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Advance Praise for First Invite Love In

“First Invite Love In is a clear, practical handbook that will genuinely help anyone who reads it and follows its exercises. It is an especially important guide at a time when so many lack confidence about how to go beyond fear and uncertainty.”

    —Sharon Salzberg, co-founder of the Insight Meditation Society and author of Faith and Lovingkindness


“The short exercises presented here will benefit anyone who practices them.”

    —Sakyong Mipham Rinpoche, holder of the Shambhala Buddhist Lineage and author of Turning the Mind into an Ally


“A marvelous, practical book, unlike anything else out there—the ultimate how-to manual for nurturing kindness and compassion. The authors’ enthusiasm for compassion is contagious! It’s obvious that caring for others is a good idea, and fortunately Tana Pesso and Penor Rinpoche take the reader by the hand and show us how.”

—Deborah Schoeberlein, author of Mindful Teaching and Teaching Mindfulness
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THE DALAI LAMA

Generally speaking, having a positive mind ultimately brings us benefit and happiness. According to my own limited experience, we can change. We can transform ourselves. Therefore, if we all spend a few minutes every day trying to develop a positive, compassionate mind, as explained here, eventually compassion will truly become part of our lives. It is my prayer that by doing so we shall all contribute to a genuinely more peaceful and amicable world and to the lasting happiness of all sentient beings.
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For my mother, Diane Boyden-Pesso, who taught me to have compassion for even the tiniest life forms on the planet and that differences among people were to be sought out and celebrated, not feared.






INTRODUCTION

How wonderful that you were moved to open this book and have come to this page. Even this one small step is an undeniably good thing, both for you and for the world because you have just acted on an interest in creating a more compassionate life.

Every single action, word, or thought that is motivated by the aspiration to be more kind, to cause less harm, and to create less suffering, sets ripples of goodness in motion that can transform your mind into a sea of tranquility and happiness. What’s more, this energy, if reinforced and built upon, can lead to untold positive effects for countless others near and far in both time and place. Again, how wonderful!

Moment by moment, thought by thought, step by step we can transform our minds through time-tested compassion practices, and ultimately create a garden of delight out of any life history or current circumstance, regardless of how traumatic or difficult. There are countless examples of people from all spiritual paths, faiths, and religions  who have experienced terrible hardships, or even themselves  created hardships and suffering for others, who have turned their minds toward love and compassion and found peace and happiness.

My own unshakable confidence in the compassion practices I present in this book is the result of having studied with many great spiritual masters, each of whom possessed a level of kindness and peace of mind that surpassed anything I’d ever personally encountered before. The fact that so many of them had undergone phenomenally painful life experiences made their attainment of contentment, joy, and kindness even more remarkable—and it made their teaching even more compelling.

One might be tempted to imagine that there is something unusual in the makeup of people who can so effectively transform hardship into wisdom and compassion. Moreover, we might imagine whatever that special something is, we ourselves are surely lacking it! Fortunately for us, for you and for me, too, this is not at all the case. Not in the least. In fact, the opposite is true. It is in our very nature to be kind—the very nature of  all of us, even you, even me; it is part of the very core of our being. No one is born without this essential core of compassion and kindness, and no clumsiness, hardship, or even intentional ill-will can destroy it. Our challenge is to simply rediscover this deep compassion and nurture it, to clear away the fog obscuring this primordial reserve of good.

And that’s exactly what this book will help you to do.

And I am certain: You can succeed!

Even if you have accumulated years and years of conditioning that leads you to act contrary to this kindness, even if you have tried fruitlessly in the past to change only to see yourself fail more vividly even amid and despite your good intentions, even if you have never had so much as a glimpse of being unconditionally accepted and loved—even then you can succeed.

Today is the beginning of a new story for you. A story guaranteed to have a happy ending if only you’ll give sufficient time and bring just a little patience, practice, and perseverance. After all, it takes time and practice to change the mind patterns of a lifetime. Yet the truth is that it is entirely within your power and ability—regardless of your past history or your present circumstance—to regain your birthright of a happy, peaceful, and compassionate mind. This book, the one you now hold in your hand, contains a time-tested and proven path that will lead to the happy experience of life that is your heart’s desire.

So let us begin this joyful journey!






SOME ADVICE IN USING THIS BOOK

First and foremost, please be kind and patient with yourself, even merciful, as you work toward developing a more peaceful and compassionate mind. Self-criticism and doubt will likely arise as you work with the practices, but please trust that some good will come of your engagement with them—even if you can’t see it right away. And if you  can’t manage to feel that trust, then just be open to the possibility—even if you believe it is remote—that some good might come from your efforts.

I suggest you give yourself enough time (and enough practice through repetition) to become completely comfortable and proficient with the ideas and visualizations in each practice before moving on to the next one. But it’s also important that you follow your own instincts about how to pace your work with the practices. As long as you come back at some point to take the next step forward in expanding your heart and mind for greater peace and compassion, that is all that matters.

You’ll no doubt find that some practices come easily to you whereas others might feel like unfamiliar or even uncomfortable ground. Exercises of this latter type will require revisiting a few times before they really take hold in your mind. Until they do, please be patient with yourself and treat yourself kindly.

Visualizations figure prominently in the guided meditations—yet a natural facility to visualize is in no way necessary. Merely thinking about each thing that is described is sufficient to help open your heart and mind to greater peace and happiness. You might see it in vivid and detailed Technicolor, or you might have just a vague visual impression in your mind, or you might even “see” nothing at all. It truly doesn’t matter in the least. It is entirely enough to just contemplate the meaning of the scene as it is described in the guided meditation.

The practices in this book have one purpose: to train your heart and mind to experience greater peace and compassion. For this to happen, there’s no need to increase the power of your concentration or your ability to do visualizations; to begin these practices there’s no need whatsoever for your mind to be even the slightest bit different than it already is.

A word of clarification: Don’t try to use these exercises to affect or influence people other than yourself or to change anything in the world other than your own habits of mind. Nonetheless, by opening just our own hearts and minds to experience greater peace within and greater compassion for the pain of others, we  do somehow help the universe itself to relieve both ourselves and others of suffering and to attain greater happiness.

One more thing: Please do try to remember as you work with the visualizations that we do not have to do all the heavy lifting ourselves. Our own role in the cosmic scheme of things is modest: to work steadily and faithfully toward achieving a kinder and more peaceful state of mind within. And this small act alone, through the unknowably and unimaginably interconnected web of causes and conditions that connects all beings in the universe, will of itself serve to uplift, not only ourselves, but all others too.




Do the Exercises in Order and Don’t Skip Steps 

The order of presentation of the exercises in this book has been designed to slowly build your mental capacity to experience peace and compassion through progressively more subtle and challenging practices. Each practice builds on the preceding ones, so it is best to do them in the order they are presented here. Jumping around may lead you to become needlessly confused or frustrated. In a way, it’s just like learning a new language or becoming proficient in a sport or dance. First there is a certain vocabulary of moves or words one needs to learn, the basic building blocks. Then one learns to connect these building blocks in certain sequences. And finally, through practicing  these sequences in a useful order one gains the strength and mastery to play well or express oneself fluently.

Likewise, within each exercise there are multiple steps presented in a certain order, each containing a discrete element to be visualized or contemplated. Make sure you really take the time to visualize or contemplate each element before moving on to the next. You will find this is much easier and more fruitful than reading through the entire exercise and then trying to reconstruct it in your mind.

The opening segment of each exercise is called “First Invite Love In.” Since this step is the same for each of the forty exercises, it is presented only once at the beginning of the book. But please know that this step is crucial to each exercise, and should never be skipped. This is the part of the practice that will provide you with the spiritual and emotional resources to open your heart during the central meditation without feeling drained or anxious. Skipping the first segment would be like exercising without having taken in the nourishment you need to support the expenditure of energy. Your body is surely going to run down, and quickly.

The second segment of each, “Then Send Love Out,” contains the compassion practice proper. The final segment of each, “Seal with a Vow and Rejoice,” will help you to retain and build upon the new insights and states of mind that you have gained through the guided meditation. Skipping this segment would  be like failing to properly protect, label, and store food you had collected. You risk losing both its quality and quantity and may have trouble locating it again when you need it at a later time.

Since the first and last segments remain the same throughout all forty practices, after a while you might be tempted to skip them or give them short shrift. Please don’t! Doing so would be doing yourself a disservice in the long run because these two segments will provide you with the wherewithal to stay the course over time until you achieve the results you want. Please also try to give equal weight and attention to each of the three segments of practice.

This format of surrounding the main compassion practice with a means to draw in support at the start and to carefully store any progress made at the end is modeled closely on Eastern meditation techniques that have proved their worth over the millennia for helping people just like us to gain greater peace of mind and happiness. So let’s stick with a winning equation and try to give equal weight to all three segments of each guided meditation.

If you wish to repeat a particular practice in order to gain greater comfort and proficiency with it before you move on to the next one in the series, but no longer need the detailed guidance of the full meditation, the back of the book contains a short version of each exercise that you can use as something like a crib sheet, for brief reminders.




Practice Regularly 

Establishing a set routine around when and how you work with the practices can also help you to stay the course to complete the entire cycle. If you can, try to work with the practices at the same time and in the same place each day. Writing the time and place of practice in your calendar or posting notes about it in prominent places in your home can help you remember to practice.

Finding a spot of peace and quiet to practice in while you try to attain a peaceful and happy mind can also help. So you might consider making it part of your routine to turn off and away from distractions during your practice time so that you can give your mind your full attention.




Trust Yourself 

Although I have thus far expressed what I believe is the time-tested and optimal way to engage these practices, I also want to add this: Should you find that you are more comfortable proceeding with the practices in the book in a different way than suggested, don’t hesitate to trust yourself and follow your own course without a second thought.

And above all, please know and keep in mind that any movement  toward peace and compassion, however large or small and regardless of gaps in time, stumbles, or setbacks, is cause for celebration.

It is all good and only good!






OPENING AND CLOSING PRACTICES
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FIRST INVITE LOVE IN 


 Laying the Foundation for a Compassionate Life 

Prior to each day’s compassion practice, take a few minutes to mentally dwell in a space of love. Doing so will help you have the spiritual and emotional wherewithal to practice feeling more compassionate toward others without feeling drained. This is a crucially important part of the practice. Please don’t skip it!


Detailed Instructions 

1. Bring to mind someone with the capacity for profound love, compassion, and peace of mind. This might be a person in your life, someone you know. Perhaps it is your mother or father, an aunt or an uncle, grandparents, a teacher, a good friend. Or it could be a divine, religious, or historical figure that you admire: Mother Teresa; Martin Luther King, Jr.; Siddhartha Gautama, the historical Buddha; the Virgin Mary; God;  Allah; or Jesus. Whoever this person may be, bring them clearly into your mind.

2. Now imagine that person’s mind is entirely focused on filling you with a feeling of love and peace. Imagine that their intention is to transfer their ability to feel peace, love, compassion, and kindness into your mind. They want to pour their own ability into your mind, into your heart.

3. Think that they do so without any judgment or requirement of you. There is no possibility of criticism. There is no expectation of how quickly or even if you will ever be able to receive this. Imagine that they are completely filled with this feeling of wanting to pour this ability to feel compassion into you, but there is no expectation of whether you will be able to receive this or how you will respond.

4. Imagine also that they have absolutely perfect concentration on maintaining only thoughts of profound love in their minds, and only thoughts of transferring this capacity of profound love into you. So they are not thinking about other people, other problems to solve, anything else.

5. This is completely pure, unconditional love, beaming into you with unbroken concentration for as long as you might need it. Pause and think about that for a moment.

6. Now open your mind to the idea of receiving this love and having your mind become the same as this vast, loving, and peaceful mind that is contemplating you. Just imagine that it is possible.

7. Now mentally ask the envisioned being to help transform your mind into a mind filled with profound love. Imagine saying whatever you might say to ask for this kind of love from this being. Really picture yourself making this request.

8. Then imagine that they respond to your request for help with pleasure and happiness. They are very glad you asked and are delighted to help you. Imagine the words that they would say back to you.

9. Imagine that your spiritual support figure creates a protective sphere around you where nothing disruptive or adverse can enter, harm, or distract you during this meditation.

10. Now form an intention or create an aspiration that at some point in time, with practice, your mind will come to mirror the mind of love you have envisioned, your mind will be as loving and compassionate as the mind of the person you are imagining. Say to yourself that you have the intention of developing a mind of greater compassion and kindness.

11. Scan your body and mind and let go of any tension or anxiety you feel as if a fist lets go and opens into a relaxed and open hand. Just let the muscles go. Let the inner tension go. Just let it go.

12. Transfer your attention to what is going on in your mind. Let any thoughts you have slip away as if they were clouds passing in the sky above or bubbles rising and evaporating into the air. Don’t follow your thoughts. They are there, but just let them pass by. Don’t grab on to any of them and there’s no need to push them away, either. Just let them go for a while. It’s okay to have them; you can’t stop them. But let them rise on up and by.

13. Bring to mind the sum-total of everything you have ever enjoyed, desired, or found pleasing. Then focus on a few things that you especially like—they could be food, experiences, relationships, objects. Then relax your grip on these thoughts and imagine them floating up and out of your mind and eventually disappearing entirely into the sky without a trace. You can let them go for just a little while so we can clear some mental space to contemplate new ways of thinking and feeling.

14. Now that you have taken a few of these thoughts that are pleasing to you, gather more and more of them together. Everything that you have ever really loved, wished you had, or do  have and really enjoy. Just let them rise up and out. Let go of them for a while.

15. In the same way and for the same reason bring to mind your negative thoughts, emotions, and experiences. Think of some things that make you angry, experiences of things that you do not like, any bumpy, muddy, disruptive feelings. Imagine that they drop away from you and your mind is clear of them.

16. Now gather up all of your negative emotions, thoughts, and feelings and things that you really dislike, and imagine that they are magically rendered insubstantial and harmless; imagine they drop away from you in one quick motion, sinking deep into the earth, in a way that doesn’t harm the earth and leaving no trace or residue in your mind.

17. Imagine you have a clear mind now. There is nothing you desire. Nothing you are avoiding or disliking. No thoughts that you are running after. No tension gripping in your body.

18. Imagine that all of your pores open to receive the loving mindset of the person or being that you imagine is contemplating you. So they all gently open up. You are quite relaxed. Imagine that your spiritual support figure is protecting you and has made it completely safe to open up like this.

19. Think that you can invite and receive the mindset of the loving being you have envisioned through a point between the eyebrows often called the third eye. Lower your eyes and relax them. Feel the area between your eyebrows gently opening. Then shift your point of perception as if you could see through this window between your eyebrows. You can see the loving being who is contemplating you and who has the intention and the wish to pour their ability to have a compassionate and peaceful and kind mindset into your mind. Imagine that this third eye is especially designed to see and receive peaceful loving thoughts and energy.

20. See the loving being who is contemplating you with unbroken perfect concentration. Experience their profound love and compassion for you with no expectation. You can see this being through this third eye; you have opened all the pores in your body and can receive this loving being’s mindset into yourself in this way.

21. Don’t strain to maintain this visualization. Don’t strain to look or use any effort in any way to actively draw anything into yourself. Just relax and trust. Open yourself up.

22. Perceive the being and allow yourself to receive.

23. Let your mind become one and the same with the loving and peaceful presence you have envisioned.

As you go through the central compassion practice, imagine that the spiritual being you have envisioned is doing a high-level version of it in the most perfect, effortless, and serene manner as a way to support you. Imagine that they pour a never-ending stream of spiritual support into you so that you will have all the emotional and spiritual resources you need to do these mental exercises well and without feeling drained in any way.
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SHORT FORM

Bring to mind your spiritual support figure. Feel their unconditional love beaming into you with perfect concentration for as long as you need. Ask for their help in transforming your mind and see them respond joyfully and happy to help. Aspire to a mind of greater compassion and kindness. Clear your mind and body of distraction, tension, desire, and aversion. Shift your point of perception to your third eye and imagine that you can see and receive your spiritual support figure’s state of mind through that portal. Think that your spiritual support figure performs a high-level version of whatever compassion practice you are following, in order to support you.
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