reacting to pain creates an extra layer of problems and makes the situation worse. Basically, they have learnt that the first arrow is 10% of the problem and resistance obsession is 90% of the problem. This is what makes them wise! They feel the pain but they uproot the causes of suffering.

One of our colleagues, Clive Holmes, said once in a memorable teaching that there is a third arrow for those of us living in these modern times. He went on to say that this arrow is even more devastating than the first two because it strikes at our very identity. It is the tendency to put ourselves down and feel shamed for having been struck by the first two arrows. Shame is the killer blow because it renders us immobilised and powerless — it makes us feel that we are a flawed and unworthy human being.

In the practice of compassion, the key thing is to accept the first arrow, and to learn to work with the second arrow by cultivating acceptance of our reactive tendencies. We work with the third arrow by stepping into our power as a compassionate being, and from this place we hold the feelings of shame with kindness and understanding. We will come to this later in the book when we cultivate the compassionate self.

It will be useful to hold in the mind the image of the three arrows as we continue on our compassion journey because they provide a useful indicator of where we can get stuck, as well as being rich manure for our emergence as a compassionate person. Each of you can explore how the dynamic of the three arrows is unfolding in your own life by doing the practice of Noticing Suffering at the end of this Chapter.

A Path of Practice

Through our practise of mindful compassion, we begin to cultivate the resources to face the inevitable pain of life. We begin to develop the skills to spot the stories we tell ourselves, to drop them and to simply be with the underlying experience of original pain. As our teacher Rob Nairn has said repeatedly: ‘There is no exemption certificate!’

We have to feel the original pain. But if we can do this with acceptance and without resistance, then the suffering can be avoided, or at least reduced.

We start by recognising how we pile on the 90% for ourselves. Once we begin to see how we do this to ourselves, we also see how others do it to themselves. There is no blame here. There is simply a recognition of how the human condition sets us all up to suffer. As we stop buying into our own suffering, we naturally stop buying into the suffering of those around us. When this happens we are much less likely to become overwhelmed. This creates the space for a skilful response to emerge so as to respond empathically to the suffering of others.

The practice of compassion is not theoretical. It is about facing the challenges and messiness of our day to day lives. Our life experience is the main ingredient in the experimental laboratory of our compassion practice. Bear in mind that:

‘We are all spectacularly flawed.’ John Paul Sartre

‘…but this is completely OK.’ Rob Nairn

Working Definition of Compassion

Since compassion is a response to suffering, it is important first to clarify what we mean by ‘suffering’. This is what we have done in the section above. Now we can turn our attention to what we mean by ‘compassion’.

We have a simple working definition of compassion. What we mean by a ‘working definition’ is one that is useful to us when we put compassion into practise. Compassion is a highly complex and nuanced human faculty and this working definition does not cover all the many aspects of compassion. It is not a comprehensive definition. What it seeks to do is clarify where our focus should be when we come to practise.

The working definition of compassion that we use in this book is attributed to the Dalai Lama:

‘A sensitivity to the suffering of ourselves and others, along with a deep desire to relieve that suffering and its causes.’ (Tsering, 2008.)

We can see from this definition that there are two main aspects to compassion. In the book Choden co-authored with Professor Paul Gilbert, Mindful Compassion (2013), Paul referred to these as the two psychologies of compassion because each of them entails different mental competencies and they draw on different parts of our motivational and emotional makeup. Therefore, each of them entails a different psychology. However, in this book we are choosing the simpler term of the two aspects of compassion.
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