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			INTRODUCTION

			The Power of Mindful Self-Compassion

			Imagine if someone always had your back. Imagine if there was always someone there to give you encouragement when you were down, and to celebrate you when things went well. Imagine someone always being there to listen to you and care for you. Imagine going through life always knowing that you matter to someone. Can you imagine how wonderful that would be? We all want to have someone who can give us that kind of unconditional love and support. And we do. That person is yourself.

			If you always treat yourself with kindness, then you will always have kindness in your life. There will always be someone there to support you, to care for you, to give you encouragement, and to remind you that you matter. All day, every day. All it requires is that you learn how to be more compassionate and forgiving toward yourself. This is something we are all capable of, and the purpose of this book is to help you develop those skills of mindful self-compassion.

			Unfortunately, our relationship with ourselves is often painfully different from what I’ve described. All too often we undermine and discourage ourselves with the harsh inner voice of criticism. We watch ourselves with a steely, judgmental gaze, alert to the merest slip from perfection. We punish anything short of complete success by ridiculing and insulting ourselves. We may even act more harshly toward ourselves than we would toward our worst enemy.

			My approach to the topic of mindful self-compassion is not as an academic or researcher, but as someone who has been learning, through painful life experiences, to apply the principles of kindness and compassion to his own being. I write also as someone who has been teaching meditation—including techniques for cultivating mindfulness and compassion—for three decades, and practicing them for a decade longer. And so, throughout this book you’ll find reflective exercises and questions, and a number of meditation practices. These meditations will be offered as written descriptions, but there will also be links to guided meditation recordings that you can listen to. As you follow this book and these guided meditations, you can know that you are not alone. We’re in this together.

			From time to time I’ll be making reference to the Buddha and to Buddhist teachings. You don’t need to consider yourself a Buddhist to benefit from these. The Buddha was not a god or prophet, but an experiential philosopher who taught transformative practices that bring peace and freedom from suffering. You can try out those practices and perspectives without taking on the label “Buddhist,” and without abandoning or compromising any existing religious beliefs you may have.

			Walking Up the Down Escalator

			Learning the art of mindful self-compassion helped keep me sane in a period of intense personal turmoil. It started when my tax accountant, in the midst of some sort of mid-life crisis of her own, failed to tell me that she hadn’t submitted my business taxes for two years running. This led to the US tax agency—the Internal Revenue Service—pursuing me for $35,000 in penalties for late filing, and threatening to seize the few assets my wife and I owned. My wife, scared, angry, and desperate to put some financial distance between us, decided to divorce me. We had two young children, and having the emotional bonds between us disrupted by our divorce was one of the most painful things I’ve ever experienced.

			There were financial problems, too. The house we’d bought together had lost much of its value in the financial crash of 2008, and we were unable to sell it. As I struggled to pay the mortgage bills, the business that I had been running for more than a dozen years was several times brought close to collapse. As if all this wasn’t stressful enough, one day during a routine checkup my doctor told me that a growth in my ear canal looked like it might be cancer. She was correct. The cancer turned out to be operable, but after the surgery I discovered that my health insurance didn’t cover most of the medical costs, adding to my financial woes. I ended up having to file for bankruptcy, which I’d long resisted because it seemed like the ultimate admission of failure.

			All of this constituted an ordeal lasting for more than five years, during which time I often compared my life to walking up the down escalator—while someone up above was hurling bowling balls down at me. It seemed like every time I was getting back on my feet, another calamity would hit. There were times I would wake up in the middle of the night, my heart pounding, a writhing knot of anxiety in my belly. I had nightmares so terrifying that I literally feared I might die.

			The Power of Self-Compassion

			In retrospect, I’m grateful for the challenges I faced, since they forced me to take my spiritual practice deeper. Suffering gives us an opportunity to learn. As the Vietnamese Zen Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh says, “Buddhism teaches us not to try to run away from suffering. You have to confront suffering. You have to look deeply into the nature of suffering in order to recognize its cause, the making of the suffering.” Suffering is a teacher. Learning from suffering means looking at ourselves in an uncompromising way in order to see how the mind operates. It means understanding how we create unnecessary suffering for ourselves. And understanding that teaches us how we can be more at peace with ourselves.

			As I went through my years of stress and suffering, I learned how vital it was to give myself credit for doing my best in challenging circumstances. I learned that the important thing when I made mistakes was not to criticize myself, but to learn from them. I learned to show myself kindness, and to talk to myself gently, like a friend. I learned to offer myself encouragement. I learned to offer comfort and reassurance to the parts of me that were afraid. I learned to take better care of myself physically and emotionally. The kindness and support that I received from friends was crucial, and I don’t mean to underplay that. But we can’t always be surrounded by loving friends. And it’s during times like those that we can be permeated with and surrounded by the love and support that we provide for ourselves, from within.

			There were some successes along the way. After a great deal of negotiating, with the help of a new and more diligent tax accountant, the IRS eventually accepted that I was not at fault, and waived all the penalties. I started dating again, and rediscovered the blessings of starting over, and of once again being with someone who liked and respected me. I learned to be a better man than the one my ex-wife had divorced.

			The practice of self-compassion has transformed my life. The qualities of self-kindness and self-support I’ve learned to tap into have been helpful not only in dealing with life’s major trials, but also in handling the ordinary emotional bumps and bruises of day-to-day living. They’ve helped me suffer less, and to be more at peace with myself. They’ve also helped me to be a better father, partner, and friend. To my surprise, I discovered that it really is true that if we don’t empathize with ourselves, we can’t empathize with others, and that a lot of the time we think we’re being compassionate to others we’re really trying to earn their favor and to be liked. Developing self-compassion really does help us to have more compassion for other people. Compassion is about dealing in a skillful way with pain. It’s about helping someone to feel supported and cared for as they go through difficulties. It’s about helping someone to be with their suffering until it passes. If we don’t have the skills to do these things for ourselves, it’s unlikely that we’ll be able to do them for others.

			As a teacher, I have a passion for sharing anything I learn that helps me to be more at peace. It’s been my privilege and joy to share my path with my meditation students, who in many ways have been my teachers over the years. They’ve asked penetrating questions that have pushed me into deeper reflection. They’ve modeled compassion and self-compassion in their own lives, often in ways that might never have occurred to me. They’ve gently pointed out areas of unclarity in my teaching, or times when I haven’t manifested compassion. This book is the product, then, not of one individual, but of a community. The words you read and the skills you might learn here are not “mine” in any real sense, any more than the air I breathe is mine.
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			The Five Skills of Self-Compassion

			As I learned to be mindfully self-compassionate, I realized that self-compassion relies on five core skills. These are:

			
					
					Self-awareness (also known as mindfulness, which is the ability to observe what we are experiencing).

				

					
					Self-empathy (the ability to relate to ourselves with understanding).

				

					
					Acceptance (the ability to be present with painful feelings).

				

					
					Kindness (the ability to respond to ourselves with emotional warmth and caring).

				

					
					Wise self-care (the ability to act in ways that promote our long-term well-being and happiness).

				

			

			Wise self-care naturally extends beyond any narrow conception of self-interest and leads us toward being compassionate to others. Taking care of ourselves, we take care of others. Taking care of others, we take care of ourselves.

			We’ll be exploring these five skills together—and I use the word “skills” very deliberately, since self-awareness, self-empathy, acceptance, kindness, and wise self-care are all things that can be learned and developed through practice. You might not have thought of self-compassion as a skill. You might have assumed instead that we either have or don’t have self-compassion depending on our personality. But our personalities are not fixed. We all have the capacity to be compassionate with ourselves and others. With practice we can train ourselves to develop these five skills.

			Often in life, we find it difficult to bring about personal change. We may try to become kinder or more aware either by hoping these qualities will arise, but making no real effort, or by trying to develop them through sheer willpower, making lots of effort. In either case we find, however, that we don’t make much lasting progress. Hope—assuming that something will change merely because we want it to—is ineffectual. And if we want to bring about long-lasting change, even willpower isn’t enough (in fact, it may not even be necessary). What we need is not more desire to change, but the tools to change. Any of us can become more self-compassionate if we have the appropriate tools to do so. Equipping you with those tools is the aim of this book.

			Chapter Outline

			CHAPTER ONE introduces the science of mindful self-compassion. We’ll learn about four robustly confirmed benefits of mindfulness, and how it helps us be kinder to ourselves. We’ll also learn how scientists are beginning to uncover the benefits of cultivating kindness and compassion, and how developing these qualities can create a kind of “positivity cascade” that dramatically changes our lives in beneficial ways.

			CHAPTER TWO looks at six of the most common objections to self-compassion. We’ll see that it’s not a selfish activity, is not indulgent, and does not make us weak or unmotivated. We’ll see instead how it connects us compassionately with others, makes us more emotionally resilient, and gives us new and gentler ways to motivate ourselves. Most importantly, this chapter will explain why you are worthy of compassion and kindness.

			CHAPTER THREE guides you through a simple four-step process of self-compassion, which can be practiced even in the midst of everyday activities. This four-step process lessens our suffering and brings us a sense of being supported and cherished from within. We’ll also see how these four steps naturally lead to our being more open to and empathetic toward the sufferings of others. Chapter Three is the core of this book, with the following chapters offering practical guidance on how to cultivate the five skills required to practice them, and showing various ways that the four steps can be applied.

			CHAPTER FOUR brings us to the first skill of self-compassion: self-awareness, or mindfulness. We’ll look at what mindfulness is, what it isn’t, and how we can cultivate this foundational and transformational quality.

			CHAPTER FIVE provides a grounding in the second skill of self-compassion: self-empathy. We’ll see how suffering is an intrinsic part of life, arising from our evolutionary past and fueled by the divided nature of the brain. In doing so we’ll unlearn the shame we often experience around suffering, which tells us that to experience pain is to be weak or to have failed.

			CHAPTER SIX explores acceptance, the third skill of self-compassion. Acceptance is our ability to be comfortable with uncomfortable feelings. We’ll look at feelings as a form of inner communication. Feelings arise when something primitive within us, concerned with our survival and well-being, speaks to us in the language of pleasant and unpleasant physical sensation. We’ll learn that every feeling is valid, and learn how to accept feelings when they are painful.

			CHAPTER SEVEN teaches us how to support ourselves by offering ourselves kindness. This is the fourth skill of self-compassion. Emotional support is another form of inner communication—in this case when the wiser and more compassionate parts of us offer reassurance to the parts of us that are suffering. In this chapter we’ll learn five different ways of showing kindness to ourselves.

			CHAPTER EIGHT brings us to the fifth skill of self-compassion: wise self-care. We’ll look first at how we often try to escape suffering through denial and distraction, and by doing so inadvertently cause ourselves further pain and bring pain to others. We’ll learn how we can choose healthier ways of responding: learning practices that genuinely help us to better cope with difficult feelings and that promote our long-term happiness and well-being.

			CHAPTER NINE offers a number of ways to let go of painful regrets and harsh judgments of our past self. We’ll learn to practice self-forgiveness, which has been defined as “giving up all hope of a better past.” We’ll learn to be kinder and more empathetic toward our past self, and to shift our focus into the present moment, which is the only moment where we can be at peace, and where we can learn strategies that help us to be happier right now and in the future.

			CHAPTER TEN concerns extending our compassion to others. We’ll see how self-compassion frees us from self-obsession, making it easier for us to open up to others’ difficulties. We’ll also see how the empathy we develop for ourselves naturally extends to others, since the insights we’ve gained into our own suffering reveal universal truths about the human condition. We’ll see how we can be more understanding of others, so that we can forgive them. We’ll see how showing compassion to others more often involves listening than it does offering material assistance or giving advice.

			CHAPTER ELEVEN takes us to a deeper level and introduces what we could call insight reflections—the shifts in perspective that lead to spiritual awakening. We’ll see how an awareness of the brevity and preciousness of our time here on Earth can help us to live more compassionately. We’ll see how being aware of the way in which feelings change moment by moment can help us be less reactive to them. We’ll also see how the practice of compassion can lead us to stop identifying our suffering as our suffering, so that we respond to suffering with compassion, whether that suffering is arising within us or within others.

			It would be all too easy to read this kind of book as if it were a novel. We could let the ideas and practice suggestions it contains flow through us like an uplifting story we’re listening to. Just hearing that mindfulness and self-compassion offer us ways to improve our lives might help us feel better. But the words here are describing practices that are tools for us to use, and unless we put those practices to work, any pleasant feelings we gain will be short-lived. So please regard this as a practical guide. Even those things I discuss that are more theoretical are intended to act as background to help you understand better how and why to practice.

			I can’t give you self-awareness, self-empathy, or any of the other skills I’ve mentioned. But I don’t need to. They are already present in you, and you have what it takes to develop them. You are enough. In the words of the English poet David Whyte:

			Enough. These few words are enough.

			If not these words, this breath.

			If not this breath, this sitting here.

			This opening to the life

			we have refused

			again and again

			until now.

			Until now.

		

	
		
			ONE

			The Science of Mindful Self-Compassion

			Meditation is our main tool for cultivating mindfulness and compassion. For a long time, meditation had a reputation in the West as a fringe pursuit—something done by hippies and oddballs and associated with drug culture. But meditation is now mainstream, with classes being run in schools and hospitals, and literally millions of people having downloaded guided meditation apps. This stunning change has come about largely because of psychologists, neuroscientists, and medical professionals who have conducted thousands of studies investigating meditation’s effectiveness in improving physical and mental health.

			The first of these studies were run by true pioneers, who were often fighting against institutional skepticism. Back in the 1980s there was just a trickle of scientific publications on mindfulness: roughly one a year. By the first decade of the twenty-first century that trickle had become a steady stream, with an average of forty-three studies a year. The period since 2010 has seen a positive torrent of publications, with 690 papers appearing in 2016, and 842 in 2018.

			These studies have claimed to identify numerous benefits for our physical and psychological well-being. Unfortunately, many of them, being early forays into new territory, involved small sample sizes or had methodological flaws. So, in an attempt to uncover the very best evidence for the benefits of mindfulness, journalist and author of Emotional Intelligence, Daniel Goleman, and Dr. Richard Davidson, a University of Wisconsin neuroscientist, combed through several thousand published studies to find which of the claimed benefits were most valid. They found four that stood out as robustly confirmed by numerous “gold standard” studies that were methodologically sound and had valid control groups.

			Mindfulness Reduces Mind-Wandering

			Goleman and Davidson found that people who practice mindfulness regularly experience less mind-wandering and distractibility.

			Why is this important, and how can it help you be kinder to yourself? Mindfulness is a form of quality control for our thoughts and emotions. It helps us to identify when the mind is wandering in ways that are unhelpful for us, and allows us to bring our attention back to our present-moment experience. Much of the time when the mind is wandering it’s engaged in getting angry, in worrying, in having painful longings, or in doubting ourselves. These mental activities make us unhappy. They diminish our sense of well-being. They have a toxic effect on our relationships and on our lives generally.

			Nowadays some cars come equipped with lane detectors that alert us when the vehicle has drifted too far to the left or right. Mindfulness acts in a similar way, warning us when the mind is drifting in directions that will cause us suffering, and reminding us to bring ourselves back to center. Crucially, mindfulness helps us to recognize when we’re not being compassionate to ourselves. It also helps us to take our self-critical voices less seriously, and to disengage from those thoughts.

			Mindfulness Helps Us Stay Calmer Under Stress

			Another finding from Goleman and Davidson’s meta-study is that mindfulness reliably reduces stress. It does this by promoting emotional regulation within the brain. The source of much of our stress is the amygdala, an almond-shaped brain region responsible for the fight-or-flight reflex. When we’re under threat, it triggers emotions like anger and anxiety. The amygdala evolved to protect us and keep us safe, but it is often over-reactive and can end up keeping us in a state of permanent emotional arousal. When we’re mindful, what happens neurologically is that the prefrontal cortex of the brain, where higher-order thinking takes place, sends reassuring signals to the amygdala, helping it to calm down. Mindfulness allows us to dampen the fight-or-fight reflex, helping us to return to calmness after a period of stress, or to remain calm in the first place.

			One of the most impressive findings of modern neuroscience is that the brain is “plastic,” or capable of changing throughout life. Until recently it was believed that the brain didn’t change. Now we know that various parts of the brain grow or shrink depending on how often or how intensely they are used. Mindfulness, by regulating the activity of the amygdala, causes it to shrink and to become less reactive. On the other hand, practicing mindfulness increases the thickness of the gray matter in various parts of the brain involved in self-regulation, such as the anterior cingulate cortex and prefrontal cortex, and in learning and memory, such as the hippocampus.

			When the amygdala is highly active, it actually suppresses activity in the prefrontal cortex. This means we’re less likely to think clearly and are more prone to making bad decisions. At times of financial stress we might, for example, feel panicky about opening bills and stash them out of sight. In making such panic-fueled decisions we increase the number of problems we have. Or we might, in dealing with our children, lose our temper and upset them, again adding to the difficulties we face. Because of the improved emotional regulation it leads to, and the changes it brings about in the brain, mindfulness has been shown to bring benefits in such varied fields as depression, anxiety, substance abuse, chronic pain, and eating disorders. This may make it seem as if mindfulness is being touted as a “miracle drug,” but all it’s really doing is helping us to be calmer, to think more clearly, and to act in ways that make situations better rather than worse. As a result our brains, our physiology, and our lives run more smoothly.

			The ability of mindfulness to help us remain calm in the face of stress is important in the practice of self-compassion. Practicing mindfulness helps us to be present with painful feelings instead of reacting to them. When we’re able to be mindful of uncomfortable feelings, we then have the freedom to relate to ourselves in ways that are more patient, understanding, forgiving, and kind.

			Mindfulness Improves Short-Term Memory

			People who practice mindfulness show improvements in their short-term memory—also known as working memory. In one study, college students who were given a short course in mindfulness training showed a 16 percent improvement in exam results. Being able to learn more effectively is of course something many of us would find desirable. But the significance of having a better working memory goes far beyond the improved test scores that these studies observed. The purpose of working memory is to keep relevant information in conscious awareness for as long as it’s needed. The better our working memory, the more information can be stored there. When our working memory has a larger capacity, we are able to do more complex thinking, which is why working memory is closely correlated with general intelligence. For the converse of this, think of Kevin Kline’s character, Otto, in the film, A Fish Called Wanda, who, every time he was presented with moderately complex information, would ask, “What was the middle thing?” Not being able to remember the middle thing (or even the first or last things) hampers our ability to understand and process complex situations.

			All too often, the “middle thing” that gets forgotten amongst the complexity of our lives is being kind to ourselves and others. We become so focused on getting things done—keeping on top of work and household tasks—that we lose sight of the need to maintain the quality of our relationships, including the relationship we have with ourselves. We’re not able to consciously keep in mind aims such as “Be supportive to your partner,” or “Don’t nurture resentments about your colleagues,” or “Don’t keep calling yourself an idiot.” We might think of these as moral failings, but to a large extent they are simply failures of memory. When we’re working on any goal—becoming more honest, more courageous, more self-compassionate, for example—we need to be able to keep our long-term aims in mind. Memory is crucial to maintaining a sense of purpose. Interestingly, the ancient Indian word for mindfulness, sati, literally means “remembering.” Mindfulness helps us with this key skill of keeping in mind the importance of kindness.

			Mindfulness Makes Us Kinder

			The fourth and final benefit of mindfulness that Goleman and Davidson identified is that it makes us kinder and more compassionate, and improves our interpersonal relationships. When the amygdala is overactive, it goes on the lookout for potential threats, often making us imagine crises where none exist. It also causes us to react in unhelpful ways to situations that actually are difficult. When we’re mindful, then rather than wasting energy reacting to nonexistent threats or overreacting to genuine problems, we can just get on with building productive, sustaining, warm, and nourishing connections with others. We can focus on relating to ourselves in a way that’s supportive, kinder, and appreciative, rather than being undermining, harsh, or critical.

			If mindfulness makes us kinder, you might wonder why we would need to focus on developing compassion and self-compassion at all. Can’t we just develop mindfulness and simply let kindness take care of itself? The answer to this lies in the brain. The mental circuits involved in mindfulness and compassion overlap, but only partly. Simply developing mindfulness will indeed help us become somewhat kinder and more compassionate, but to develop our potential for kindness and compassion more fully, we have to consciously focus on developing those qualities in particular. Perhaps a good analogy would be weight training. If you’re using weights to make your arm muscles stronger, this will have knock-on benefits for your core and for your leg muscles. After all, assuming you’re standing, holding weights in your hands causes your core and legs to do more work, too. But it would be unwise to assume that exercising just your arms is therefore enough. These other parts of the body involve distinct muscle groups, and need special attention if they’re to be developed. Similarly, although exercising your “mindfulness muscles” will bring about a certain amount of change in your “kindness muscles,” if you really want to develop the latter you have to give them special attention—for example by practicing lovingkindness and compassion meditation.

			The Science of Lovingkindness and Compassion

			Although the systematic study of mindfulness is almost forty years old, research into kindness, compassion, and self-compassion is still in its infancy. Nevertheless, investigation into these areas has been increasing exponentially, just as research into mindfulness did in the late twentieth century. And increasingly, studies are showing that kindness, compassion, and self-compassion have the capacity to improve our lives in many ways.

			A 2008 study by Barbara Fredrickson, a professor of psychology at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, examined the effects of lovingkindness meditation, which is an ancient method for cultivating kindness and compassion. She found that seven weeks of this practice led to increases in a broad spectrum of positive emotions, such as happiness, gratitude, and contentment. As a result of this study she put forward her “broaden-and-build” theory of positive emotions, in which internal and external changes build on each other in a cumulative fashion, leading to a long-term increase in our sense of well-being and happiness. For example, when we are kinder, we improve our relationships with others. This can lead to the formation of long term friendships, which can sustain us during times of challenge. This helps us to become happier.

			This flies in the face of another psychological theory, that each of us has a “happiness set point.” The happiness set point theory is the notion that our level of life satisfaction is more or less fixed, and that each of us tends to return to the same level of happiness after either a setback or a positive change in our circumstances. If you get a pay increase, for example, you’ll feel happier, but only for a while. Soon you’ll settle back into much the same balance of happiness and unhappiness that you had before. The same thing is likely to happen after a drop in income, or a severe personal injury. We adjust, with whatever new circumstances we have becoming the “new normal.” Fredrickson suggested that changes in an individual’s personal attributes and resources—such as increased mindfulness, greater purpose in life, enhanced social support, and decreased illness symptoms—lead to reduced depressive symptoms and increased life satisfaction. Lovingkindness meditation, and all that comes from it, effectively helps us to change our happiness set point.

			A 2013 study led by Bethany E. Kok, who was then also in the Department of Psychology at Chapel Hill, found evidence for a self-sustaining “upward spiral” of health and happiness arising from the practice of lovingkindness. She found that the positive emotions created by lovingkindness meditation led individuals to see themselves as more connected with others. Over time, these experiences of positive emotions and of positive social connections led to increased activity in the vagus nerve, which corresponds to improved health. She argued that while vagal tone (a measure of emotional health) is usually thought of as a stable character trait, it can in fact be improved through meditation practice. Positive emotions, positive social connections, and improved physical health can influence one another in a self-sustaining pattern of increasing mental and physical well-being.

			A 2011 study by Rita W. Law of the University of Arizona found that practicing just ten minutes of lovingkindness meditation had an immediately relaxing effect. This was observed as an increase in the variability of the rate at which the heart beats. Increased heart-rate variability is a sign of heightened activity in the parasympathetic nervous system, which brings us back to a state of rest, relaxation, and balance. Practicing lovingkindness meditation also slowed participants’ rate of breathing, which is another sign of relaxation. In addition, this very brief lovingkindness intervention led participants to feel more positive about themselves and protected them against some of the negative physiological and psychological effects of social stress.

			Elizabeth Hoge, in a 2013 study, found that women who practiced lovingkindness meditation showed slowed aging at a cellular and genetic level. A number of studies, including those by M. K. Leung, A. Lutz, and T. M. Lee, have shown that lovingkindness meditation, like mindfulness meditation, increases the thickness of the gray matter in parts of the brain connected with emotional regulation. Not surprisingly, lovingkindness meditation has been shown to make people more empathetic, helpful, and compassionate both toward themselves and others.

			Kristin Neff, an associate professor of psychology in the University of Texas at Austin, was not only the first researcher to formally define self-compassion, but essentially established it as a subject for clinical and psychological study. She has become the world’s leading researcher in the subject, and her work has revealed many of the benefits of practicing self-compassion. For example she found that our levels of self-compassion can accurately predict our mental health. She also found that people who score highly for self-compassion have lower levels of self-criticism. The skills of self-compassion and mindfulness overlap, and people who are self-compassionate have less of a tendency to ruminate, that is, to get lost in recurrent trains of thought that reduce their levels of well-being. They are therefore less likely to succumb to anxiety and depression, to which rumination contributes. They are also less likely to be neurotically perfectionist, presumably because they see making mistakes as an inevitable part of life and because they recognize that expecting perfection from themselves will only cause suffering.

			Many studies of self-compassion (being kind to ourselves) contrast it with self-esteem (having a positive view of ourselves). One key difference is where our sense of self-worth comes from. Self-esteem often involves establishing a sense of our own worth through comparing ourselves with others. But this kind of competitive comparison is known to diminish our sense of well-being. On the other hand, people who are self-compassionate, see themselves as inherently worthy. So they don’t need to contrast themselves with others, thus avoiding the pitfalls of making unhelpful comparisons. Additionally, those with high self-esteem tend to have a sense of self-worth that is closely dependent on others’ views of them; if people treat them unkindly, their sense of self-worth tends to drop. This isn’t the case with those who have high self-compassion. Seeing themselves as inherently worthy of kindness, their support for themselves is unconditional and not dependent on their being “better” or “more deserving” than someone else.

			People with high self-esteem are more likely to have narcissistic tendencies than people with high self-compassion. Since high self-esteem involves comparing oneself favorably with others, it tends to lead to us being preoccupied with how wonderful our good qualities and achievements are compared to theirs. Because focusing on other peoples’ achievements or good qualities threatens our sense of being special, this is something we’ll tend to avoid doing. Self-compassion allows us not just to recognize our own strengths, but to acknowledge, without our feeling threatened, the positive qualities that others embody. It also allows us to accept our flaws. We don’t need to see ourselves as better than others, or as having to be special in some way in order to be deserving of our own kindness.

			The effects of compassion can even be seen in the way the brain functions. Feelings of compassion have been linked to higher levels of brain activation in the left prefrontal cortex, a region associated with joy and optimism. We’ve already seen that people who are self-compassionate have higher levels of life satisfaction and feel more connected with others. The optimism that self-compassion brings is likely to come in part from reduced rumination, which takes us into imagining unpleasant things happening in the future. Because self-compassion gives us the ability to support ourselves in the face of feelings of discomfort and distress, it makes us more emotionally resilient. Knowing that we have the emotional resources to cope with life’s challenges also creates optimism. One study found that when people were asked to do a stressful task—considering their greatest personal weakness—being able to practice self-compassion made them less anxious. In a series of experiments, researchers showed that self-compassion gave people more emotional balance than self-esteem when participants encountered potentially humiliating situations, received unflattering feedback, or remembered negative things that had happened in their lives.

			Self-Esteem and Self-Delusion

			
				Garrison Keillor, in the popular radio show, A Prairie Home Companion, used to regale his listeners with anecdotes from a fictional town in Minnesota. Each week his humorous monologue would end with the words, “Well, that’s the news from Lake Wobegon, where all the women are strong, all the men are good-looking, and all the children are above average.”

				Social psychologists use the term “the Lake Wobegon Effect” as a humorous way to describe the condition of “illusory superiority,” which is where we overestimate our own abilities or personal qualities. A study by Patricia Cross found that 68 percent of the faculty at the University of Nebraska–Lincoln rated themselves as being in the top 25 percent for teaching ability. More than 90 percent considered themselves to be above average compared to their peers. In another study, 87 percent of MBA students at Stanford University considered their academic performance to be above average. This illusory superiority extends beyond academia: More than 90 percent of Americans believe that their driving skills are above average, and 95 percent of people rate themselves as more open-minded than average. Obviously many of these self-assessments are incorrect, and there’s a lot of self-delusion going on.

				Why do we evaluate ourselves in such an unrealistic way? It seems that a large part of it is self-protection. We routinely judge our self-worth by comparing ourselves to others. Since there are many traits on which we are going to rate less highly than the average person, accurately assessing ourselves can threaten our sense of well-being. In fact, individuals who have a more realistic picture of their personal qualities and abilities are more likely to suffer from depression. Or it may be that depressed people have given up trying to compare themselves favorably. Whichever way this works, it seems that illusory superiority is a mechanism for protecting our sense of well-being.

				However, in some cultures people do not delude themselves in this way. David Dunning, a psychologist at Cornell, who has made a long-term study of over-estimation, has pointed out that “If you go to places like Japan, Korea, or China, this whole phenomenon evaporates.” It is possible for us to perceive ourselves realistically and maintain a sense of self-worth, if we give up the self-esteem game and embrace self-compassion, which allows us to offer ourselves emotional support even as we recognize uncomfortable truths.

			

			Since mindful self-compassion arises from a set of learnable skills, then as long as we’re prepared to put in a little consistent work any of us are able to experience these benefits. In the chapters that follow, we’ll explore those skills. There will be exercises to help you train yourself to respond to difficult experiences in a way that’s kind, supportive, and encouraging. There will also be links to meditation practices that will help you to learn the skills of mindfulness and self-compassion in a systematic way. These meditation exercises are an important part of this book, and I’d strongly encourage you to practice them.

			Despite my having pointed out some of the many benefits of self-compassion, it’s quite common for us to have reservations about practicing it, and so there may still be a part of you that’s saying, “Yes, but…” Some of our objections to self-compassion come from our sense that we are marked out as being worse than others. Some reservations may come from the “punishment culture” around us, that contains ingrained notions that we need to be hard on ourselves in order to be effective in life. And some may come from the way we were conditioned to see ourselves during childhood. It is important for us to understand any views we might hold that make it harder for us to be compassionate toward ourselves, and so the various objections we may have to the practice of self-compassion are the topic of the next chapter.

		

	
		
			TWO

			Objections to Self-Compassion

			It’s almost inevitable that we’ll harbor at least some views predisposing us to see self-compassion in a negative light, and unless we address those views they may well stop us developing the five skills of self-compassion before we even begin. Examining our reservations and criticisms can help us to understand our resistance and work through it, so that we can embrace self-compassion wholeheartedly.

			Many objections to the practice of self-compassion result from an unconscious assumption many of us have internalized, that we are bad and lazy, and have to be goaded into behaving and performing well. According to this view, if we offer ourselves kindness, we will be more likely to fail because we are “mollycoddling” ourselves. If we hold this view we’ll likely believe that criticism will make failure less likely to reoccur in the future. This harsh, but common, perspective tends to make us suspicious of feelings, and make us intolerant of pain and suffering. If we hold it we might even believe that if we were tough enough we wouldn’t suffer at all, and fear self-compassion as a form of weakness and self-indulgence.

			It is possible for us to see things in another way, however. We can recognize that while criticism may produce results in the short-term, in the long term it is stressful and demoralizing. We can see that facing life’s challenges is difficult enough as it is, and recognize the need to be supportive and encouraging to ourselves. We can appreciate self-compassion as a source of strength and resilience, and we can know that offering ourselves kindness, compassion, and encouragement is the key to a life of thriving.

			So let’s look at six of the most common objections to the practice of self-compassion.

			Myth 1: Self-Compassion Involves Wallowing in Pain

			Some people confuse self-compassion with self-pity. They may imagine that self-compassion involves weeping, collapsing in pain, and lamenting how awful life is. They see (correctly, of course) that this would leave them emotionally overwhelmed, disempowered, and unable to cope. This is of course an undesirable prospect, and it’s certainly not what self-compassion is about.

			Self-compassion is the precise opposite of self-pity. A 2,000-year-old meditation text called the “Path of Liberation” says that self-pity is “failed compassion.” Self-pity is what happens when we’re unable to bear our suffering, and as a result become overwhelmed by it. Mindful self-compassion, on the other hand, involves learning to support ourselves through periods of pain and suffering so that we don’t become overwhelmed. Mindfulness helps us to accept the presence of painful or uncomfortable feelings without reacting to them, while self-compassion helps us to offer ourselves reassurance and confidence as we bear with them. Self-compassion is strength, not weakness.

			One of my meditation students, Rachel, described how self-compassion helped her to stand back from feelings of suffering that she had previously responded to with self-pity: “After a few years struggling with painful rumination, I now feel a lot more space around my emotions. I’m still hearing the same old voices saying the same old things, but they’re now whispering instead of shouting.” After just a few weeks of practice Rachel had found more freedom from the self-pity that had been amplifying her suffering. Those thoughts were still going on, but she’d learned how to step back from them and not allow them to rule her mind.

			Mindful self-compassion doesn’t make us self-pitying; it helps free us from self-pity.

			Myth 2: Self-Compassion Is Indulgent

			Another misconception about self-compassion is that it involves retreating from life’s challenges into a kind of hedonistic escapism. At an extreme, we might imagine someone who is self-compassionate spending endless hours shopping, soaking in a bubble bath, having their nails done, or lying in a spa with slices of exotic fruits over their eyes.

			There’s nothing intrinsically wrong with any of those activities, but if chilling at the spa or treating ourselves to a shopping spree is the full extent of our self-care, then it’s possible, in fact likely, that we are using these things as a way to avoid dealing with our feelings and perhaps to compensate for not really taking care of ourselves. In order to assess whether our self-care is truly an expression of self-compassion, the crucial question we have to keep coming back to is: am I bearing in mind and working toward my long-term happiness and well-being? Hedonism focuses on short-term pleasure at the expense of long-term happiness. Self-compassion, on the other hand, takes into account our long-term benefit.

			Pleasurable self-care activities can certainly have a place in a life of self-compassion, but they are just one aspect. As we’ll see in chapter 8,self-care plays an important role in being compassionate to ourselves, but most forms of self-care have little or nothing to do with seeking pleasure. We can take care of ourselves emotionally by being self-aware, accepting painful feelings, and offering ourselves support. We can take care of ourselves mentally, for example by learning new skills and knowledge, or by taking breaks so that we can function more effectively. We can take care of ourselves financially, for example by being mindful of how we use our resources. We can take care of ourselves spiritually by staying in touch with and nurturing a sense of purpose and connection in our lives. And of course we can take care of ourselves physically, by eating well, exercising, visiting the doctor regularly—and perhaps even by relaxing in a hot tub or having a massage.

			The fear that self-compassion is hedonistic and indulgent is, I think, more common in men. Recently when I did a search on the social media site Instagram for the hashtag #self-compassion I had to scroll a long way before encountering a single post that had been created by a man. Many men seem to have placed self-care and self-compassion in a mental box labelled “women’s stuff,” assuming that it’s somehow “unmanly.” But to do this is short-sighted and self-defeating, and also misses the essentially courageous nature of self-compassion. It takes a great deal of bravery to turn toward what is painful inside of us. Learning how to support ourselves helps us maintain our courage in the face of external obstacles. As James Baldwin, the noted writer and critic of US racial, sexual, and class distinctions observed, “He who finds no way to rest cannot long survive the battle.” So if you’re one of those males who is wary of self-compassion because you think it’s indulgent, I’d encourage you to look again.

			Self-compassion is a heroic undertaking. There’s nothing wrong with treating ourselves as part of a program of self-care, but self-compassion is not hedonistic, and instead involves cultivating a wise regard for our long-term well-being.

			Myth 3: Self-Compassion Is Selfish

			Selfish behavior is founded on the belief that our own needs are inherently more important than those of other people. Certainly, if we were to take only our own suffering seriously, and to think that only our own feelings mattered, then that would indeed be selfish. But it’s not inherently selfish for us to focus on our own needs, and sometimes it’s necessary to do so. The first time I heard the announcement in an airplane that in the event of a loss of cabin pressure we should put on our own oxygen mask before helping others, I was troubled. I thought of this as selfish. If I were flying with my children and found myself in such a circumstance, my instinct would be to help them before taking care of myself. But then I realized that in a situation like that, taking care of my needs first is reasonable, practical, and right. It would create problems for others, as well as myself, if I were to pass out from oxygen deprivation in the midst of trying to help my kids. The Buddha acknowledged that sometimes we need to take care of our own needs first when he said, “It is impossible that someone who is themselves sinking in a swamp should pull out another who is sinking in the swamp,” and “If someone going down into a swollen and swiftly flowing river is carried away by the current—how can they help others across?” Self-compassion helps us extract ourselves from the swamp and find sure footing in the river, so that we can then be truly helpful to others.

			The reality is that the more our suffering consumes us, the more we tend to focus only on ourselves. Mindful self-compassion offers us a way to respond to our own pain with empathy, kindness, and compassion. Once we have begun to relate to ourselves with those qualities, it becomes natural for us to extend them to others as well. Traditional meditation practices recognize this by encouraging us to cultivate kindness and compassion toward ourselves before we extend them to others. Your relationship with yourself sets the tone for every other relationship in your life.

			Being kinder to ourselves helps us to be kinder to others. Having developed these qualities toward ourselves, they become available for others too.

			Myth 4: We Need to Be Hard on Ourselves to Get Things Done

			A parent shaming us by comparing us unflatteringly with a sibling; a boss humiliating us in front of colleagues when a task isn’t up to their expectations; a partner repeatedly complaining about some household task we haven’t done yet: these are all attempts to “light a fire under our ass” in order to get us to achieve more. Most of us have had this ploy used against us so often that we’ve internalized this motivational strategy. Our inner critic punishes us verbally when it thinks we’ve under-performed, or castigates us for being lazy when we haven’t gotten around to starting some task. Yet despite all this internal criticism, most of us still have a hard time motivating ourselves to do things. When self-criticism fails, the answer is usually more self-criticism. We might wonder how we would get anything done if we didn’t give ourselves a hard time.

			Yet many studies have shown self-compassionate individuals to be more effective and less prone to procrastination than people who are self-critical. Psychologists at St. Edward’s University in Austin, Texas, compared college students who preferred to begin their assignments early to those who tended to leave them to the last minute. By now you may not be surprised to learn that those with high levels of self-compassion had much less of a tendency to procrastinate. Procrastination is, in fact, not really a problem of time management but a problem of emotional management. Think about what it’s like just to contemplate a challenging task. Often we’ll find that feelings of anxiety, restlessness, or dread arise. When we’re unable to handle those feelings we try to avoid them by avoiding the task itself. Learning to support and encourage ourselves in the face of discomfort allows us to face challenging tasks rather than avoid them.

			One fascinating way that self-compassion helps us to be more motivated is when we develop compassion for our future self, treating it as a friend. I stumbled across this practice while trying to motivate myself to deal with household tasks. I would be about to head to bed when I would realize that there were still dirty dishes on the kitchen counter. I was simply too tired to deal with them, so I’d shrug and leave them until the morning. But it was very unpleasant to wake up to the mess I’d left myself. Faced with my resistance to do late-night cleaning, I started thinking about how Morning Bodhi (I gave him a name to make him more real to me) would feel about waking up to this messy kitchen. From past experience I knew he’d find the mess dispiriting. I also knew that Morning Bodhi would feel happy and grateful waking up to a clean kitchen. So I would wash the dishes, feeling good knowing I was doing a favor for Morning Bodhi. Morning Bodhi, of course, was grateful to Evening Bodhi. Having empathy for our future self makes self-discipline easier, turning it into an act of self-care.

			This compassionate approach to self-control is supported by neuroscience. When Alexander Soutschek of the University of Zurich in Switzerland used magnetic fields to shut down a part of the brain long known to be involved in empathy—the rear part of the right temporoparietal junction—he found that he’d also disrupted his subjects’ ability to exert self-control. Impulsiveness, or lack of self-discipline, arises when we’re unable to relate compassionately to our future self. Short-term thinking leads to us letting ourselves off the hook and giving up easily; this feels unpleasant now, so I’ll stop doing it. Self-compassion, on the other hand, is about what will benefit us in the long term: this feels unpleasant now, but how will I feel later? Once again, self-compassion involves considering whether or not your actions will contribute to your long-term happiness and well-being.

			It’s a myth that self-compassion reduces our motivation. In fact the opposite is the case. Self-compassion is one of the most effective ways to motivate ourselves.

			Myth 5: Self-Compassion Means Accepting Bad or Harmful Behaviors

			It is painful when we hate ourselves. You might therefore think that the antidote to self-hatred is liking yourself. But is that desirable, or even possible? What would it mean to like impulses such as jealousy, hatred, and greed? Are we supposed to approve of them? To accept them? To give them free rein and act upon them?

			Like anyone else, I have habits and impulses that run counter to my desire to be happy. Sometimes, for example, I’m irritable or angry, try too hard to please people, or get into patterns of depressive thinking when things don’t go the way I want. These tendencies diminish my own sense of well-being and sometimes create suffering for others. When I practice acceptance of these habits, I’m simply recognizing that they are part of the broad range of emotional responses that I have inherited as a human being. I accept that they are a part of me. I see that I didn’t choose to have them and that it makes no sense for me to judge myself harshly just because they are a part of my makeup; I don’t need to hate myself simply for being human. Moreover, I don’t want to introduce further conflict into my life by hating these aspects of myself. To hate ourselves is to be at war with ourselves. And in such a war, who can be the winner? Hatred, as the Buddha noted, can never conquer hatred.

			Accepting these habits doesn’t mean that I approve of them; I recognize that they hinder my ability to experience happiness and well-being. It also doesn’t mean that I like them; to like something means that it evokes pleasant feelings, and these habits certainly don’t do that. Also, knowing that they cause suffering, I’m not going to allow them to run riot.

			Since liking our unhelpful tendencies isn’t advisable, hating them is painful, and allowing them to express themselves freely creates disruption, what can we do with them? The wisest approach is to learn to accept them without acting from them or reacting to them, and choose to act with mindfulness, kindness, and wisdom instead. Mindful self-compassion helps us to bear in mind our desire to be happy in the long-term, see the potential consequences of our actions, and make choices accordingly. So when, for example, I’m in a situation where I am becoming irritable, I can recognize that being angry is inherently painful, and also likely to damage my relationships.. I can also see that allowing my anger to express itself is going to perpetuate this rather painful state of mind in the future. On the other hand, looking for qualities of patience and kindness is going to build bonds with others. It will also reinforce those qualities within myself, and I know that they bring me a sense of peace and well-being. Seeing these options more clearly, and how each relates to my long-term suffering or well-being, makes it easier to choose wisely.

			You’ll notice that I don’t say anything here about unskillful emotions being “wrong” or “bad.” This is very much in line with how the Buddha taught. One of the most radical things he said was that if unskillful habits brought us peace, he wouldn’t have taught us to abandon them. He didn’t seem to regard what we call morality as being about good and bad at all. Ethical practice, in Buddhism, isn’t about trying to be good, but is about recognizing what benefits us (and others) in the long-term, and acting accordingly. This is a tremendously liberating perspective. It turns what we tend to think as being a “moral” problem (our ethical behavior) into a practical one: how do we live well? We shift from rather abstract concerns about whether we are “good” or “bad” and into more concrete and experiential questions, such as, how do we act, speak, and think in ways that bring us a sense of peace and that benefit others?

			In relating to ourselves ethically, we can learn to have empathy and compassion even for the more destructive tendencies within us. All of those unskillful tendencies are attempts to find happiness. Hatred, jealously, and the rest of our destructive habits are attempts to keep suffering at bay or to get something for ourselves that we think will bring peace and happiness. They are strategies. The problem is simply that these strategies don’t work. Our task is to find better ones. This is what living skillfully is about.

			Practicing self-compassion is like learning to be a kind and wise parent to ourselves. When our children act badly in some way, they need neither our hatred nor our blanket approval. They need kindness and wise guidance. This is how we need to learn to relate to ourselves if we want to flourish and be happy in the long-term.

			Myth 6: I Am Not Worthy of Self-Compassion

			When my ex-wife and I were bringing up our children, we were very careful with the language we used to describe their moral behavior. Instead of telling them they were “good,” we might say something like, “I thought it was lovely when you gave your friend a hug after she’d fallen. You really helped her feel better.” Our aim was to encourage appropriate behavior by praising their actions, and also to help them see the consequences of those actions. We might tell them that something they’d done had had undesirable consequences, but we’d never tell them that they themselves were bad. We might say something like “When you took your friend’s toy she was very upset. How about you let her know you’re sorry?” We never saw our children as being defined by what they did. Others in our family had their own style of communication, however, and one of the questions the kids would often be asked on family visits was, “Have you been good?” They would come to me afterward in a state of pained confusion, asking, “Daddy, am I good?” It was distressing to see how easily children can be taught to think that they are defined by their actions, and to have doubts about their inherent worth. A human being is far too complex to be summed up by such crude labels, and is essentially beyond definitions.

			We are born without any views of ourselves, and therefore without self-judgment. But as we grow we begin to internalize others’ criticisms of us, and start to create judgments about ourselves. It doesn’t help that we judge ourselves and others based on completely different criteria. When we observe others we only have access to their exterior aspect—to what they say and do. Only a small part of what goes on inside us gets out into the world. But when we observe ourselves, we have a front row view of all our thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and attitudes. We see all our doubts and selfish instincts and unexpressed criticisms. Everyone has these things, yet because we don’t see them in others we can tend to assume they don’t have them, and so we judge ourselves more harshly than we judge them. We come to believe that there is something especially bad about us, that we are uniquely flawed. “How can someone with all these faults be loved?” we may wonder. We think we are unworthy.

			The Zen teacher Thich Nhat Hanh says, “You are part of the universe; you are made of stars. When you look at your loved one, you see that he is also made of stars and carries eternity inside. Looking in this way, we naturally feel reverence.” This beautiful statement can be turned around. What is worthy in the one you love is also in you. We are, of course, all unique and different from each other, and yet there are even more similarities. We are all made from the same chemical elements, borrowed from those that have cycled endlessly through the Earth for billions of years. We all carry the same fundamental conscious awareness, which is not something that differs from one being to another, but is like water; only the way it flows differs between us. Consciousness is something that’s essentially miraculous and inexplicable. Which means that we ourselves are miraculous and inexplicable. We all have the capacity for growth. We all have the potential for awakening. We are worthy of both reverence and love.

			Things we can readily forgive in others, we can be quick to condemn in ourselves. Yet if others are worthy of compassion and forgiveness, then so too are you. You are no different from them—not in any respect that really matters. Yes, you are not perfect, but no one is. Yes, you have made mistakes, but so have we all. Yes, you experience confusion and doubt. Sometimes you cause pain to yourself and others. Welcome to the club.

			Someone once said that our negative self-talk reveals our innermost thoughts and feelings, but I do not believe that in the slightest. We all have a deep-rooted desire for well-being that we share with all life. Even an amoeba will move away from toxins and toward food. This instinct to find a state of peace, well-being, or happiness is our deepest longing. It’s our core. If we had an essence, this would be it. Our self-hatred and self-criticism are nothing more than faulty strategies for fulfilling that longing. The idea they express is along the lines of, If I just keep criticizing myself, eventually I can stop making mistakes. Then I’ll be perfect. Then I can be happy. Unfortunately this strategy can never work.

			And we act from those desires all the time. This morning you probably ate exactly the things you wanted to eat for breakfast. You took care of your body by washing it, brushing your teeth, and making it smell nice. You picked out clothes that you liked. If you’re like most people, at some point in the day you’ll treat yourself to a nice coffee or a snack you enjoy. You’ll take care crossing the road, and make sure that you don’t injure yourself. Tonight you’ll probably watch a TV show you like. You might even be doing that on a widescreen TV that you bought just because you wanted it. In short, we may say we don’t love ourselves, but we treat ourselves as we would only the very closest and most beloved of friends. This is something that the Buddha himself observed when he said “Even though they may say: ‘I don’t love myself,’ they do really. Why is that? It’s because they treat themselves like a loved one.”

			One of our problems is that we pay attention to the harshness and criticism we direct at ourselves, but we take for granted, and therefore fail to appreciate, our acts of self-care and self-goodness. We can balance up our self-view, and feel happier, simply by noticing and appreciating the self-kindness we already have. As we’re doing any act of self-care, however minor, we can say, “This is me taking care of myself. I’m treating myself as I would a friend. I’m showing kindness to myself right now.” Try doing that as you buy your coffee, or have your snack, or settle back to watch a TV show. Actually articulate those words, or words like them, in your mind, in order to more fully bring your self-care into awareness. Once we allow ourselves to recognize our own self-kindness, as opposed to simply taking it for granted, we open the way up to actually feeling the kindness we have toward ourselves.

			
				 

				Exercise: Each day, try making a list of three ways that you’ve shown kindness to yourself. When you sit down to do this, the tendency of your mind may well be to focus only on the ways you’ve been hard on yourself. But let yourself relax and become more aware of the little things you’ve done that were acts of self-care.

				 

			

			You may be born with no self-view and no self-judgments, but you are born with a deep capacity for love. This capacity is not different from your core desire for happiness and well-being. It is, in fact, the purest expression of that desire. When you emerged from your mother’s womb, your first longing was to love and to be loved. This is more fundamental to who you are than any faults or limitations you may have or that you may imagine you have. Sometimes we say that we have no one to love, and this pains us. This pain is unnecessary, because there is always someone there for you to show love to—yourself. Sometimes we think there is no one there to love us. Again, there always is. You can feel loved, right now, if you allow yourself.

			Our yearning to love, when it is made manifest in the world, brings us not just joy, but something deeper—a sense of a life lived well, a sense of purpose and meaning, a sense of coming home to a state of connectedness. Non-love in its many forms—judgment, impatience, anger, hatred, and cruelty—blocks the arising of love, and therefore prevents us from experiencing love’s benefits. In our growth as human beings, love will often find itself face-to-face with non-love, and will learn to say, “This does not belong here. Whatever hatred, ill will, or aversion I have toward my own being—that I must let go of.”

			We are all worthy of our own kindness and love, and can only resist self-compassion for so long. We simply need to create a mindful space in which our innate self-compassion, which is our true nature, can reveal itself.

			

			
				
				[image: dingbat]

			I’ve offered the suggestions and perspectives above to help you counter any resistance you may have to the practice of self-compassion. If you are still feeling resistant, here are two more suggestions. The first is the practice of meeting your resistance with love. Notice where in the body your resistance to self-compassion manifests as a feeling. Perhaps it’s in the gut or around the heart. Now, try looking at this feeling with kind eyes, the way you might look at a baby that is in distress. Talk to it, saying something like, “It’s OK. I’m with you. We can do this.” If you’ve done that, you’ve stepped beyond resisting self-compassion and already begun practicing it. And lastly, in the words of Dennis Tirch, founder of the Center for Compassion-Focused Therapy, “You may feel skeptical that being kind to yourself will really help you with what you’re struggling so much with. Keep in mind that you can always go back to beating yourself up if self-compassion turns out not to work for you.”

		

	
		
			THREE

			Four Steps to Self-Compassion

			As I learned to be more compassionate to myself, I found that there are four steps involved. These are the core of mindful self-compassion, and if you take nothing else away from this book I hope it will be these four practices. The remaining chapters in this book are simply an exploration of these four steps and the skills that underlie them. We’re going to learn why they’re important and how to practice them. These four steps are:

			
					
					Recognizing that we are suffering,

				

					
					Dropping our reactive stories,

				

					
					Mindfully accepting and observing whatever painful feelings are present, and

				

					
					Offering compassion and reassurance to the part of us that is suffering.

				

			

			After we’ve practiced these four steps there’s often a spontaneous shift in our being. We find that wise responses naturally emerge, often in surprising ways. I tend not to include this as a fifth step, because, unlike the other four, it’s not so much something that we do, but is instead something that emerges from within us. At the end of this chapter I’ll offer a few examples of how this four-step process can be applied in our lives, and the kind of spontaneous wise activity that can arise naturally as a result.

			Step 1. Recognize That You Are Suffering

			Practicing self-compassion involves responding to our pain with kindness and care. It stands to reason, then, that before we can practice self-compassion we have to recognize when we’re in pain. Strangely though, we often overlook the fact that we’re suffering. One reason is that we get so caught up in our reactive thoughts and stories that we fail to see that we are hurting. For example, a friend may say something that hurts us, and we get caught up in thoughts about how they shouldn’t have acted that way, or about our fears that our friendship is over. Or we have an interview coming up, and we’re so busy anxiously rehearsing for what might go wrong that we don’t realize that our anxiety is painful. We focus our attention on the thoughts that surround our pain rather than on the pain itself.

			Another reason that we may overlook our pain is we don’t want to admit to our own vulnerability. Rather than seeing suffering as a universal part of the human condition, we might think that it’s a sign of failure, or something that only weak people do. So we may pretend that nothing is wrong and stoically deny our pain. Therefore, an important part of practicing self-compassion is to see painful feelings as simply a fact of life—something to which we are all prone. There is no shame in feeling discomfort or pain. It’s a normal part of being human. We all do it.

			One more reason that we may overlook our suffering is if we don’t even recognize it as being suffering. Perhaps when we think about suffering, what comes to mind is people with serious injuries or illness, refugees fleeing war zones, starving children in famine-hit countries, and so on. When we think of suffering this way, it may seem to be a special and rare event, and not something that applies to us. But actually, we all suffer, every day.

			Which of the following have you done recently?

			
				
						
						Worried what people think about you

					

						
						Felt hurt or resentful

					

						
						Been impatient

					

						
						Experienced embarrassment or shame

					

						
						Found something irritating

					

						
						Felt sad or down

					

						
						Been jealous

					

						
						Experienced boredom

					

						
						Looked in the mirror and not liked what you saw

					

				

			

			These are all everyday experiences of suffering. No, these are not things that will feature on the front page of a newspaper, as in “Area Woman Winces as She Recalls Failed Attempt to Impress Boy in Eighth Grade,” or “Man Frustrated as Hits Several Red Lights While Already Late.” But, if you look closely at your mental states over the course of any given day, you’ll notice that you spend a lot of time dipping in and out of suffering of one sort of another. This has an effect on our overall level of well-being, and can add up to a chronic sense of being ill at ease. If you look around you at the people you see right now, it’s a fair bet that many of them are suffering, too. How many of them show signs of actually being happy? It’s not just you who is dipping in and out of suffering. Add on situations that are chronically unpleasant, such as conflict with a spouse, financial stress, health concerns, or job insecurity, and the amount of suffering in our lives can be considerable. Of course not all of our suffering is of this everyday kind. From time to time all of us will experience intensely stressful events such as divorce, bereavement, unemployment, or serious illness. Self-compassion can help us to remain balanced in the face of everyday forms of suffering, and to help us weather the emotional storms that more serious challenges bring. By practicing self-compassion we guarantee that there is at least one person there—ourselves—who can offer support and encouragement for as long as the crisis endures.

			Initial and Secondary Pain

			We experience emotional pain as a two-stage process. Parts of the brain that evolved early on in our evolutionary history, such as the amygdala and basal ganglia, are continually monitoring our inner and outer environment for threats to our well-being. When they detect a potential threat they generate physiological changes that cause feelings of discomfort or pain to arise in the body. This helps us to rapidly mobilize a response to those threats. But unfortunately the way we respond to painful circumstances often creates more suffering.

			To see how this works, let’s put ourselves in the shoes of someone from one of the examples I gave above: someone hitting a series of red lights while hurrying to an appointment. We’ve all been there, or been in similar situations. Maybe we left a little late, and we’re driving to our destination, conscious of the time it’s going to take to get there, and hyper-aware of potential delays. Then we see a light ahead of us turn red. This is interpreted as a threat to our well-being. We’re made aware—in a literally visceral way—of this threat, as feelings arise in the body. Perhaps an unpleasant knot of tension appears in the belly, or maybe we experience the feeling that we call a sinking heart. These are examples of primary pain: the ancient brain signaling the presence of a threat.

			In response to that pain, other parts of the brain then step in to handle—or more often to react to—the threat. We might find ourselves imagining the disapproval we’re going to experience, and rehearsing how we might deflect the blame from ourselves. (It’s much more acceptable to blame the traffic than to admit we left late.) Maybe we feel angry at the lights, or at the people who program them. We might think of ourselves as being unfairly treated: “This always happens to me!” Or maybe we’re angry at ourselves for having tried to do “one more thing” before our departure. But here’s the thing. Each of these thoughts causes further painful feelings and physical tensions to arise. The knot in the belly becomes tighter. Our heart pounds faster. We tense up physically. We feel shame or embarrassment at the prospect of having to explain ourselves. These are all examples of secondary pain. They arise in the body as the brain reacts to our initial pain.

			One thing to note here is that all of the secondary suffering I’ve described is unnecessary. We don’t have to react. We don’t have to think those thoughts. That we do is simply because we have habits of doing so. We haven’t developed enough mindfulness to recognize that we’re causing ourselves to suffer. We aren’t aware enough to realize that there are alternative ways of responding. Another thing to note is that the secondary pain is much more intense and prolonged than the initial pain. Our reactions to our pain cause more pain than the pain itself. In the absence of mental reactivity, our initial pain (the knot in the belly, the sinking heart) would likely have dissipated within a minute or two as the parasympathetic (“rest and relax”) nervous system kicked in and brought us back to balance. But instead, the sympathetic (“fight and flight”) system creates a runaway reaction, throwing us even further off balance. Even though we’re not in danger of being harmed, our angry, frustrated, or remorseful thoughts create and perpetuate a painful state of stress in the body, and thus reinforce our sense of being in an emergency situation.

			The example I chose may seem trivial, but as I’ve already suggested, we can end up in a state of chronic suffering as a result of our meeting one seemingly minor stressful situation after another. “Drop by drop is the water pot filled,” as an ancient scripture says. And exactly the same mechanism—with primary pain being followed by reactive thoughts, leading to secondary pain—are involved in more extreme forms of mental suffering, such as desperate loneliness, severe anxiety, and depression.

			The Two Arrows

			
				The Buddha used a memorable image to illustrate the relationship between these primary and secondary forms of suffering. He said that our initial pain is like being shot by an arrow. This pain can be physical, as when we catch a cold or strain a muscle in our back, or it can be emotional, as when we have our feelings hurt, when we’re startled, or when we feel lonely. But having been touched by this pain we—at least if we’re an “ordinary, untrained person”—resist it. The Buddha described this resistance in terms of mental reactions such as “grief, sorrow, and lamentation,” although nowadays we might talk more in terms of anger, self-pity, and catastrophizing. Since these habitual responses cause us yet more pain, it’s as if, the Buddha says, our response to being shot by an arrow is to shoot ourselves with yet another arrow. We turn ourselves into human archery targets, hurting ourselves over and over again. First arrows are inevitable. As long as you have a functioning body and nervous system, you’re going to experience various kinds of physical and emotional pain. Whether we inflict further suffering on ourselves is, in the end, up to us. Second arrows are optional.

			Ideally—if we were “trained disciples,” instead of “ordinary, untrained people”—we would notice the primary pain of the first arrow hitting us and accept it without reacting at all. And with a great deal of practice we might even get to the point where we can do that, at least some of the time. But it’s not essential for us to have superhuman powers of mindfulness in order to practice self-compassion. All we need to do is to recognize, mindfully, that suffering has arisen, whether that suffering is the result of the first, or both the first and second, arrows. Once we’ve recognized that we’re in a state of discomfort, pain, or distress, we are free to lay down the bow of reactivity, and stop firing those second arrows. In this way we can stop causing ourselves unnecessary suffering.

			
				 

				Exercise: During your everyday activities, be mindful of the small ways in which you and others suffer pain or discomfort. Remember that experiences of suffering are not a sign of failure, but are simply an unavoidable part of human existence. You might want to say to yourself, “This is a moment of suffering. All of us experience suffering. Let me accept this experience mindfully.” Practice letting go of thoughts you may have about any suffering that arises, and instead keep your attention on any feelings that arise in the body.

				 

			

			Step 2. Drop the Story

			One of humanity’s greatest gifts—our ability to reflect—can also be a curse. Our minds have evolved an extraordinary ability to revisit past experiences so that we can learn from them. As part of this learning we often create explanatory stories: This thing happened, and then that thing happened. Maybe they’re connected? This ability to reflect and to connect cause and effect has allowed us to solve many problems and to develop a culture of literature, psychology, science, and technology. But this storytelling ability also causes us problems, because the stories we create in order to explain our pain can themselves create pain. A friend hasn’t replied promptly to a text message you sent? Surely that means that they don’t care about you! The initial painful disappointment of not receiving a reply (the first arrow) may last only a minute or so, but the second arrow stories that we create about it can cause further pain, that’s often more intense and that can persist for a long time. Sometimes, in response to a momentary painful event, we can end up stuck in patterns of resentment, worry, and depression that go on for many years.

			Our painful stories may be ones in which we blame others, or tell ourselves that the discomfort we’re experiencing is unbearable or shouldn’t be happening. Our stories can even create entirely illusory threats. We can imagine, for example, elaborate and catastrophic future scenarios that cause deep anxiety. Some of the most elusive yet potent stories concern who we are, and concern our supposed unlikability, or our fundamental lack of goodness.

			We can be utterly taken in by the seeming “rightness” of our stories. I remember one time, when I was managing a retreat center, one of our team members decided to go off and deal with some non-urgent task, making him very late for a meeting that we couldn’t hold without him. While we waited for him to show up, I voiced my opinion that he must see himself as being much more important than the rest of us, since he was wasting our collective time in such a way. A friend pointed out to me that this wasn’t a helpful way to think about things. I repeated my opinion, but in a slightly different way. Again, my friend reminded me that my approach wasn’t helpful. But by now my complaining had brought me to the boil, and I really started ranting. I seem to recall that I actually tried to mathematically quantify just how much more important than us our absent colleague considered himself to be. “That’s really not helping anyone,” my friend said. And finally I realized that he was right, and that all I was doing was creating stress and conflict. But until that point I was absolutely convinced by my story.

			The reason we cling to our stories and have so much difficulty letting go of them, is because on some level we believe that they are true, and useful, and even that they are essential to our well-being. They’ve evolved as protective mechanisms, after all. Anger evolved as a display of aggression in order to drive away threats. Self-pity makes our suffering visible, so that others can come and offer reassurance. Blaming others protects our sense of self, so that we can believe that they are at fault while we are good and worthy. Worrying focuses our attention on dangers, potentially allowing us to anticipate and avoid problems. Every painful story is trying (although failing) to relieve us of pain.

			Our stories are so compelling that even when we recognize they aren’t true and that they’re causing us pain, we can drop them, only to have them reappear, over and over again. But that’s just what happens. It’s fine. We just keep letting go of second-arrow thoughts as soon as we’re aware they’ve arisen. Every time we do this, we reduce our commitment to the story, and also reduce, even if just a little, the burden of suffering that we carry.

			This use of the word “story” can be misleading. Sometimes our resistance to the first arrow might not be expressed as a verbal thought at all, and might instead take the form of a kind of mental “pushing away.” It might even manifest in the body; we tense up as if we were “bracing for impact.” But whatever form our resistance takes, it simply adds to our suffering. And however our resistance manifests, we can let go of it.

			
				 

				Exercise: As you notice various feelings coming and going during the day, be curious about them—especially if they are unpleasant. Where do they appear to be located in the body? What shape and texture are they? How do they change over time? Can you be aware of and curious about them in the same way as you would any other sensation in the body? Can you keep dropping any thoughts that are sparked off by these feelings, and simply keep coming back to being aware of your bodily sensations?

				 

			

			And so whenever you recognize you’re caught up in a painful story, drop it. Drop the story. Dropping the story doesn’t mean just sitting there doing nothing. It means turning our energy and attention away from resisting pain, and toward mindfully observing our immediate sensory experience. We step out of our heads, and into an awareness of the body, and of the sensations and feelings arising there. And so this takes us to the next steps in self-compassion, which are turning our awareness toward the pain of the first arrow and offering it our love, support, and encouragement.

			
				 

				Exercise: During everyday activities, keep noticing the connection between your thoughts and your feelings. When you observe that you are caught up in trains of thought that make you unhappy, try dropping them and turning your attention back toward the body and the breathing.
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			These first two steps of recognizing that we’re suffering and dropping the story might sometimes take place in reverse order. If we’re a “thinking type” rather than a “feeling type,” we may first of all recognize that we are caught up in a familiar, unhelpful story, and drop it, only then to realize that it’s been making us suffer. And sometimes the two steps may seem to take place more or less simultaneously. As long as both things happen, it doesn’t really matter in which order they take place.

			Step 3. Turn Toward the Pain

			It may seem utterly counterintuitive to turn toward pain. Our evolved instincts are to avoid or to flee it. And yet mindfully accepting our painful feelings is an essential prerequisite to supporting ourselves with kindness and compassion. What does accepting our pain mean? It means being willing to be present with it, not pushing it away or reacting to it.

			We can work against our inherent tendency to resist painful feelings by encouraging ourselves to remain open to them. We can be curious about emotional pain as we might be curious with any other sensation in the body. We can look to see what a particular feeling is like. We can notice exactly where in the body it takes place. We can observe what size it is, and what volume of physical space it occupies. We can notice what texture it has. Perhaps it will feel heavy or dark. Some people observe a color associated with the feeling, although if this doesn’t happen naturally then don’t strive to make it happen; just be present with whatever is arising. Perhaps there may be a sense of tension or pressure or movement associated with it. Labeling our feelings can very useful too—naming them as anxiety, or sadness, or disappointment, for example—although it’s fine if we can’t put names to them.

			Sometimes we may need to offer ourselves reassurance as we turn toward painful feelings. We can say things like, “It’s alright to feel pain. It’s OK to feel this. Let me feel this.” This encouragement helps us build up our confidence, and it also takes up some of the mental bandwidth that might otherwise be occupied by reactive, fearful, thinking. Turning toward our pain gets easier with practice. We become less afraid of our discomfort. We become more courageous.

			Something that can help us to practice acceptance is to recognize that our feelings are only ever pleasant or unpleasant, and never right or wrong. This is something that Buddhist psychology strongly emphasizes. Feelings are are non-volitional and ethically neutral; that is, they are not choices we make and so they don’t have any moral significance. Only how we think, speak, and act in response to them is ethically significant. So you need not be ashamed of any feeling you experience. You feel what you feel. Simply accepting this is in itself a profound act of self-compassion.

			When we observe painful feelings we needn’t do so in a way that’s cold and clinical. Instead, we can approach them in a spirit that’s warm, supportive, and loving. This brings us into the territory of the fourth step in practicing self-compassion, which is where we recognize that there is a part of us that is suffering, and give it our support and our love.

			Step 4. Offer Support to the Suffering Part of You

			Once we’ve recognized that a painful situation has arisen, dropped the story, and turned our attention mindfully and courageously toward the first arrow of our painful feelings, we can begin to offer ourselves kindness, support, and encouragement. We can do this through adopting an inner gaze of kindness and warmth, talking to ourselves in a loving way, and touching, reassuringly, the area where feelings are manifesting. Let’s look briefly now at each of those channels for offering compassion. We’ll examine them in more depth in Chapter 7.

			You know what it’s like to be looked at by someone who is kind and reassuring—how nourishing, comforting, and encouraging it can be when we are compassionately acknowledged in that way. And you also know what it’s like to be on the other side of that gaze—to look with love. We all have that ability. And so we can learn to regard our pain with a kindly gaze—not, of course, with the eyes but with our inner awareness —offering kindness and compassion in that way. We can also talk to ourselves as we might talk to a friend who was suffering: “I just want you to know I’m here for you. I know you’re in pain, and I care about you. I want you to be free from suffering.” Expressions of support and solidarity such as these are deeply healing. And just as you might physically comfort a hurt child or frightened animal, or offer a comforting and supportive touch to a friend who is suffering, you can lay a gentle hand on the part of the body where the painful feelings are most prominent, touching that area with kindness and compassion. Combining all three of these approaches—a kindly gaze, kind words, and kindly touch—can be especially effective at offering ourselves reassurance.

			
				 

				Exercise: As you become aware that painful or uncomfortable feelings are present, try turning toward them (as in the previous exercise) but also try regarding them with kindness. Try seeing them as suffering parts of you that need your support. Say reassuring words to them. If it’s safe and socially appropriate to do so, place a reassuring hand on the part of the body where you experience the feeling most strongly.

				 

			

			I think we all go through a phase where we think of self-compassion as some kind of “trick” we can use to rid ourselves of an uncomfortable feeling. We see pain as something “bad” that’s inside of us, and we’d like to evict it. If we try to do this, or even just have this attitude, then we’re still caught up in reacting to our pain. And trying to get rid of our pain is just another second arrow, resulting in yet more suffering arising. In fact, if we’re trying to use self-compassion as a way to get rid of our pain, then it’s not really compassion we’re practicing, but fear and aversion. At some point, though, we start to recognize that we’re sneakily trying to resist our pain, and we begin to let go into genuine acceptance.

			Your pain deserves compassion. We offer kindness and compassion to our pain not to banish it, but simply because it needs kindness, reassurance, and support. Compassion is the most appropriate response to pain, whether it’s physical or mental, ours or someone else’s. If you were taking care of a baby who was frightened and crying, you wouldn’t yell at it, tell it not to be stupid, or regard it as a failure. After all, it’s just expressing its distress in the only language it knows. Responding unempathetically—out of fear or aversion—would just make its suffering worse. All of us have this fearful, child-like aspect as part of our being. We can’t escape it, and treating it unkindly just creates more suffering for us. But we can learn to show it love. And the more it recognizes that it is loved and supported, the calmer it becomes.

			Although I’ve said that we shouldn’t practice self-compassion out of a desire to simply make pain go away, if we’re offering genuine compassion to our pain, then in some cases it will in fact quickly disappear. Many times I have found myself upset, run through the four steps of self-compassion, and have found that I’m no longer in distress, all within the space of a few moments. But there also have been times in my life—for example at times of bereavement—when I’ve lived with painful feelings that have persisted on and off for days, weeks, or even months. Painful feelings pass in their own time, and for as long as they’re with us we need to keep offering them support and love. Wanting to get rid of them has been profoundly unhelpful, and has only served to intensify my pain. During times of chronic distress, I’ve found that I simply had to keep turning back toward those painful feelings over and over again until whatever crisis I was experiencing had passed.

			Once we’ve practiced self-compassion in this way—recognizing suffering, dropping the story, turning toward our pain, and offering it compassion—we often find that things shift radically. The sacred pause of mindful compassion becomes a conduit for wisdom and other inner resources that we sometimes aren’t aware we had. As I’ve mentioned, I don’t include this in the steps of self-compassion because it’s not something we do—it’s more in the nature of a spontaneous creative response that arises in the sacred pause.

			These, then, are the four steps of self-compassion. Now that we’ve looked at what they involve, let’s look at a few examples of how we might use them in moments of suffering, and the kinds of spontaneous creative responses that might emerge as we do so.

			Five Examples of Four-Step Self-Compassion

			EXAMPLE 1: You’re with a friend, and they say something that hurts your feelings.

			When a friend hurts your feelings, your normal (reactive) tendency may be to get angry with them, or to withdraw and wallow in self-pity. Perhaps those things start to happen in this case, but then you realize that you’re in pain. And so you drop the angry or self-pitying stories that are making things worse, and observe your hurt, which may feel like a bruise around the heart—almost as if you’ve been physically struck. You turn toward this painful feeling with curiosity, accepting it as best you can. You know it’s not wrong or a sign of weakness, but just a signal from an ancient part of the brain that is alerting you to what it perceives to be a threat. You regard this feeling with kindness and offer it a few words of reassurance. Now you feel more supported, understood, and empowered. And perhaps, as a spontaneous creative response you hear yourself saying to your friend, without accusation and more calmly and kindly than you usually would in such circumstances, “Actually, I felt a bit hurt when you said that just now. I wonder if you could put that a different way?” The spontaneous creative response is to be courageously vulnerable, and to communicate honestly, so that you can have a mutually empathetic discussion about your relationship as it’s manifesting in that moment.

			EXAMPLE 2: You’re anxious about an upcoming medical test. You’re worried that the results may be bad, and you keep imagining the worst.

			As you catastrophize about what a forthcoming medical test might bring to light, you notice that these trains of thought are causing you pain. So you disengage from the story and turn toward the anxiety. There it is: a kind of unpleasant buzzing around the solar plexus, and a fluttering around the heart. Recognizing that a part of you is suffering, you place a hand kindly where the feelings are manifesting most strongly. You say reassuring words, such as, “I know you’re scared, but I’m with you. We’ll face this together.” You regard your anxiety with a kindly gaze, looking at it with the same kind of reassurance and empathy that you’d offer to a dear friend. You may continue to feel anxious, and likely will, on and off, until the test results come in, but you realize that you can be your own source of comfort and reassurance. You realize that you can experience suffering and at the same time be at peace. And you remind yourself, I’m safe right now. I’m OK right now. Here your spontaneous creative response is to recognize the reality that there is no immediate danger, and that in this moment there is nothing to fear.

			EXAMPLE 3: You’re in a hurry while walking down the street, and you feel frustrated because people keep getting in your way.

			Walking down a crowded street when you’re in a hurry is irritating. It can put you in a bad mood, which is what’s happening now. But you begin to notice that every time an angry thought like, “For goodness’ sake, hurry up!” crosses your mind, you’re creating more suffering for yourself, so that your discomfort and frustration increase. So you drop those angry thoughts. You observe the frustration in your body. It may be widespread, but is probably centered in the chest and gut. You talk to your discomfort, saying, “May you be well. May you be happy. May you be at peace”—words taken from lovingkindness meditation, which we’ll explore in chapter 6. Things begin to change. Instinctively you stop leaning forward and slow down a little. You take fuller, deeper breaths. You realize that you’ve had a view, which you now question, that the world should revolve around you, and take your desires into account. You realize that people aren’t deliberately trying to slow you down; they’re just getting on with their own lives. You see that we’re all the center of our own lives. And knowing that, you smile, and feel warmth toward these people that, just a moment ago, you found infuriatingly slow. Your spontaneous creative response here is the arising of the insight that you are not the center of the world.

			EXAMPLE 4: You’re overwhelmed by demands.

			You’re busy cooking a meal for your kids at the end of a long day, when you’re already tired. Trying to prepare ingredients while also keeping an eye on sizzling and bubbling pots is already stressful, but to make things worse your children keep getting into arguments with each other. Normally you might blow your top and yell at them, and you feel that temptation now, but you sense your mounting frustration as a form of painful tension in the body, perhaps like a sense of pressure. You regard these uncomfortable feelings with loving eyes. You take a breath. You smile. Now that kindness, compassion, and patience have entered your experience, they’re available for your children, too. So you talk rather than yell, and speak kindly rather than roughly. Perhaps you realize that you have harbored an assumption that your children should be cooperative when you’re stressed and that yelling is an appropriate way to get them to fall in line. But now, perhaps, your spontaneous creative response is to recognize that they have their own lives, and can’t be expected to always fit in with your wishes, and also that qualities such as kindness and playfulness are more effective ways of encouraging the behaviors you prefer.

			EXAMPLE 5: You feel humiliated because you’ve made a very public mistake.

			Maybe you sent out an email containing an error to a large mailing list, or maybe you were giving a presentation and something went wrong with your slides. You keep imagining that everyone thinks you’re an idiot. A chasm opening at your feet and swallowing you whole would be welcome around now. Then you catch yourself thinking this way, and realize that you’re causing yourself pain. You step away from your painful and shame-inducing thoughts, and turn to face your discomfort: a burning feeling in your face, chest, and gut, along with a cringing desire to shrink and disappear. You talk kindly and reassuringly to your pain: “It’s OK. We all make mistakes. If it was someone else who had made the same mistake you’d be telling them not to worry. So I’m saying the same to you now: It’s OK. Don’t worry.” Having offered yourself compassion in this way you find that you spontaneously breathe more deeply, that you begin to relax physically. The anxiety is now be a bit less intense, although perhaps it still remains. Your spontaneous insight is to realize that it’s OK for the shame to be there. You know that it’ll fade in time, and you can support yourself until it does. You’re going to feel this pain for a while, but you know that you can bear with it.
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			The insight that I described arising in the second example above—“I’m safe right now”—is a particularly powerful way for us to change the way we relate to life. After my doctor told me that I might have cancer, I’d find myself catastrophizing. I’d imagine dying. I imagined the prospect of never seeing my children again. Since I had no health insurance at the time my doctor told me of her suspicions—and health care being extremely expensive in the United States—I imagined myself bankrupt and homeless. Naturally, I faced these frightening projections with as much mindfulness as I could, and when I noticed I’d become caught up in them I’d let go of them and return my attention to my present-moment experience of my body, my surroundings, and any task I was doing. But something deep inside me was mortally frightened, and so these scenarios would reappear over and over again.

			But there was, in fact, no immediate danger. The fear I was experiencing was coming from my own mind. I’d catch myself catastrophizing in the shower or lying in bed at night (rumination prime time) and realize that everything in that moment was fine. I was warm, I was sheltered, I was breathing. I had food in my pantry. My heart was beating. I wasn’t in pain. I had all my faculties intact. “In this moment, you are safe,” I would remind myself. “Right now everything is fine.” Even though unpleasant symptoms of anxiety were still present, that was fine, too. I could accept the rapidly beating heart and the sense of agitation. I could be mindfully present with them and be content. The simple reminder that I was OK had a remarkable calming effect, sending a signal to the more frightened parts of me that there was no objective danger right at that moment. Sometimes those symptoms would even vanish altogether and be replaced by joy.

			At other times, especially when I awoke in the middle of the night in fear, I’d remind myself of the words of Julian of Norwich: “All will be well, and all will be well, and all manner of thing will be well.” Repeating these words like a mantra, I’d experience a great sense of comfort. They promised me not that bad things wouldn’t happen, but that I had the resources within me (even if I wasn’t quite sure where they would come from) to weather anything that might come.
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			I’ve explained that feelings are produced as a result of ancient parts of us detecting potential threats or benefits. This might make it seem as if we’re eternally condemned to repeat the same sufferings, with the same threat-assessments leading to the same painful feelings, over and over again. Fortunately the brain is malleable and adaptable. It’s capable of learning that something we formerly took to be a threat is in fact benign, or at least not something we need to panic about. In the example above of the friend saying something that hurt your feelings, you are reprogramming your brain to see this not as an existential threat, but more as a problem of communication, or even as an exciting opportunity for learning how to better connect with another person. This changes the brain, so that in future you’re more likely to approach such situations in a way that doesn’t lead to extreme suffering. And when I say this changes the brain, I mean that literally. New learnings create new neural pathways, so that the brain rewires itself.

			We also reprogram the brain when we to learn to look at challenging circumstances in ways that don’t lead to suffering. For example, realizing that you are not alone in your suffering produces a very different response from when you assume that you are uniquely inadequate, and failing at life in contrast to others, who you imagine as doing well and thriving. Becoming less self-centered frees us from the frustration that arises when we encounter a world that doesn’t acknowledge us as the most important being in the cosmos.

			The sacred pause that we bring about as a result of practicing self-compassion, in effect allows us to bring into conscious awareness the assumptions and rules that produce suffering in the first place, and to replace them with new, more realistic, and more helpful perspectives. And by doing this, we’re less likely to suffer in the future. We’ll never create for ourselves a life in which no pain arises (even the Buddha suffered) but, through the practice of mindful self-compassion and the ability it gives us to retrain our neural pathways, we can learn to live in greater peace, balance, and harmony.
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			I’ve found this four-step process to be appropriate for any kind of suffering that arises in my life, and that spontaneous creative responses keep arising in its wake, often in surprising ways. My meditation students have found the same to be true. A medical student in Stockholm, Sweden, who took a twenty-eight-day online course in self-compassion with me, wrote, “It’s hard to believe that a month ago I was so much harder on myself, responding to suffering with cold and hurtful inner stories. Today, I am quicker at noticing them, and at trying to drop the story. The words and imagery don’t grab hold as much as before. I can focus on the bodily sensation and think, ‘Oh, this is just my brain sending signals of distress,’ and that is comforting.” Recognizing that our pain is “just the brain sending signals of distress” is a powerfully liberating insight.

			As I’ve already stressed, this four-step process doesn’t necessarily make our pain go away. But that’s not the point anyway. Offering ourselves compassion in this way helps us to abstain from firing second arrows such as self-judgement, anger, self-blame, and so on at ourselves, and so it frees us from unnecessary, added suffering. It helps us to build up habits of mindfulness, courage, acceptance, and wisdom, which start to become woven into the fabric of our lives, so that self-compassion stops being something we “practice” and just becomes the way we live our lives.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			The Miracle of Being Here

			The poet William Stafford wrote, “What can anyone give you greater than now, / starting here, right in this room, when you turn around?” And so, right now, right in this very moment, notice what you’re seeing and hearing. Feel the contact your body is making with your seat or the floor. Notice the movements your body makes as you breathe in and out. Without judgement, observe whether anything you’re sensing is pleasant or unpleasant. Observe pleasure and discomfort as if they were any another sensations. Notice, again without judgement, any thoughts or impulses that arise. If you happen to get caught up in those thoughts for a while, or if you find yourself judging anything at all—just acknowledge that this has happened and then let your awareness reconnect once again with your direct sensory experience. Now, if you want, you can let your eyes close and continue this exercise for a few minutes.

			What you’ve just been doing is practicing mindfulness, which is the first skill of self-compassion. Mindfulness is a simple and natural attentiveness to our experience as it arises, moment by moment. It’s nothing mystical. It’s not what most people would call spiritual. Yet there’s something sacred about mindfulness, too. The nineteenth century New Hampshire songwriter, John Greenleaf Adams, wrote about what happens upon letting go of thoughts of grief: “A pause must be had—a sacred pause, full of deep reality, impressive thought, wonderful instruction, unutterable emotion.” Mindfulness creates this kind of sacred pause, in which we are able to release—at least to some extent—our normal, reactive, habits. In this sacred pause of mindful attention we have an opportunity to let go of self-criticism, anger, resentment, and self-pity. Wiser, more compassionate, and more authentic responses can emerge; patience, acceptance, and kindness can bloom; and self-awareness and personal responsibility can arise. It’s in this sacred pause where spiritual practice takes place. This is where we grow. This is where self-compassion is born. As a flower needs soil for its growth, self-compassion requires mindfulness. No soil, no flower; no mindfulness, no self-compassion.

			Mindfulness is easier to describe than it is to define, and one of the simplest ways to convey what it is, is to contrast it with the all-too-familiar experience of unmindfulness. You know how sometimes you arrive at your destination in the car and you can remember nothing of the journey? You know how you get caught up sometimes in anxious or angry thinking, one thought coming after another, as you dig yourself an ever-deeper pit of pain? You know how you get completely caught up in the thoughts your mind is creating, as if you were immersed in a gripping movie? Those are all examples of us being unmindful. When we’re unmindful, we’re not fully present with our experience; we’re on automatic pilot. We’re operating a bit like one of those robot vacuum cleaners that bumps its way around the house. From time to time it hits an object and changes direction. But it’s purely reactive. It has no awareness of what it is or what it’s doing. It has no choice over what it does. It has no freedom. Sadly, that’s what we too are like a lot of the time.

			As part of his doctoral research at Harvard University, a psychologist called Matt Killingsworth ran a study involving many thousands of people from all genders, walks of life, and ages. The study gathered data from an iPhone app, which would ping participants at random times and ask them what they were doing, what they’d been thinking about, and how they felt. It was designed to look at distractedness, which is another word for unmindfulness. For the purposes of Killingsworth’s study, distractedness was when we’re doing one thing but thinking about another. What he found was that on average our minds wander 47 percent of the time. This was just the average; as you’ll have noticed, some activities hold our attention more than others. While we’re engaged in routine habitual tasks that require no real thought, like personal grooming, we might be distracted 65 percent of the time. But even when we’re doing something as engaging as having sex, 10 percent of the time we’re thinking about something else. Most importantly, Killingsworth established something that all meditation practitioners know, but which is still good to have confirmed empirically: not only do our minds wander a lot, but our distractions diminish our sense of well-being. A distracted mind is an unhappy mind. Our distracted thinking often involves painful longings, or anxiety, doubt, or complaining. In fact, Killingsworth observed that even when we’re doing something that’s ostensibly unpleasant, like being stuck in a traffic jam, we’re happier when we’re “in the moment” and paying attention to our immediate experience than when we’re in the same situation but distracted. You’d think that if we were to use our thoughts to escape unpleasant circumstances that we’d think about things that made us happier, but that’s rarely the case. And the reason for this is that when we’re distracted, our thinking is not under conscious direction, but is habitual and automatic. Like the robot vacuuming the floor, our thoughts simply bounce around, reactively, from one emotional preoccupation to another.

			The defining characteristic of mindfulness is that it’s a state of observation. When we’re mindful, there is a part of the mind that is attentive to what we’re doing, thinking, and feeling. As Sri Lankan Buddhist monk Henepola Gunaratana said, “Mindfulness is observing the passing flow of experience” (emphasis added). In his book, “Full Catastrophe Living,” Jon Kabat-Zinn, who pioneered the application of mindfulness in clinical settings, defined mindfulness as, “The process of observing body and mind intentionally, of letting your experiences unfold from moment to moment and accepting them as they are.” When we’re unmindful, we’re not observing, monitoring, or evaluating what’s going on. Without guidance, the mind may keep creating thoughts that make us feel bad, and there’s no inner observer to say, “Wait a minute. You’re making yourself miserable. Why don’t you let go of this train of thought, or try thinking in a different way?”

			We can practice mindfulness in the midst of any daily activity. Washing the dishes, folding laundry, drinking a cup of coffee, walking, or driving, can all be done mindfully. All we have to do is to pay attention to whatever experiences are arising during those activities. Usually, we keep an awareness of the body as our anchor. Observing the movements and sensations of the body helps us to remain present rather than get distracted by trains of thought. Against the background of those physical sensations we can be aware of our feelings and even be mindful of our thoughts, with less risk of getting caught up in them. Practicing mindfulness doesn’t stop thoughts from arising. The same anxious, complaining, doubting, longing thoughts and stories may still arise, but when we’re mindful we observe that this is happening. When we’re observing our thoughts, our attention is not caught up in them. Instead, it’s standing back, noticing what’s going on. It’s like the difference between sitting on a riverbank, watching the water flow by, and being in the river, swept helplessly along.

			This simple act of observing our experience opens up a whole new way of being and a new world of personal change. Mindfulness, because it allows us to observe we’re thinking or reacting in a way that’s unhelpful for our sense of well-being, gives us choice; the choice to let go, the choice to change direction. We now have the freedom to cultivate a host of other qualities that enhance our lives. We can choose to be curious. We can choose to be patient. We can choose to be kind. We can choose to turn courageously to face whatever is difficult within us. We can consciously cultivate all manner of positive qualities through mindfulness, including self-compassion. Without mindfulness, these things are not possible. And this is why I say that without mindfulness there is no self-compassion.

			Although we can practice being mindful in any activity, meditation has evolved as a kind of “mindfulness work-out” in which we can cultivate our mindfulness skills in a more focused and systematic way. We can meditate standing, lying down, or walking, but usually meditation is done in a seated posture. Again, we’ll usually bring our attention to whatever sensations are arising in the body, and often to the sensations arising from the breathing, which are the most obvious and dynamic part of our physical experience. We’re not thinking about the body or visualizing the body (two common misconceptions about meditation). We simply observe and experience the body’s sensations, being attentive to them in a relaxed and natural way. We can notice the sensations of air flowing in and out of the body, the rise and fall of the chest and the belly, and even the ever-changing contact our skin makes with our clothing.

			Relative newcomers in particular tend to become disappointed and frustrated with how frequently thoughts appear and with how often they get distractedly caught up in those thoughts. So we have an opportunity to develop more self-compassion right at the beginning of our practice. Understanding and accepting that it’s normal to become distracted is a self-compassionate act that helps us to be more patient and accepting. We’re not failing when we get distracted; we’re just being human. Whenever we realize that we’ve been distracted, we simply let go, without judgement, of the thoughts we’d been immersed in and return our attention to the body and the breathing. Over time, this simple act of letting go of our thinking and returning to the body has a soothing effect on the mind, and promotes a sense of calm, ease, and relaxation.

			At first we might find ourselves focusing on the fact that the mind keeps getting distracted, and overlook that it also, quite spontaneously, keeps creating moments of mindfulness. Yes, the mind goes wandering. Often. But for every period of distraction, there is a return to mindfulness. Every distracted, dream-like thought that arises inevitably comes to an end, and we find ourselves “waking up” into a more mindful state. Your mind may seem at times as if it’s a machine for producing distraction, but it’s also a machine for producing mindfulness. Recognizing this is encouraging.

			Those moments when we become aware that we’ve just emerged from a distracted train of thought are precious spiritual opportunities. Each time that this happens we have the freedom to practice patience, acceptance, kindness, and appreciation. Sometimes I suggest to meditation students that they be gentle with their minds in the way they would if they were returning a baby kitten to its mother when it has strayed from the nest.

			The way we relate to the body when we sit in meditation gives us an opportunity to practice self-kindness and self-compassion. One way we can be unkind to ourselves is to hold the body in a tense way, which happens when we’re being judgmental or have rigid expectations. Another is to sit in a posture that we’re not able to sustain without discomfort arising. In my meditation classes, newcomers will often want to sit in a cross-legged posture even though they aren’t flexible enough to do so comfortably. I guess they want to look cool. But we don’t need to impress anyone—not even ourselves—and there’s no one “perfect” posture that we have to sit in. It’s important to sit in a way that’s comfortable and that allows us to be at ease. At the same time, we don’t want to be slumped, as we often do when we’re relaxing in an arm-chair. When we slump, the chest is compressed in a way that makes it hard for us to breathe effectively. And restricted breathing causes the brain to be poorly oxygenated, making it hard for us to be attentive. So we’re looking for a posture that’s both relaxed and upright, open and at ease. One simple phrase that elegantly sums this up is the idea of sitting with a sense of dignity.

			Lying down to meditate is another posture that makes it hard for us to be mindful, and so it’s best avoided when possible. A horizontal posture is likely to make the mind drowsy, and at worst it’ll send us to sleep. But if you have some kind of injury or illness that makes sitting upright impossible, then by all means meditate lying down. The sleepiness is something you’ll just have to learn to work with.

			The faculty with which we sense inner states such as the sensations of the body, and our feelings, is called “interoception,” which comes from a root meaning “knowing or observing what is within.” Our interoceptive abilities may not be well developed at first. We may look within and not see much. We find that the body seems rather boring, and that our feelings are elusive, while by contrast our thoughts are vivid and compelling. (This difference is one reason that we so easily become distracted.) But this changes with practice, and our ability to sense the rich detail of our sensory experience grows as we turn our attention toward it again and again. In time, observing the body becomes an intensely vibrant, fulfilling, and enjoyable experience—and not just in meditation, but in ordinary daily activities. There’s a reason for the “full” in mind-full-ness.

			As the Irish poet and philosopher John O’Donohue said, “It is a strange and magical fact to be here, walking around in a body, to have a whole world within you and a world at your fingertips outside you. It is an immense privilege, and it is incredible that humans manage to forget the miracle of being here.” Mindfulness helps us to rediscover this everyday miracle, which, when we were young children, we were all familiar with. As we practice mindfulness we begin to find that as our thoughts settle, the body reveals itself to be vibrantly alive and full of subtle movements, connections, and currents of energy we’d never before noticed. We can experience beauty in and take pleasure from the way that every aspect of the breathing—from the movement of air in our passageways, to the movement of the diaphragm, to the ever-changing pressure of our waistband against our belly—works together in a graceful, coordinated way. The breathing is revealed to be a graceful and elegant dance. These changes make it easier for us to resist distraction, because our immediate sensory experience is now more interesting.

			Observing our experience in meditation also reveals the connection between our thoughts and out feelings. Just as a breeze passing over a pond stirs the water’s surface, our thoughts affect our feelings. You might be able to experience that right now by calling to mind something you find enjoyable, such as your favorite food or a loved one’s face. Simply be aware of the rippling change that takes place in the feelings arising in the chest and abdomen. Just observe those sensations with curiosity, perhaps noticing their qualities. Are they warm or cold, expanding or contracting, smooth or rough, pleasant or unpleasant, still or in motion? Now call to mind something that displeases you. Perhaps you could think of the face of someone you dislike, or a food or other substance that disgusts you. When faced with unpleasant feelings we are often overcome by the urge to push them away, but see if you can just allow them to be. Again, be curious, and notice their qualities. And just as feelings are affected by thoughts, so thoughts are affected by feelings. When you’re in a bad mood, you tend to have thoughts that are more critical. When you’re in a good mood, your thoughts are more optimistic and appreciative. Being mindful of unhelpful thinking allows us to stop creating unpleasant feelings, and being mindful of uncomfortable feelings makes it easier for us to avoid getting into negative ways of thinking. One of the most valuable things we can do is to observe this axis of feeling and thinking, since it is the dynamo that powers our entire lives, creating either suffering or peace, depending on how we allow it to function.

			Mindfulness doesn’t just change our experience—it affects us on a physical level. Just a few weeks of mindfulness training brings about structural changes in the brain. We’ve already seen that the amygdala, which is the brain’s “fight or flight” center, associated with fear and anxiety, becomes measurably smaller after just a few weeks of mindfulness practice. And the prefrontal cortex, which is associated with higher order functions, such as planning, awareness, concentration, decision-making, and emotional regulation, becomes thicker. Since the prefrontal cortex is the most distinctively human part of the brain, we can say that mindfulness literally makes us more human.

			For some people, learning to develop mindfulness is an instant relief. They have more of a sense of freedom. They are more at ease. They enjoy being more present and attentive to the body, feelings, and mind. For others, though, developing mindfulness can be a bumpy ride. It can be a shock to realize how unruly the mind is, to become aware of just how non-stop, negative, and petty our thinking is. If this is your experience, bear in mind that this is very common, and that you are not alone. Know too, that this is just a stage that those of us that are more self-critical have to go through. It’s not possible for us to work with our reactivity without first becoming aware of it. Because learning to be more mindful is challenging, it’s helpful if at the same time we learn lovingkindness or compassion meditation, for example by alternating those more heart-centered practices and mindfulness practice on a daily basis.

			Two Ways of Seeing

			I’ve said that practicing mindfulness allows us to observe how different aspects of our experience are connected with each other. For example, all movements and sensations of the breathing are connected with each other; our breathing is a body-wide experience. And as we’ve seen, our feelings and thoughts, too, are intimately connected. But we often have habitual ways of observing our experience that make it hard for us to notice this interconnectedness, even when we’re consciously cultivating mindfulness. Interestingly, the way we relate to our eyes, and to our external field of vision, directly affects the way we relate interoceptively, with our “inner field of vision.”

			I invite you, then, to try the following experiment to see how it affects you.

			
				 

				Exercise: We’re going to explore two different ways that we can relate to our sense of vision.

				First, position yourself where you can let your gaze rest naturally on a relatively empty part of the floor or a wall. If there aren’t any clear spaces, then look at some small object, or at some detail of a larger object. Try to focus your attention entirely upon that focal point. Keep this up for just a minute or two. This focal point of your attention may be unsteady, and that’s OK. You may also notice that peripheral parts of your visual field become darker, so that you have sense of tunnel vision. That’s OK, too.

				As you continue to observe in this focused way, notice the feeling tone of your experience. What’s that like? Notice whether the body is relaxed or tense. Notice the depth and rate of your breathing. And notice whether the mind is busy or quiet.

				Now let your gaze rest lightly on that same object in front of you. Let the muscles around the eyes relax, almost as if you were staring into space. Let your focus soften. Become aware of everything in your visual field, from the center out to the periphery, and from top to bottom. Allow yourself to see everything, without trying to focus on anything in particular, and without trying to see anything in detail. Just take in the whole of your visual field.

				Once again, notice how this way of seeing affects the way you feel. Notice whether various parts of the body are relaxed or tense. Notice the depth and the rate of your breathing. Notice whether the mind is quiet or active.

				 

			

			Most people will find that with the gaze narrowly focused, the body becomes tense, that the tone of their feelings is strained and perhaps anxious, that the breathing is tight, rapid, and in the upper chest, and perhaps also that there’s a lot of thinking going on. By contrast, when the gaze is open, the focus soft, and the muscles around the eyes relaxed, the body begins to release tensions, you feel more at ease, the breathing slows, deepens, and involves the belly, and the mind is calmer, so that whatever thoughts you have just drift lightly by.

			These differences seem to arise because these two ways of seeing—narrow and open—trigger different parts of the autonomic nervous system. A narrow gaze stimulates activity in the sympathetic nervous system, which is responsible for the fight or fight reflex. Perhaps this isn’t surprising. When we’re on the alert, we tend to focus on details, scrutinizing expressions on an opponent’s face or, in our hunter-gatherer past, watching the movements of a predator on the savanna. A relaxed gaze, on the other hand, triggers the parasympathetic nervous system, which is responsible for bringing us back to rest, relaxation, and balance. When we feel safe and secure, the mind itself is less narrowly focused. We muse. We ponder. We creatively combine ideas. We stare into space and daydream. This shift from a narrow to a more open focus in the eyes has the potential to profoundly change how we relate to our experience internally as well. With the eyes tight and the inner gaze narrow, we can only focus on one thing at a time. For example, we can usually observe just one small part of the breathing. Or we can observe our thinking. Or our feelings. But it’s almost impossible, with this narrow flashlight beam of attention, to sense all of these at the same time. Therefore it is hard for us to see how various experiences are connected with each other. Additionally, because we’re only aware of one small part of our experience, there’s not much there to hold our interest. The one exception to this is our thinking, which tends to be rich and compelling compared to almost anything else.

			By contrast, when the eyes are relaxed and our inner gaze open, we’re able to be aware of many sensations at the same time. Our attention is more like a lantern, illuminating many things. We can sense the whole body as we breathe. We can be aware of our thinking and our feelings at the same time, and therefore see how these relate to each other. And because we’re attentive to many sensations, our experience is full, rich, and satisfying. It’s therefore much easier for us to stay engaged with our experience. We’re less likely to become distracted. Thoughts will still arise, but they’re now just one small part of our experience, and we find them much less compelling. We can practice this shift from a narrow to an open focus not just in meditation, with the eyes closed, but also in daily life, when our eyes are open. It’s something we can do while walking, talking to a friend, or giving a presentation. Letting the eyes be soft and our field of attention open and receptive helps us immeasurably in our efforts to practice mindfulness in the midst of everyday activities.

			Meditation, however, is an important arena for developing mindfulness. That, to a large extent, is its purpose. I’ve said something about the general principles of what we do in meditation, but now I’m going to offer you a brief guide to three forms of meditation that you can practice. I’ve given written instructions, but you may find it easier to type the links I’ve provided into your computer or mobile device, so that you can have the experience of being guided through these exercises.

			Mindfulness Meditation 1

			The Three-Minute Breathing Space

			This three-minute breathing space is a modern meditation classic. It elegantly shows us that even brief periods of practice can be highly effective. And it’s accessible: while it can be hard, perhaps especially at first, to set aside 20 or 30 minutes each day for meditation practice, surely everyone can spare three minutes.

			
				Listen to This Meditation

				
					If you’d like to be guided through this practice, you can type the following link into a browser on your mobile device or computer: http://thisdifficultthing.com/meditation1

			

			1. Arriving

			Whether you’re sitting or standing, feel the weight of your body pressing downward, and let the spine, neck, and skull be aligned. You can let the eyes close, but if you want to keep them open just let your gaze rest lightly on a spot in front of you. Now, simply notice what’s arising in your senses. Notice sounds, light, the space around you, sensations of touch or pressure from the body. What thoughts are present? What feelings? You’re not trying to change anything. Just observe what’s there, and allow it to be, accepting everything.

			2. Breathing

			Now, let yourself become aware of those sensations in the body that are connected with the breathing. You might notice air flowing in and out of the body, the movements of the rib cage, and the rise and fall of the belly. Depending on what you’re comfortable with, you can observe many sensations of the breathing, or let yourself focus on just one area, such as the belly or the air flowing through the passageways in the head. If thoughts arise, which is common, you don’t need to do anything with them. Just keep bringing your attention back to the breathing.

			3. Expanding

			And now, letting your attention expand outward, allow yourself to notice the whole body: the torso and head, the spine, the shoulders, arms, hands, the pelvis, hips, legs, and feet. Once again notice how you’re feeling, and what the mind is doing. Finally, becoming aware of the space around you, and the sounds and light in that space—and if the eyes are closed, being aware of the light filtering through your eyelids. And now, begin to move the body, slowly and gently, letting the eyes open.

			

			
				
				[image: dingbat]

			
				The three-minute breathing space doesn’t literally have to take three minutes, and the stages don’t need to be exactly the same length. You can set a timer for three minutes if you want, but that’s not absolutely necessary; the exercise will be beneficial whatever length of time you do it for. The important thing is simply that you are cultivating mindfulness by spending time attending to your immediate sensory experience. The exercise can be brought, even for just a few breaths, into those moments of our daily lives when we’re relatively unengaged—for example while standing in line at the supermarket, before getting out of the car, or in the moments before a meeting starts.

			Mindfulness Meditation 2

			Mindfulness of Breathing

			Every meditation tradition I know of includes the practice of being mindful of the breathing. This form of practice is ubiquitous for a variety of reasons. First, our breathing connects us with the body, and being mindful of the body helps us become less absorbed in thinking. Our breathing also connects us with our emotional states, since the rate and depth of our breathing varies depending on how we’re feeling. The breathing, by its very nature, is always changing, making it easier to observe than more static sensations. And the breathing is always with us; no special equipment is required.

			This isn’t a breath-control exercise. We’re not trying to change the breathing in any way. We simply observe what’s happening with gentle curiosity. Essentially, we’re not doing anything different here than in the Three-Minute Breathing Space. We’re simply spending more time with the breathing.

			
				Listen to This Meditation

				
					If you’d like to be guided through this practice, you can type the following link into a browser on your mobile device or computer: http://thisdifficultthing.com/meditation2

			

			1. Getting Ready

			
				It’s useful to set a gentle timer of some sort before starting to meditate. Ten minutes is a good length of time to aim for initially, since it’s enough to make a significant difference to your day-to-day experience without being so long that it becomes an endurance exercise. Try to aim for much longer, and you might be tempted to cut your time short because of restlessness or discomfort. And giving up early can lead to a sense of failure, which makes it more likely that you’ll give up trying to meditate.

			It’s ideal to meditate in a seated posture. You don’t need to sit cross-legged, though, and unless that’s something you are used to and are comfortable doing, then it would be wise to begin by sitting on a chair. Find a way to sit that is dignified: neither rigid nor slumping, but upright, open, and relaxed. If you’re sitting in a regular office or dining chair, one trick that can help you to avoid slumping is to bend forward from the waist, wiggle your butt backward until it lightly makes contact with the chair back (I call this “mindful twerking”), and then sit up again. You should find that the back of the chair provides a little support to the pelvis or lower spine, so that you are able to remain effortlessly upright.

			Try relaxing the muscles in the back of the neck just a little. This is a place where we often carry tension. As the muscles on the back of the neck soften and lengthen, the angle of the head will change. Ideally the skull will end up balanced effortlessly atop the spine, with the chin slightly tucked in.

			Let the eyes close. Take two or three deep breaths, and as you exhale, let go of any tensions in the body as best you can.

			2. Arriving

			
				Give yourself time to settle by noticing what’s arising in the senses. Even with the eyes closed, you can be aware of any light penetrating your eyelids. Allow the muscles around the eyes to be relaxed, and the eyes themselves to be softly focused, almost as if you were staring into space. Notice the sounds and space around you. Notice the contact that your body is making with the floor and with your seat. Let yourself be aware of sensations from all over the body: from your muscles, joints, and skin, from air flowing in and out of your airways.

			3. Exploring the Breathing

			Be curious about this thing we call “breathing.” What is it? What sensations does it include? Where do the sensations of the breathing end and those of “non-breathing” begin? Is there any part of the body that’s unaffected by the breathing? Note that the breathing is much more than “the breath,” which is simply air. The breathing includes the breath, of course, but also comprises any and all sensation connected with the movements of the body as air flows in and out.

			The movements of the rib cage contribute some of the most obvious sensations of the breathing. Notice that the rib cage moves not just in the front of the body, but also on the sides and back. The movements of the abdomen are also prominent. Notice that the muscles of the belly wrap around the whole body, all the way around to the spine. And there are sensations not just of the muscles and ribs moving, but the skin over the abdomen and chest as well. Your skin, as you breathe in and out, is brushing against your clothing.

			As the diaphragm pushes down and then relaxes, pressure in the abdomen builds and releases. The spine moves, lengthening on the in-breath and settling on the out-breath. The shoulders rise and fall. Perhaps there are movements in the arms, caused both by the shoulders rising and falling and the chest expanding and relaxing. You may notice the build and release of pressure in the pelvic cavity, and especially on the pelvic floor. You may notice an increase and decrease in the pressure your buttocks exert on your seat. It’s even possible that you’ll observe a rhythmic change in the sensations of the legs, all the way down to the feet, and in the arms, all the way down to the fingertips.

			So there’s a lot you can be aware of, and you may find that the breathing affects much, and possibly all, of the body. You might even sense the breathing as a soft wave of sensation that sweeps through the entire body, ebbing and flowing. You don’t need to observe every sensation in great detail. The range of bodily sensations available to us is so vast that this would scarcely be possible. There’s a sweet spot you’re aiming for where the task of noticing many sensations is gently challenging but not actually stressful.

			As you observe the breathing, the mind may quiet a little, but thoughts will almost certainly continue to arise. Sometimes they will be quiet and unobtrusive, in the background. If that’s the case, just let them continue to drift by. They’re only distractions if you get bothered by them. Sometimes, though, you will get distracted by your thoughts. In that case, let go of them as soon as you realize that you’ve been caught up in thinking. This is just part of the meditation practice: Follow the breathing; get distracted; return to the breathing. This is just what we do. You can regard these compelling thoughts as a reminder to soften the eyes once again, so that your inner field of attention goes from being like a flashlight to being more like a lamp.

			This cycle of mindfulness and distraction, mindfulness and distraction, is an important opportunity to bring in some gentle self-compassion. There’s no need to give yourself a hard time for getting distracted. At that moment of returning from a daydream we can bring into being a kinder and more forgiving attitude simply by recognizing that distraction is normal. We can also, rather than blaming the mind for having gotten lost in thought, appreciate it for having found its way home again. Continue paying attention to the breathing in this way, welcoming the mind home whenever it returns to mindful attention, until your timer marks the end of the session.

			4. Moving On

			Feel free to sit for a little while longer, absorbing the effects of your practice. Take your time. Just notice the body, how you’re feeling, and what the mind is doing. Notice sensations arising from the outside world, perhaps starting with your contact with your seat, with the floor, with the air touching your skin. Then pay more attention to less direct sensations such as light, sound, and space. With the eyes still closed, begin to move the body in order to ease away any stiffness that might have been caused by sitting still. When the eyes do open, let it happen gently. And let your movements be slow and graceful, almost as if you’re moving underwater, as you stand up and begin to move around. You might want to stay in touch with your breathing for a while, bringing your mindfulness with you into your next activity.
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			For a long time, following the example of my early meditation teachers, I used to talk in terms of “ending the meditation” or “bringing the meditation practice to a close.” But I no longer use those terms because they imply that when the bell rings we drop whatever mindfulness we’ve brought into being. So now I talk in terms of taking our mindfulness into our next activity.

			Mindfulness Meditation 3

			Mindful Walking

			As I’ve mentioned, almost anything we do can offer us an opportunity to practice mindfulness. The most mundane activities, such as unloading the dishwasher, driving, or grocery shopping, can become part of our spiritual practice. Walking is one ordinary activity that we can use to help us become more mindful. One of the benefits of mindful walking is that it’s easier to sense the body when it’s in motion. In sitting meditation a lot of people initially find it difficult to be aware of physical sensations, but when we’re walking the sensations are far more obvious. This means that walking can act as a powerful anchor for our attention.

			Walking is something we take for granted, and we may assume that although we can walk to interesting places, the act of walking itself is inherently uninteresting. Yet the simple act of walking can be a rich and fulfilling experience—part of John O’Donohue’s “miracle of being here.” In relating to ordinary activities with mindfulness, we may find that they’re not so mundane after all. We begin to see everyday existence as a miracle. Ordinary movements can become a dance, everyday sounds become music, the uninteresting can become fascinating.

			In many traditions there is a walking meditation practice in which we pace back and forth at an extremely slow pace, perhaps taking several minutes to cover a distance that we would normally traverse in a few seconds. I love and recommend that form of practice, but what I’m suggesting here is something different: focusing mindfully on the physical sensations that arise as we’re walking to the mailbox, or to the bus stop, or train station, or taking a stroll in the park, or in fact any other time we’re walking in daily life.

			
				Listen to This Meditation

				
					If you’d like to be guided through this practice, you can type the following link into a browser on your mobile device or computer: http://thisdifficultthing.com/meditation3

			

			To begin practicing this mindfulness exercise, you can pause for a moment before you start walking, and simply experience what it’s like to stand, noticing the weight of the body pressing into the earth, and sensing the complex act of balancing that keeps you upright. Once again I recommend that you let the eyes be soft and that you be attentive to the whole of your visual field. In order to maintain your mindfulness as you walk, I’d suggest not letting your gaze wander any more than is necessary for safety. So avoid things like looking in shop windows or letting your gaze track people’s movements. Just let your eyes look straight ahead, and perhaps slightly downward. Your walk itself should be natural, although perhaps just a little slower than usual. When you walk at the same pace as you usually do, your mind will do the same things it usually does. In other words, you’ll get distracted. Slowing your walk a fraction helps you to be less habitual.

			The core of mindful walking practice is observing the sensations in the body. A good place to start is with the alternating pattern of each of the feet making and breaking contact with the earth. This is simple, concrete, and easy to notice. Those rhythmic sensations can be your anchor—they’re what you turn your attention back toward whenever you realize you’ve become distracted. From there, you can start to become aware of the rest of the body, starting with the lower legs, where you can notice the tightening and release of the muscles, and sensations such as the touch of your clothing against your skin and the vibration of the feet touching the ground rippling up through your flesh, bones, and joints. You can notice sensations and movements in the thighs, the hips, and the pelvis. You can notice the spine, the belly, the chest. Notice all the movements of the breathing, and how it naturally fits in with the rhythm of the walking. You can notice the shoulders moving, the arms swinging, the way the head moves, and so on.

			You’ll find that with the eyes soft and your field of attention open and receptive it’s possible to notice how each sensation of the walking is coordinated with all the others. The whole of our walking, from our breathing to the sensation of air flowing over the hands as they swing at the end of our arms, form one process—an elegant and fascinating dance.

			

			
				
				[image: dingbat]

			Resistance to Meditation

			A Self-Compassionate Guide

			Sometimes meditation can be challenging, and so even though we want to do it we find reasons not to. We might want to avoid particular feelings. We might worry that doing something for ourselves is selfish. We might be concerned that if we meditate we won’t get things done. Or we might be afraid of change. And so we find excuses to avoid meditating.

			When this happened to me I used to think it would help to understand why I resisted meditation. But that rarely helped me get on my meditation cushion. Ultimately, the most important thing was not to analyze my resistance or to get into a debate with it, but to turn toward and embrace it. This is an important practice in mindful self-compassion.

			So when resistance to meditation arises, try becoming mindful of the feelings that accompany this experience. Where are they situated in the body? What shape do they form? What texture do they have? What kinds of thoughts do they give rise to? Notice those things, and just be with the resistance. Let the resistance be an object of mindfulness. Resistance is a state of conflict, and may also include fear. These are forms of pain. Notice this pain and regard it kindly. Offer it some reassuring words: “It’s OK. You’re going to be OK. I’ll take good care of you.”

			Now, here’s the thing: as soon as you become mindful of your resistance, you’re already meditating. Your resistance is no longer a hindrance to developing mindfulness but an opportunity to do so. So, wherever you are, you can just let your eyes close. Breathing in, experience the resistance. Breathing out, experience the resistance. Continue to talk to the fearful part of you, perhaps saying things like: “Hi there. I accept you as part of my experience. I care about you and I want you to be at ease. You’re free to stay for as long as you like, and you’re welcome to meditate with me.” Talk to your resistance in this way for as long as necessary, until you feel settled in your practice.

			In this approach the specific content of your resistance isn’t important, because you’re not meeting your rationalizations on their own level. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, your doubt can run circles around you, and arguing with it makes things worse. Your doubt knows exactly what you’re going to say and knows how to make you feel small and incapable. It’s had lots of practice doing this. The one thing your doubt doesn’t understand is how to resist being seen and accepted. So instead of arguing with your resistance, outsmart it. Surround it with mindful awareness and with kindness. If you find that the resistance goes on day after day, then set yourself a low bar for what counts as “a day in which you meditate.” Five minutes is fine. That may not sound like much, but regularity is ultimately far more important than the number of minutes you do each day.

			The only “bad meditation” is the one you don’t do. All the others are fine.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			This Difficult Thing of Being Human

			A long time ago, it seems now, I was a student at the veterinary college in Glasgow, Scotland. One day, after class had ended, my two female roommates and I were sitting in an ancient Mini Cooper, waiting for another student to join us so that we could go home. The two young women were in the front seats, chatting, while I sat silently in the back. I was moody in those days, prone to irritability, and quick to find fault. That afternoon, as we waited, Liz and Karen began discussing the kind of ties their fathers wore. As the conversation continued in this vein, I became annoyed. At that time I fancied myself as a serious young man, interested in philosophy, literature, classical music, and art. “Why on earth are they so obsessed with such trivia?” I fumed. “Don’t they have more important things to talk about?”

			This state of aversion became more intense as the conversation continued, and at some point I realized not only that I was in pain, but that this was something I was doing to myself. I was creating my own inner weather, and it was a dark storm of ill will. I remembered the lovingkindness meditation that I’d learned just a few weeks before. This form of meditation is designed to help us become kinder and more compassionate to ourselves and others. The technique I’d been taught involved repeating the phrases “May I be well. May I be happy. May I be free from suffering.” The first few times I’d done the practice, I hadn’t noticed it making me any kinder, although it had left me feeling happier and more relaxed.

			As I sat in the car, I had no expectation that repeating these phrases would make any difference to my mood, but I was desperate for something to give me relief from the pain I was experiencing. And so I began to wish myself well, reciting the words in my mind, over and over. I’d probably been doing this for only two or three minutes when I realized that I was happy. This was a relief, but it was also a surprise. It was as if I’d briefly left a dark, dismal, ugly room, only to return moments later to find that someone had given the place a complete makeover in my absence. And I felt a sense of warmth and tenderness toward my roommates, who I now recognized were bonding in a very human way. Until that point the principle behind lovingkindness meditation practice had made sense to me. I remember being astonished, at the time I first learned it, by the realization that our emotions are not things that simply happen to us, like the weather. Instead, they are habits. They are something we do. And perhaps most surprising, we have the ability to change our emotional weather. It had sounded plausible that this practice could change the way you felt. But until that day in the car it had never done much for me. Now I knew that I had a powerful tool at my disposal—a tool that could change the way I felt, and change my life.

			Later I was to discover that this tool of wishing ourselves and others well was far more potent when supported by empathy, which is the second skill of self-compassion. But before we begin to explore the importance of empathy, let’s first take a look at the practice of lovingkindness.

			Cultivating Kindness

			When I first learned meditation I was taught that what I was cultivating was “lovingkindness,” although nowadays I refer to it simply as “kindness.” Lovingkindness is a translation of the Pali word metta (or maitri in Sanskrit). It was often explained to me as being “universal friendliness” or “universal love.” Unfortunately, this sounded not just lofty as a spiritual goal, but also remote and strange. Lovingkindness is a word that most of us don’t encounter until we learn meditation. Perhaps because it is a word that is outside the normal range of our everyday vocabulary, there is also an implication that it is outside of our normal emotional range. I’ve observed that many people wonder if they have ever experienced “lovingkindness” and sometimes doubt they ever will. Many have inadvertently been encouraged to expect powerful feelings of “universal love” to arise in meditation, and when those feelings fail to appear they slip into despair, thinking that they’ve failed or even that there is something wrong with them. For those people lovingkindness meditation becomes an emotional minefield of self-doubt and self-criticism. Naturally, those who are affected in this way end up avoiding the practice, sticking instead to the more straightforward field of mindfulness meditation.

			Let’s say, however, that we think of metta meditation as being about kindness rather than lovingkindness. Now we’re simply aiming to become kinder to ourselves and others. The word “kindness” is commonplace and approachable. It’s not daunting, elevated, or remote. It’s concrete and familiar. It’s something we all have experience of. Take a moment and think of someone you know who is kind. What does their kindness look and feel like? Perhaps you experience them as helpful or generous, or having a combination of gentleness and strength, or as having humility. Perhaps you have a sense of them as being genuine. But mainly I suspect you’ll have a sense of them caring—of taking an interest in your well-being. This is the defining feature of kindness. Every one of us, I’m sure, can remember times we’ve been kind. It’s not hard, then, to recognize that we have the capacity for kindness.

			
				 

				Exercise: Right now, try recalling times you’ve been kind to others, or simply imagine being kind. How does your body feel when you’re kind? How do you speak? What feelings arise? Sometimes, especially if we’re going through a phase of being self-critical, it can be hard for us to recognize our own kindness. So if it helps, imagine how you would respond to a pet or to a baby. In whatever way you choose to connect with your own capacity for kindness, recognize that it is a simple, innate quality. Have confidence that you are capable of developing it—of becoming kinder. Perhaps that’s happening right now. It’s likely, in fact, that as you remembered experiences of having been kind, you actually became kinder.

				 

			

			If you’ve ever struggled with developing lovingkindness, I hope you find it helpful to have metta reframed as kindness. I certainly find it makes the practice more accessible. When we develop kindness in meditation all we do is take this quality we already have, and give it a little exercise. It’s that simple. We’re not cultivating something grand that we’ve rarely if ever experienced. Kindness is simple and humble. It’s ordinary and human. It’s also the basis of compassion, which is what arises when kindness meets suffering.

			Kindness Relies On Empathy

			The Irish poet John O’Donohue once described how compassion relies on empathy. His words apply to kindness just as much as they do to compassion:

			
				Compassion is the ability to vitally imagine what it is like to be an other, the force that makes a bridge from the island of one individuality to the island of the other. It is an ability to step outside your own perspective, limitations and ego, and become attentive in a vulnerable, encouraging, critical, and creative way with the hidden world of another person…[it] is the ability to enter into a world that may be totally different from you, in an imaginative way, naturally, and feel what the others feel.

			

			Without an empathetic awareness that others are feeling beings, we could have neither kindness nor compassion. Kindness is based on a sensitivity to the fact that others, just like you, have feelings. They suffer, just as you suffer. They feel joy, just as you feel joy. Their feelings are as real to them as yours are to you. And they, just like you, prefer happiness to suffering. When we recognize this empathetically—when we feel this—our behavior toward others naturally changes. We act in ways that make them feel heard, valued, and respected as feeling beings. We take their long-term happiness and well-being into account. We don’t want to do anything to hurt them. This is what kindness is.

			In traditional Buddhist texts this relationship between empathy and kindness is expressed in passages such as this: “What is displeasing and disagreeable to me is displeasing and disagreeable to the other, too. How can I inflict upon another what is displeasing and disagreeable to me?” Another well-known verse from the Buddha says: “All tremble at violence; life is dear to all. Putting oneself in the place of another, one should not kill nor cause another to kill.” The relationship between kindness and compassion is quite straightforward. Kindness desires well-being and happiness. The presence of suffering is a hindrance to those goals, and so compassion desires the removal of that suffering. Essentially, compassion is what arises when kindness meets suffering.

			I remember one time many years ago when I was hanging out with a friend and I happened to be in a particularly good mood. The warm glow around my heart felt the same as the joy I would often experience in lovingkindness meditation.1 But when I mentioned that I felt full of love my friend said, “You don’t seem very loving right now. In fact you seem a bit wrapped up in yourself.” I had a brief moment of confusion and humiliation when she told me this, but almost immediately I realized that she was right. I felt happy, but I wasn’t connecting with her, or even myself, empathetically. She’d taught me something profound: that metta, whether we call it love or kindness, is not just a feeling. You can have kindness and not feel much, and you can have lots of pleasant feelings, and not be at all empathetic. Kindness is a desire. Kindness actively values, cherishes, and wishes another’s well-being. When you’re being kind to someone, you’re attuned to their happiness and unhappiness. You want them to be at ease. You don’t want to cause them suffering. These are desires or volitions. Kindness may well have feelings connected with it—especially a sense of tenderness and warmth, and sometimes joy, around the heart—but those feelings can also exist in the absence of kindness and empathy and kindness and empathy can, at times, exist in the absence of those feelings.

			Assuming that kindness is a feeling is at the root of the problem many people have with “lovingkindness” meditation. In some meditation instructions people are asked to look for a feeling of love in the heart and then to spread this to themselves and others. But often it’s not there. They may try very, very hard to make this feeling happen. And when it doesn’t appear, they may come to think that there is something fundamentally lacking in them—that they are incapable of experiencing this wonderful spiritual quality of “lovingkindness.” They may struggle on with the meditation practice for a while, only to give up, unable to live with the self-loathing that arises. This is avoided when we realize that kindness is an intention. If pleasant feelings do arise when we’re kind, this is useful, because we’re more likely to return to something that makes us feel good, but kindness and compassion are not themselves feelings. They are desires.

			
				 

				Exercise: Take a minute once again to remember what it’s like to look at someone with love and affection. Allow qualities of tenderness, kindness, caring, and connection to fill your gaze. And then bring your inner awareness, imbued with those same qualities of kindness, to the heart. Just notice what’s arising there. Perhaps there’s no feeling present. That’s fine. Just observe this neutral feeling with kindness. If there is a pleasurable feeling, then regard that kindly, too. And especially if there’s an uncomfortable feeling in the heart—regard that too with love. Notice that kindness is not what we’re looking for, but what we’re looking with.

				 

			

			Empathy and Kindness

			According to psychologist Mark H. Davis of Eckerd College in Saint Petersburg, Florida, empathy has three different dimensions, which I’ll be referring to as cognitive empathy, emotional empathy, and compassionate concern.2 To illustrate these, I’d like you to imagine you’re walking down the street and you see a kitten stuck up a tree, trembling as it clings to a branch. Its eyes are wide. It is making crying sounds. First, do you understand that the kitten is afraid? This is the cognitive dimension of empathy, where we’re able to interpret what another is feeling, wanting, and thinking. In this case, we know the kitten is afraid. We understand that it wants to be on the ground. We understand that it’s afraid to move because it might fall. We don’t necessarily care, however, because this aspect of empathy is available even to sociopaths, who can take pleasure in another’s distress, and who use cognitive empathy in order to manipulate and harm others.

			Second, there is the emotional dimension of empathy. This is where we’re touched by others’ suffering. Davis called this “personal distress.” Imagining the kitten, do you feel moved by its fear? Perhaps, in response to the kitten’s plight, you feel anxious, with your heart racing and your body preparing for action. You not only understand cognitively what the kitten is going through but share some of its distress. This distress may not be helpful to either you or the kitten, however. You may become so distressed that you are as paralyzed by fear down below as the kitten clinging to the branch up above. This doesn’t mean that emotional empathy is bad—just that it can get out of balance and out of control.

			Third, compassionate concern is where we not only feel for others, but have a desire to help them. Are you motivated to relieve the kitten’s suffering? Do you want to rescue it? It’s our compassionate concern that impels us to act, so that, depending on circumstances, we climb the tree or call the fire service for help. This level of empathy is essentially the same as kindness and compassion.

			It’s not possible to have kindness or compassion without first having cognitive and emotional empathy. If we didn’t understand that the kitten was afraid, or if we didn’t feel touched by its fear, then compassion could not arise. And so if we want to cultivate compassion, we should first begin with strengthening our cognitive and emotional empathy.

			Cultivating Empathy

			Strangely, empathy was rarely if ever mentioned when I was first taught lovingkindness meditation. The instructions I was given were to settle myself down, connect with my body and feelings, and then begin to repeat the phrases I mentioned earlier: “May I be well. May I be happy. May I be free from suffering.” Then I was to repeat this practice, bearing others in mind. We jumped straight into well-wishing, and I imagine it was assumed that empathy would arise automatically. But from my own experience, and from that of the meditators I’ve worked with over several decades, that often isn’t the case. I believe this is another of the reasons why some people find lovingkindness meditation difficult: often it’s a struggle for them because they haven’t established a foundation of cognitive and emotional empathy on which to build kindness.

			When we build a solid foundation of empathy before we cultivate kindness, our practice has much more chance of being effective. But how do we actually do this? For me, this empathy begins with cognitively understanding our existential situation as human beings, and moving from there to developing emotional empathy for ourselves. Finally, we’re in a good position to cultivate kindness—compassionate concern. And once we’ve cultivated kindness for ourselves in this way, it extends naturally to others.

			I invite you to read the following reflections, slowly and with care, allowing yourself time to take each thought on board, testing it in the heart. Allow yourself to feel the truth of them. And compare these propositions with your own lived experience as honestly as you can, dropping any defensiveness or desire to see yourself as perfect or as “succeeding” at life, and allowing yourself to feel your own vulnerability. I suggest you spend a minute or two on each of the steps, and perhaps a bit longer on the final one.

			
				Listen to This Meditation

				
					If you’d like to be guided through a reflection on cultivating self-empathy, you can type the following link into a browser on your mobile device or computer: http://thisdifficultthing.com/meditation4

			

			
				 

				Exercise: From Empathy to Kindness and Compassion

				 

			

			1. First, as you sit here, become aware of your vulnerable human body, with its beating heart, and the constant rise and fall of the breathing. This body is aging, and prone to injury and illness, as are all bodies. Recognize yourself as an embodied, living being who will not be on this Earth for long. If this is at all uncomfortable, see if you can accept those feelings of discomfort and regard them with kindly eyes.

			2. Next, allow into your awareness that you are a feeling being. Even if in this moment you’re not feeling much, sometimes you suffer, and sometimes you are happy. Consider the reality of this. Recall moments of happiness and of unhappiness, and recognize that your feelings are important to you.

			3. Consider that you want, as your deepest desire, to move toward well-being, happiness, and peace, and to escape suffering where that’s possible. When you remember times you’ve been unhappy, was there a desire to be free from that suffering? When you remember times of peace, happiness, or well-being, was there a wish to remain in that state? Recognize yourself as a being who desires happiness as your deepest yearning.

			4. Now, remind yourself that happiness is often elusive, and that you experience suffering far more often than if life were ideal. Recognize yourself as a struggling being—as someone who is doing a difficult thing in being human.

			5. Finally, show yourself kindness and support by saying the following words to yourself for a few minutes: “May I be well. May I be happy. May I be at ease.”

			 

			In this exercise you sensed yourself as a feeling being. You saw yourself as being in need of support, and worthy of support, developing cognitive and emotional empathy for yourself before expressing compassionate concern, or true compassion, in the fifth stage. In fact, by the time you reached the fifth stage you may have already felt that you spontaneously wanted to offer yourself kindness, encouragement, and support.

			As we reflect in this way it’s common to experience some heartache. When we consider that deep down we desire happiness, peace, and well-being, this can put us in touch with yearnings that we have suppressed, perhaps out of defensiveness or duty. We can spend much of our lives pretending to ourselves or others that we’re happier than we actually are, or that suffering is an unfortunate accident that we’re on the verge of permanently recovering from. The reflections above open us up to experiencing our own vulnerability, and this can be uncomfortable. This discomfort is perfectly normal, and should such tender feelings arise, you can recognize that this is a positive development, because they are a part of the emotional dimension of empathy. You are being touched by your own situation. You are feeling for yourself. Lest these feelings trigger overpowering distress, you should accept them mindfully and with kindness. Our compassionate concern for ourselves prevents our emotional empathy turning into self-pity.

			These reflections are how I now begin to cultivate kindness in meditation. Having first empathized with myself, and on the basis of that connected with my compassionate concern for myself, I then consider others in the same way. I see them as feeling beings who are struggling their way through life, just as I am. Our common status as beings who are doing this difficult thing of being human makes it easier for us to empathize with them and to genuinely wish them well.

			
				 

				Exercise: One of our challenges is simply remembering to be kind. I suggest that you find a simple mantra for yourself that will help to keep kindness in mind. One simple phrase is “feeling beings,” which can remind you to be mindful of others’ well-being as you relate to them. Sometimes I keep the phrase “peace and love” in mind, which acts as a reminder to be both mindful and kind. Even just the word “kindness” can help us remain more empathetic and tender toward ourself and others. See if you can find some way to keep in mind a phrase similar to those.

				 

			

			Self-Kindness As Internal Communication

			When I stumbled across this approach to practicing lovingkindness meditation, I realized that my practice had gone to a deeper place. My well-wishing, grounded now in self-empathy, was now more heartfelt, more sincere. No longer was I repeating rote phrases, hoping that they would have some effect. Now the support I was offering myself came from a place of connection and deep self-empathy. The phrases I said to myself became a heartfelt communication from a part of me that is naturally kind and compassionate, to a part of me that is struggling and that is in need of support and encouragement.

			The phrases began to change, too. I started to use as the third phrase, “May I be kind to myself and others.” The practice, after all, is about cultivating kindness, and I found it helpful to remind myself of that aim. Sometimes this internal communication took the form of the second, rather than the first, person: “May you be well. May you be happy. May you be kind to yourself and others.” It felt good to drop the “I” from the practice, and to talk to myself as if I were a beloved friend. At times the words changed to first person plural: “May we be well. May we be happy. May we be kind to ourselves and others.” This shift accompanied a sense of the self being not a singular entity but a collection of disparate elements that are going through life’s ups and downs together. There have been times also when the familiar form of the words falls away and communication simply flows from the heart: “It’s OK. I just want you to know that I’m here for you. I want you to know I care for you and I want you to be happy. I know that life is hard sometimes, but you’re not alone. We’ll get through this, together.” When I encourage my students to experiment with this freeform approach, I’m aware that they sometimes may become self-consciousness and not know what to say. I suggest that they just start with “I just want to let you know…” and then see what emerges from the natural connection that emerges from self-empathy. When we do manage to communicate in this way, the experience can be surprisingly tender, warm, intimate, and authentic. I’d encourage you to experiment with all these approaches, to see which work best for you.

			Learning to Empathize with Ourselves

			The idea of self-empathy may be new to you, and perhaps it sounds strange. I first heard the expression from my ex-wife, when we were still more-or-less happily married. Simply knowing that the concept existed was such a revelation to me that I can still remember exactly where we were when she first said it. I was stunned that the very idea of being empathetic to myself had never occurred to me before. It explained so many things, one of which was a time the previous year when I’d experienced an inexplicable and profound depression that went on for several weeks.

			At the time I’d no idea why I was unhappy. Objectively, everything seemed to be going well. My relationship with my wife was harmonious and satisfying. One of my CDs had been the best-selling meditation title on Amazon for a year or so, and for the first time in years I was earning enough that I didn’t have to worry about money. I was healthy. Everything was good, except that there was no joy in life, and from time to time waves of despair and hopelessness would sweep through my being and bring me to a standstill. Although I never had the kind of depression that would keep me paralyzed in bed, and was able to function, I was miserable. It got so bad that I went to see my doctor, admitting to him that I was depressed. He wrote me a prescription for an antidepressant. “Don’t expect instant results,” he said. “It’ll be at least a couple of weeks before you notice any difference, and any change may be gradual.” The next day, as suddenly as the sun emerging from behind a dark cloud, my mood shifted. Gone were the heavy feelings of sadness. Gone was the despair. Instead, my heart was buoyant and full of joy. I’d only taken one pill, but this transformation had nothing to do with the medication. What made the difference was expressing that I needed help.

			Now, even though things may be going well in life, we can have a longing for more. And that’s what was going on with me. I wanted just a bit more success in my work life. And the lack of that success was making me unhappy. That was the first arrow. And just below the threshold of consciousness was a little voice saying, “You’re teaching people to become happier and you’re not happy yourself. You’re obviously no good at what you do. What a fraud you are!” And this second-arrow self-criticism, which was never directly verbalized, turned what would probably have been a brief period of dissatisfaction into a full-blown but mercifully short-lived period of clinical depression.

			The problem was that I couldn’t empathize with my own suffering. I wasn’t able to see my painful longings as an inevitable part of doing this difficult thing of being human. Instead of being empathetic, I judged myself: “You shouldn’t be suffering. Suffering is a sign of failure. You’re inadequate. You’re a fraud.” And so, dissatisfaction, amplified by judgment, turned into despair. Had I been able to empathize with my initial dissatisfaction I would have simply offered myself some simple human support. I might have said, “Oh my goodness. You’re in pain. I’m so sorry. I just want you to know I care, and I want you to be at peace. It’s OK. I’m with you.” Perhaps I would have talked to a friend about what was going on, and received some empathy from them, and perhaps gained more perspective on what was going on. Had I done these things, in all likelihood I would have swiftly returned to being my normal, optimistic self. Instead I propelled myself into weeks of misery. My inability to be mindful of and empathetic toward my own suffering was the cause of even deeper suffering.

			We’re Set Up to Suffer

			An 18th century Scotsman, the Reverend John Watson, who wrote under the pen-name Ian Maclaren, was fond of saying in his sermons: “Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle.”3 The word “everyone” includes you—the person you meet most often. You are doing a difficult thing simply in living this human life. Like all of us, you are set up to suffer.

			That we suffer is not a personal failing, but the result of our evolutionary history. As I’ve said before, all living things are programmed to seek well-being and avoid pain. Plants grow toward the light. Even a simple amoeba will move away from noxious substances and gravitate toward nutrition. We’re no different. This is what I meant earlier when I said that seeking happiness and escaping suffering were our deepest drives. Everything springs from this. Ultimately all of our actions are attempts to fulfill these imperatives.

			Ironically, even our more destructive impulses are the result of our longing to seek well-being. When, for example, someone jeopardizes their livelihood or relationships through addiction, it’s because on some level they are convinced that surrender to their craving is how they can escape pain. “OK, it may not have worked very well the last hundred times, but maybe this time…” Our evolutionary history has given us the drive to seek well-being, but hasn’t left us well-equipped to actually attain it.

			In fact, many of our attempts to attain well-being end up leading to us suffering more. Evolution has given us contradictory sets of priorities. Our brains, as you probably know, have not been designed from scratch but started as simple clusters of cells and grew over hundreds of millions of years by a process of expansion that involved the development of new layers and new modules. This makes our nature more complex and conflicted than the singular words “self” or “brain” imply. Last century, neuroscientists started thinking about the brain having a “triune” (three-in-one) structure, and although that model is no longer seen as corresponding to the brain’s anatomical structures, it still provides us a useful way to understand the often conflicting drives that the brain has. The three parts of the triune brain are the reptile system, the old mammalian system, and the new mammalian system. The way that these three systems operate and interact with each other guarantees that suffering is inevitable.

			The reptile system in the brain is highly instinctual and operates in rigid patterns. It’s focused on trying to protect us from harm by responding to threats with the well-known flight, fight, or freeze reflex. Originally, in our evolutionary past, the reptile brain would have been looking out for threats to life and limb. Those, fortunately, are much less common today. However the reptile brain continues to do its job of trying to protect us, creating panic responses to non–life-threatening daily events, as if we were struggling to stay alive on the savanna. At a job interview your heart may pound as if you were facing not a panel of questioners but a pack of wild animals ready to tear you limb from limb. This emotional reactivity makes it more difficult for you to relax and show yourself at your best, so although your inner lizard is trying to protect you, it often ends up causing you suffering. This isn’t your fault: it’s how you’re wired. Much of what we’re doing in practicing self-compassion—the self-soothing talk and touch, for example—are ways of putting the reptile brain at ease.

			The second component of the triune brain, the older mammalian system (or “paleomammalian complex”), comprises the brain’s limbic, or emotional, circuitry. The older mammalian brain is concerned with things like connecting, and belonging, and seeking rewards. It’s curious, restless, anxious, and affectionate. Compared to reptiles, mammals have a complex range of emotions. We bond emotionally with our mates and with our young. We bond with other members of our tribe and even with other species. These emotional connections that the older mammalian brain creates can be deeply satisfying. But the older mammalian brain can also set us up to suffer. It needs to know it belongs, and so we’re frequently concerned about whether we’re accepted by others. We’re often preoccupied with what our status is within the various tribes we belong to: colleagues, friends, and families. We want to know whether we’re valued. This brings us the suffering of insecurity.

			Within our tribes, we’re cooperative, but we’re also competitive, and establish pecking orders. This brings us into conflict with others, especially at work. And sometimes we bring inappropriate notions of competition into even our most intimate relationships. A friend, for example, told me that her husband is unable to apologize to their children after he loses his temper with them. Apparently he thinks that doing so would make him look weak. His concern with status interferes with his showing love to his kids, causing suffering and tension within the family. Similarly, when couples focus too much on “keeping score” in their relationship—obsessively tracking who did which chores, for example—their bonds of affection are weakened. If you often feel ill at ease, and insecure about whether you belong or are accepted, that’s not your fault. You’re wired to feel that way.

			The third component of the triune brain is the newer mammalian system (technically the “neomammalian complex”). Anatomically, it’s best represented by the neocortex, which is found only in higher mammals, including ourselves. It’s where language, reflection, seeing the big picture, long-term planning, emotional regulation, and compassion take place.

			As we’ve observed, our capacity to think and reflect is a double-edged sword. On the one hand it allows us to solve problems, yet on the other it creates and amplifies them. The neocortex is richly connected to more emotional parts of the brain, like the amygdala, which in theory allows for emotional regulation. But it also allows the amygdala, as it sounds its “fight or flight” alarm, to hijack the neocortex, directing all of our mental energies toward worry and even panic. There’s a saying of unknown origin along the lines of, “Of all the troubles in my life, the worst of them never happened.” This points to the fact that we often torture ourselves with our thoughts. We can put ourselves through an ordeal a thousand times in our imagination, although it may never even happen in real life.

			It’s no wonder we suffer. Our brains make it difficult for us to be happy. They’ve evolved to make us jumpy and insecure so that we can anticipate and avoid potential dangers. They want to bring us together but just as often drive us apart. They haven’t evolved in a way that makes it easy for calmness and security to stay with us for long. Importantly, because this isn’t something we’ve chosen, but have instead inherited, there’s no need for us to feel a sense of personal shame and failure for the fact of our suffering.

			Your Brain Sucks: Get Used to It

			Imagine that scientists had just announced they’d managed to make a computer out of meat, and that this computing device was able to perform simple tasks such as solving a maze or doing simple arithmetic with a reasonable degree of accuracy. Probably you’d be astonished by this news (and perhaps a little creeped-out). Of course right now you’re reading these words—a far more complex task than in my hypothetical example—using a computer made of meat. Your brain is made mostly from protein and fat, quite improbably running on electricity in a wet environment, and yet it’s able to make sense of the world around it.

			In a way the really astonishing thing is that we expect a degree of performance from these meat-based computers that’s simply unattainable. We’d like to be able to stay focused, but our minds wander. We want to be able to remember things that are important, but keep forgetting them. We’d like to be able to forget things that are painful, but they keep intruding on our awareness. We’d like to be happy, but a lot of the time our experience is less than satisfactory. Our physiology guarantees that we’re going to suffer.

			For me, an important aspect of self-compassion is understanding just how quirky, fragile, and unreliable my own personal on-board, meat-based computer is. It functions poorly when it runs low on glucose, if it isn’t allowed to power down for eight hours out of every twenty-four, or when it’s overloaded with decisions. In my youth I’d tend to get very “hangry” (hungry plus angry). When that happened I’d first be convinced that the world around me was a horrible, frustrating place full of stupid people. Afterward, as I realized how bad-tempered and judgmental I’d been, I’d think that the problem was with me, not the world. I’d blame myself: surely I must be a terrible person to get so irritable. Nowadays I’ll notice myself getting irritable as my blood-sugar levels drop, and realize that it’s neither the world nor I that is at fault. It’s just that my meat-based computer is running low on fuel. Recognizing that basic fact, there’s no need to take things personally. There’s no need for blame. It’s just a physiological problem.

			Similar considerations arise when I haven’t had enough sleep. For me, as with many other people, sleep-deprivation can lead to depressive symptoms. When this happens I sometimes feel gloomy; I’m inclined to assume that things are going to go badly, that no one cares about me, and so on. Once I realize that my perceptions are being skewed by tiredness, I immediately let go of blaming myself or the world. Again, the situation becomes less personal.

			We can apply these considerations to other people as well. When someone forgets something, we can remind ourselves to be patient with them. After all, no meat-based computer can be expected to function perfectly. When a child or spouse is irritable or in a gloomy state, rather than assuming that they’re trying to make life difficult for you or that there’s something wrong with them, you can empathetically consider that perhaps the problem is that right now they don’t have the physiological conditions they need to function effectively. Maybe they need to rest, or have a snack, or to be on the receiving end of your kindness. With more understanding of our physiological nature, we can be kinder and more supportive to our self and others.

			They Mess You Up, Your Mum and Dad

			Our evolutionary history is not the only thing outside of our control that causes us to suffer. In his poem, “This Be the Verse,” Philip Larkin used rather stark language to describe the effects of our early childhood conditioning: “They f— you up, your mum and dad.” We’re all subject to conditioning that affects our ability to be happy and that sometimes makes us miserable. This conditioning actually starts before birth. Research has shown that your grandparents being exposed to stressful circumstances can change the way that your DNA operates. Genes that leave you feeling more anxious might be more active, while those that can make you more mellow remain switched off. These are called “epigenetic” effects. We don’t choose to have such things happen to us. We don’t choose our parents and grandparents. It’s not our fault.

			We also don’t choose our early childhood conditioning. Having been raised in a household where affection and appreciation were rare, and where criticism was common, I have been left with certain insecurities. These include anxieties about whether I’m valued. I can be hyper-sensitive at times to signs that I’m not liked, and this can cause me to react in ways that make me less likable—a classic self-fulfilling prophecy. This causes me to suffer, and it creates suffering for others as well. How much our parents hold us, how they communicate with us, whether they are loving or not, whether they are consistent in their affections—all these things change the very structure of our brains in a way that can leave lifelong scars. Your early experiences may well have been different from mine, but we all have conditioning that causes us suffering, and we didn’t choose it. None of this means that we have permission to act badly, of course. As adults we have to take responsibility for how we act. No one else can do that for us. But recognizing that we’re acting out our conditioning helps liberate us from self-blame.

			The older I get, the more I realize that if we want to be happy in the long-term, we need to become more aware of our early conditioning and understand how it affects our behavior, especially when it impacts others. Not long ago I saw a social media post where a young woman wrote,

			
				
					Me, dating at 21: ‘So, what do you like to do for fun?’

				Me, dating at 27: ‘How aware are you of your past traumas and how actively are you working to heal them so that you don’t project that shit onto me?’

			

			When I read those words I wished that at the age of 27 I could have been so aware of the importance of past conditioning. But, I reflected, my conditioning was such that in my twenties I was in denial about that sort of thing. There’s no point blaming myself even for that. There’s also no point in me blaming my parents for not being more affectionate and for being overly critical. They too were simply living out their conditioning, in a time and culture in which most people had a very different understanding of how to relate within families. Blame is an utterly pointless activity; an ancient Buddhist proverb says that it’s like picking up feces to throw at someone. The only person who is guaranteed to end up stinking is you.

			Recognizing the many ways that we’ve been set up to suffer—by our brain structure, by our physiological limitations, by our genetic and epigenetic inheritance, and by our childhood conditioning—is an important aspect of self-empathy, and thus of self-compassion. We’re all flawed. We’re all suffering. We’re all doing this difficult thing of being human. You do not need to be ashamed of being imperfect. You were made that way. We all were. You do not have to be ashamed that it’s so hard to work with your imperfections: the very tools you have for doing so are imperfect. Understanding these things is a deep practice of self-empathy that allows us to give ourselves a break. You’d do this for a person you loved. Why not do it for yourself?

			Lovingkindness Meditation

			Lovingkindness meditation is an ancient tool to help us develop greater kindness towards ourselves and others. This kind of meditation appears to predate Buddhism, and is found in a number of forms. In the practice explained here, which is at least 2,000 years old, we cultivate empathy and kindness for, in turn, 1. ourselves, 2. a good friend, 3. a relative stranger, 4. someone we have difficulties with, and 5. the world in general. I’m going to explain how we can do this practice, taking into account what we’ve learned about kindness and self-empathy.

			
				Listen to This Meditation

				
					If you’d like to be guided through a lovingkindness (or simply “kindness”) meditation, you can type the following link into a browser on your mobile device or computer: http://thisdifficultthing.com/meditation5

			

			Setting Up

			Find a way to sit kindly. Sit in a way that’s comfortable, but that also allow you to be upright and open. These are things that promote long-term happiness and well-being. Every time you exhale, there’s a general sense of softening that takes place throughout the body. Tune into the out-breath, to the wave of relaxation accompanying it, in order to let go of any unnecessary tension.

			Let the muscles around the eyes be soft, and let the eyes be softly focused. You can also recall what it’s like to look with love, and let those qualities permeate your gaze. This will help you to regard yourself with warmth, affection, and kindness.

			Cultivating Kindness for Yourself

			Briefly recall that you have a deep-rooted desire to be happy—a desire that permeates everything you do and that is always present. Know that this fundamental longing is good and healthy. You might want to recall experiences of being happy, to confirm that this is something you value. Then recollect that genuine happiness, well-being, and peace are things you don’t experience as much as you’d like. You are, in fact, doing a difficult thing in being human, and you need and deserve your own support as you go through life. Offer that to yourself now, saying something along the lines of, “May you be well. May you be at ease. May you be kind to yourself and others.” Keep offering yourself support and kindness in this way for a few minutes.

			Cultivating Kindness for a Friend

			Now, call to mind someone you care about. Recall that they, just like you, are a feeling being. Their happiness is important to them. They have the desire for peace, or happiness, or well-being as their deepest drive. And, just like you, they don’t experience these qualities as often as they’d like to. They too are doing this difficult thing of being human. And so it’s natural, as you empathize with them in this way, to offer them support: “May you be well. May you be at ease. May you be kind to yourself and others.”

			Cultivating Kindness for a Relative Stranger

			Now, call to mind someone you don’t know well or don’t have much of an emotional connection with—a relative stranger. You may not know this person well, but you know something very important about them: just like you, just like your friend, this person wants to be happy, or to be at peace, or to have a sense of well-being. And these things don’t happen as much as they would like. We are all doing this difficult thing of being human. And so we can support them: “May you be well. May you be at ease. May you be kind to yourself and others.”

			Cultivating Kindness for a Person You Have Difficulty with

			Call to mind now someone you experience conflict with. This may even be someone you love—often that is where our most painful conflicts lie. Although this person may be in conflict with us, there is no real difference between us. As with ourself, our friend, and the relative stranger, this person too is doing a difficult thing in being human. They want to experience peace and joy, and yet those experiences are all too rare. And so we can support them as we would support any feeling, struggling, being: “May you be well. May you be at ease. May you be kind to yourself and others.”

			Permeating the Mind with Kindness

			Be aware of the space around you: this space filled with sound and light, extending in all directions. Your mind, in a sense, fills that space. Now, let your empathy and kindness fill your mind, and thus permeate the world surrounding you, so that any being you meet will be met with kindness. Perhaps you are aware of beings in the world around you right now. You may hear them moving, or talking, or hear the vehicles they drive or the airplanes they are riding in. Or you may just know that they are present. Know that each of these beings is a feeling being, a being that struggles to find happiness. And wish them well: “May we be well. May we be at ease. May we be kind to ourselves and others.” Once you have a sense of having this expansive attitude of kindness, you can call to mind those who aren’t present: people you know and don’t know, from anywhere in the world. To the extent that your mind is now kind and empathetic, you will meet them with warmth and with understanding. Wish them all well: “May we be well. May we be at ease. May we be kind to ourselves and others.”

			Moving On

			We do not bring a meditation practice to a close, so much as bring the qualities that have arisen in that practice into our next activities. It’s kind to do this gradually and with sensitivity to ourselves. You’ve already been engaging with the world around you by cultivating kindness and empathy to the world. You can begin to engage more fully by gently letting the eyes open, and moving the body slowly. See if you can let this empathetic awareness that all beings are feeling beings remain for a while.
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			Early on, I was given some excellent advice, which is to treat mindfulness meditation and lovingkindness or compassion meditation as co-equal. My teachers suggested doing them on alternate days. I’m passing the same suggestion on to you.

			
				1 Although I prefer to use the word kindness, rather than lovingkindness, to translate metta, I tend to talk about “lovingkindness meditation” since that’s how it’s commonly referred to. Sometimes it’s better to be understood than to be consistent.

				2 These are my own terms for Davis’s categories, which he called perspective-taking, personal distress, and empathic concern.

				3 As a stickler for accurate quotations I feel impelled to point out that the original quote is “Be pitiful, for everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle.” But the word “pitiful” has shifted in meaning from the original sense of “compassionate” to “worthy of pity,” and so the revised quote, while changing the wording, preserves the original meaning.

			

		

	
		
			SIX

			Becoming Comfortable With Discomfort

			In order to practice self-compassion, we need to learn to practice acceptance, which, after mindfulness and self-empathy, is the third skill of self-compassion. We have to learn to become comfortable with painful feelings, rather than reacting to them. But many of us need help in becoming more aware of our feelings in the first place. We may not be sure what feelings are. We may not know how to observe them, or we may never have thought to do so. We may even have adopted, as a coping strategy, cutting ourselves off from and denying our feelings. (Strategically suppressing an awareness of our feelings may seem at first to be a way of escaping from life’s messiness, but it leads to serious consequences. Since we can’t selectively turn off certain feelings, cutting off from our pain makes it harder for us to experience feelings of well-being.)

			Being more in touch with our feelings has benefits beyond being able to practice self-compassion. If we don’t know how to connect with our own feelings, then we’ll have difficulty acknowledging others’ feelings too, and consequently have difficulty forming and maintaining emotionally nourishing relationships. Also, because our feelings are important in navigating life, being out of touch with them makes it harder for us to know what we truly want and need in life. As a result we’re likely to be chronically unsatisfied.

			So let’s get a better understanding of what it is (and isn’t) that we’re trying to be mindful of, and then see how we can practice observing and accepting feelings—especially those that are uncomfortable.

			Distinguishing Thoughts and Feelings

			Before we explore how to get more in touch with our feelings, let’s deal with one common misconception. Often people confuse thoughts and feelings, and doing so makes it more difficult to practice mindfulness and self-compassion. Thoughts take the form of inner speech or images. They arise in the mind. Feelings are pleasant or unpleasant sensations. They arise in the body. Although the two are quite different, sometimes we use language in which thoughts masquerade as feelings. Here are some examples: I feel like a failure. I feel insignificant. I feel unappreciated. I feel unattractive.

			In these examples we’re not really talking about feelings. We’re describing thoughts. We think we are a failure. We think we’re insignificant, unappreciated, or unattractive. Now, in order to practice self-compassion we have to let go of the reactive stories that amplify our pain. This becomes impossible when we believe that our stories are our feelings. So we need to learn to identify thoughts as thoughts and feelings as feelings. Instead of saying “I feel like a failure,” we might more accurately say “I feel despondent and I keep thinking that I’m a failure.” The word “despondency” refers to a painful feeling arising in the body. This may include sensations of heaviness, aching, contraction, and so on. And this is distinct from “failure,” which is a thought or story we are having in relation to that feeling.

			Saying “I feel despondent and keep thinking that I’m a failure” offers us two ways to reduce our suffering. First, we can question the validity and usefulness of the thought, and second we can accept the feeling and offer it compassion. So, having separated our thoughts and feelings we can now recognize that the thought “I’m a failure” is a story rather than a reality. It’s a narrative that the mind has created in order to “explain” why we’re suffering. But is it true? Well, can any blanket statement along the lines of “I am a failure” be true? To qualify as a failure do we have to have failed at absolutely everything in life, from having learned to walk onwards? No one fails at everything. Does it mean failing at many things? In that case we are all failures, and the word means nothing. We can further see that this story is a source of secondary, unnecessary, suffering, and that it’s not contributing to our long-term happiness and well-being. We recognize that the story is untrue, and a source of suffering, and that we don’t need to buy into it. The second approach we can take is to mindfully observe where the feelings of despondency are located in the body. Having done that we can begin to accept those painful feelings and offer them tenderness, kindness, and compassion. When we’re caught up in a story like “I am a failure,” we’re too busy firing second arrows at ourselves to be able to tend to the pain of the first arrow.

			Translating the other examples I gave, “I feel insignificant” might mean something like “I’m picturing myself as small and insignificant and feeling sad.” “I feel unappreciated” might mean “I think that people aren’t giving me appreciation and I’m feeling hurt.” “I feel unattractive” might translate to “I’m feeling lonely, and think of myself as unattractive.” In each of these cases we’ve separated out the feeling and the thought, the first and second arrows. When we confuse thoughts and feelings we end up clinging to our stories. Having separated the two, we can drop the story and turn compassionately toward the pain.

			Distinguishing Feelings and Volitions

			I was surprised when I first learned that the ancient Indian psychological tradition had no word that corresponded to the English word “emotion.” How can there be no word for something that’s so basic to our experience? Eventually I came to realize that Buddhist psychology tends to be precise, and that the word “emotion” is not. In fact, there is no agreement among scientists and psychologists about what emotion is, and some of them say that the word is too ambiguous to be useful. I tend to agree.

			Two terms that Buddhism uses, and contrasts, are “feelings” and “volitions.” As we’ve seen, feelings are pleasant or unpleasant sensations arising in the body. They are, in effect, signals from ancient parts of the brain, alerting us to potential benefits or threats. The word “volition” comes from the Latin root volere, meaning “to want.” Wants are desires, or wishes. Our volitions suggest how we should act in response to feelings. Our feelings tell us about potential threats or benefits, while volitions direct us to particular courses of action in response to those.

			Feelings, as I’ve said, have no moral status. They’re not choices, and are therefore not ethically significant. As sensations, they can be hedonically pleasant or unpleasant but they can’t be morally right or wrong. And so we can practice accepting them and allowing them to be present. Our volitions, on the other hand, are a form of internal action, and they prompt us to take action in the world. They themselves, and the actions they prompt us to take, can either cause or reduce suffering in ourselves and others. Therefore they do have ethical significance. While they may often be habitual and automatic, we have the ability to choose whether to reinforce them or to counter them. We can choose whether to act on them or to abstain from doing so. That, essentially, is what ethics is about: choosing volitions that create long-term benefits for ourselves and others, rather than those that create suffering.

			In common parlance we may refer to unskillful volitions such as anger, hatred, and craving, or skillful volitions such as patience, kindness, or appreciation, as “feelings,” but from a Buddhist point of view they aren’t. And the word “emotion” includes both true feelings and volitions, which is why it’s too ambiguous to be a useful term. Again, when we’re talking about being mindful of feelings, we’re talking about observing pleasant and unpleasant sensations in the body, not about observing volitions, or desires.

			Because of the different nature of feelings and volitions, we don’t treat these phenomena the same way. We work to accept all feelings, whether they’re pleasant or unpleasant. Accepting them means not reacting to them. It means giving them space to exist for as long as they’re passing through us. With volitions, on the other hand, we need to be mindful of whether they are likely to cause suffering or not. We need to learn to drop volitions that are unhelpful, and cultivate those that lead to us living more mindfully, empathically, and compassionately.

			Learning to Observe Feelings

			If we’re to accept rather than react to painful feelings, we have to learn to observe them. Many of us, myself included, started off being rather vague about what feelings actually were, or how we might go about observing them. I don’t recall ever having been given much guidance in that regard, and when I first tried to be mindful of my feelings I often found myself confused about what exactly I was looking for. But feelings are very ordinary. They’re arising in our experience all the time. And whether we’re aware of it or not, we rely on them to navigate the worlds of everyday decision-making and of social interactions.

			I’d like to offer a number of exercises to help you to see how ubiquitous and important feelings are. You can start right now with this “Look and Feel Exercise,” which might take you five to ten minutes:

			
				 

				Exercise: Wherever you are now, just let yourself relax. Let the eyes soften a little. Spend a minute or so becoming more aware of sensations arising in the body, including the sensations of the breathing.

				Now, begin to let your gaze slowly roam around, alighting on various objects for a short time. As you do this, notice any sensations that arise in the body, and especially in the chest and abdomen.

				Some things your gaze settles on may give rise to unpleasant feelings. You might be aware of a pile of unpaid bills, or a cobweb, or something that’s in need of repair. Where does unpleasantness manifest itself? Perhaps some of it takes the form of tension in certain muscles. Often it’s experienced as a tightening or twisting sensation in the gut, a sense of tension or tingling around the diaphragm, or as a sinking or contracting feeling around the heart. Notice those feelings as objects of attention. Stand back and observe them with interest.

				Some things your gaze settles on may evoke pleasant feelings. If you’re outdoors this might be a tree, flowers, or a dog playing. If you’re indoors this might be a painting, photograph, or furnishing. How do you know you find these things pleasant? Where are those pleasant feelings? What are they like? Do they feel like softness, or warmth, or openness? Again, notice them with curiosity and interest.

				Now, was there anything your gaze skipped over? Perhaps a bare patch of wall or floor, or a door? Probably your attention wasn’t drawn to those things because no feelings were evoked as they entered your gaze. Return to them now, and see whether they remain neutral, or whether feelings do in fact arise as you attend to them.

				Bring your attention to the colors of things. Certain colors may evoke pleasurable or unpleasurable responses, but each color produces a different response: a red cushion produces a different effect from a blue one, although it’s hard to describe the difference in the quality of feelings they evoke.

				 

			

			Try this “Look and Feel” exercise several times, in different environments: outdoors or indoors, at home, at work, or in public places. Aim to observe feelings without reacting to them, just allowing them to be present. You can notice them coming into being and passing away as your attention moves from one thing to another.
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			Here are a few other exercises that you can explore:

			• Feelings guide us in making choices. The next time you’re in a coffee shop, cafe, or restaurant, be aware of the feelings that arise as you’re looking at the menu. If you want to make this more interesting, you can decide not have what you would normally choose. As you look at less familiar or unknown menu choices, pay attention to the gut feelings that are evoked. Ask yourself things like, “How do I know what I’m attracted to and what I’m not attracted to, or even repelled by?”

			• Continuing the subject of food, notice the feelings that arise as you eat. Pay particular attention to pleasant and unpleasant experiences as they arise and pass away. How do your feelings change with time—for example as you eat more and more of a particular food? The feelings that come with our first forkful of chocolate cake may be very different from those that come with the last. Sometimes you may pay particular attention to the experience of eating, while at other times you may chew and swallow without much awareness. How do your feelings change as your attention goes in and out of focus?

			• The next time you are in a place full of people you don’t know, notice the feelings that arise toward them. There are some people you’ll feel drawn to, and others you’ll want to avoid. What are the feelings driving those desires? There may also be people you barely pay attention to because you don’t have a feeling response to them. What happens if you spend some time noticing them? Observe your response to facial expressions, and to voices, assuming you can hear these people talking. Things like age, gender, and body type affect our feelings. What patterns are there? If you try being aware of people as feeling beings, do your feelings toward them change?

			• Notice the feeling qualities associated with sounds. We tend to be surrounded by the sounds of traffic, machinery, birdsong, music, voices, people moving around, household appliances, and so on. Some of these sounds we find pleasant, while some we find unpleasant. Perhaps you have a neutral response—no perceptible feelings—to certain sounds. If there are unpleasant sounds present, and you adopt an attitude of simply accepting them, or if you take an interest in them, do your feelings change?

			• We’re surrounded by the actions and behaviors of other people. We have learned to see some of those behaviors as undesirable or unacceptable—perhaps throwing trash on the ground, or taking up a lot of room on public transport. Look at the feelings that arise in the body, and notice how those relate to any critical thoughts and desires you may have. Do the same with behaviors you approve of—perhaps something like one person holding a door open for another.

			• As you read or write, notice the quality of feelings that arise along with the flow of words. As someone who spends a lot of time writing and reading, I notice that feelings are an important guide to whether a sentence is well constructed. The way words are put together may “flow” or feel “clunky.” Try noticing those aesthetic (even kinesthetic) qualities in your reading or writing. The aesthetic qualities of words are more apparent when we read aloud, so you might want to try that.

			• Notice any pleasant or unpleasant associations evoked by individual words, as opposed to how they’re put together into sentences. With some words the feeling evoked is due to their meaning: “mother” on the one hand and “pus” on the other. But some words are pleasing or displeasing based on their sounds. One analysis found that “tremulous” and “alyssum” have particularly pleasing sounds, while “slacks” and “blog” are often found to be off-putting, despite referring to ostensibly neutral subjects.

			• Notice your feelings as you use social media. When you see something you disagree with, before you reflexively fire off a scathing comment or block the perpetrator, notice the quality of the feelings that arise in the body. Can you stay with those uncomfortable feelings, and just allow them to be present?

			• Notice how feelings shape even very abstract choices, such as those involving competing strategies you might adopt at work. As you consider each possibility, there may well be different sets of feelings. These are often what we call gut feelings, hunches, or intuitions.

			• Notice feelings of hurt, anxiety, frustration, boredom, and so on. These are more “classic” feelings, and they have particularly significant effects on our lives. Notice how the mind tends to react to these as they arise. Notice how your thoughts and attitudes contribute to the way you’re feeling. Practice dropping these reactions, turning toward the difficult feeling and accepting it, and then offering kindness to any part of us that is suffering.
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			Sometimes the difficulty we have in noticing our feelings doesn’t arise because they’re absent. On one early retreat I was leading, a meditator came up to me after a session of lovingkindness meditation and said, “I was really anxious during that meditation because I didn’t know how I was feeling.” I pointed out that he’d just told me that he was feeling anxious. It was as if he had been trying too hard, or looking in the wrong place—just like when we can’t find our car keys because we’re busy looking everywhere but where they are—in our hand.

			If you’re unable to say how you feel (and that’s fine—sometimes we feel neutral) try asking yourself, “How do I feel about not feeling anything?” Often that will reveal feelings you were overlooking. You might actually feel perfectly comfortable with the neutrality—that is, your real feeling is a sense of ease or comfort, and that the lack of feeling was only apparent. Alternatively, you might feel anxious or upset about a lack of feeling, in which case you now have an unpleasant feeling to observe. Remember in those cases to practice acceptance, as best you can.

			The ability to detect sensations arising within the body—our interoceptive ability—varies from person to person. Some are naturally sensitive to inner sensations, including feelings, while others have difficulty acknowledging their feelings at all. I used to be in the latter category, and I remember very clearly on one of my first retreats having a meditation review with the retreat leader, who was a teacher with a very warm, kind, and empathetic personality. We were talking about feelings and I said that I was beginning to experience joy during my meditation practice. He was surprised, however, when I said that this feeling was present in my head, as a warm glow filling my skull. He was so perplexed by this that he had to ask me to confirm that that’s what I was really experiencing. (And if this seems contradictory to what I’ve said about feelings being predominantly body-based, remember that the head is part of the body.)

			At that time I had a limited capacity to experience feelings. Now it’s a different story. My ability to detect feelings is immeasurably more powerful than it was when I first took up meditation. With thirty-five more years of meditation under my belt, I find that my body is constantly alive with currents of feeling. This is in line with research showing that people who meditate regularly actually have a greater awareness of sensations within the body than professional dancers do. Interoceptive ability develops with practice, so that our perception of what we’re sensing and feeling from within the body becomes more vivid. I’ve talked to a number of long-term meditators who have said that they are able to feel pleasurable sensations in the body any time they turn their attention there. Our access to more “emotional” feelings likewise develops as we continue to practice interoception. The world of feeling becomes more alive.
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			Accepting That Which Is Painful

			One of the greatest paradoxes in life is that resisting emotional pain or trying to escape from it brings more suffering, while turning toward and accepting emotional pain brings greater peace and ease. Accepting discomfort can be challenging, though, so to help us learn this important skill, let’s try consciously recollecting something that causes emotional discomfort, and seeing if we can be mindfully aware of any feelings that arise.

			
				 

				Exercise: Call to mind a memory of feeling hurt or slighted. Choose something manageable, and not some memory that’s so traumatic that it might be incapacitating. Visualize the triggering event as clearly as you can, and notice what happens. Usually you’ll notice actual physical pain or discomfort in the body. Be curious about this experience. Where is the feeling located? Is it mostly in the head? The heart? The solar plexus? The gut? Somewhere else? What texture does it have? Can you name this feeling? (It’s not a problem if you can’t.)

				As you do this exercise, reactive thoughts may well arise. Be curious about them. What form do they take? How do they affect your pain? See if you can let go of them as best you can, and return to a mindful appreciation of the body and the feelings it contains. How does letting go of those thoughts affect the quality of your feelings?

				 

			

			Neuroscientist and noted author Jill Bolte Taylor says that the chemicals that cause painful feelings degrade and are flushed from the body within ninety seconds. It’s only the second arrows of reactivity that keep them alive for longer. You may even have noticed this in the exercise above. Sometimes we find that that painful feelings vanish quickly when we accept them. So in order to practice this acceptance exercise you need to repeatedly call to mind the painful episode that evoked them.

			You can see this exercise as a way of rehearsing for when emotional discomfort arises in daily life. When painful feelings spontaneously arise in the midst of everyday activities, we’re often caught off guard. We react very quickly, and our suffering is amplified. But by consciously evoking painful memories, as we’ve just done, we give ourselves an opportunity to practice being present with pain. We practice not reacting. And hopefully this develops as a habit that we bring into our daily lives, so that we begin to meet painful or uncomfortable feelings with acceptance rather than resistance.

			Accepting painful feelings means treating them as if they were just like any other sensation—like the feeling of your clothing against your skin, or the weight of your body pressing into the earth. This act of treating painful feelings as if they were just any other sensation is profoundly liberating. It’s one of the most powerful tools we have for developing acceptance. One study, by Pierre Rainville of the University of Montreal, showed in fact that different parts of the brain lit up when meditators experienced physical pain compared to non-meditators. Dr. Rainville explained that the meditators’ pain wasn’t processed in the part of the brain responsible for evaluation, and that although meditators feel painful sensations, they refrain from interpreting or labeling the stimuli as painful. It’s almost as if the pain signals from the body are shunted to a different area of the brain, where they are processed as ordinary sensation.

			The brain has a limited capacity to pay attention. When it’s engaged in observing the detail of uncomfortable feelings, it’s less able to create reactive thoughts. If we’re really paying attention to the effect of the first arrow, in other words, then we find ourselves too busy to shoot ourselves with secondary arrows. What we’re busy doing is observing, for example where exactly in the body a painful sensation is located, what texture it has, what its boundaries are, and how it’s changing over time. Closely observing a feeling in this way, we’re less able to sense it as “painful.”

			To accept painful feelings, which is an essential step in practicing self-compassion, we have to drop notions of feelings being good or bad, positive or negative. As communications from an ancient part of the brain, they are, essentially, information: this is a potential threat; that is a potential benefit. As we’ve seen, Buddhist psychology regards feelings as having no ethical significance. They may be pleasant or unpleasant, but they are never right or wrong. Adopting this perspective, and dropping the idea of feelings being good or bad, helps us to accept them.

			Accepting painful feelings helps us to take them less personally. In the teaching of the two arrows, the Buddha talks about how, when we’re unmindful, we experience uncomfortable feelings “as if conjoined with them.” We identify with our pain, so that our sense of who we are is bound up with it. When we identify with our feelings in this way, we take them as a judgment on our own worth, which heightens our reactions to them still further. We jump, for example, from feeling lonely to assuming that we are unworthy of love, or that we are failing at life. Again, seeing feelings simply as sensations, or as internal communication, saves us from reading too much into them and creating stories that leave us emotionally incapacitated.

			Our long-standing habits of aversion to pain don’t magically disappear the moment we turn toward a painful sensation. The tendency to react to pain will continue even as we work on developing the habit of accepting it. And so, as we turn toward our discomfort, we may find it useful to offer ourselves reassurance and encouragement. We can say things to ourselves such as “It’s alright to feel pain. Pain is a normal part of life. It’s OK to experience this. Let me feel this. Let me accept it.” In offering ourselves support in this way we are acting as our own personal coach, standing on the sidelines, offering ourselves reassurance. Our inner coach can also encourage us by reminding us that our pain connects us to, rather than separates us from, others: “Everyone experiences this. I’m not alone,” we can say. “Suffering is inevitable. This isn’t a sign of failure. It’s just part of being human.”

			Another practice I adopt with regard to painful feelings is reminding myself that I don’t have to let them undermine my peace of mind. I learned this practice from an Irish friend, the journalist and meditation teacher Padraig O’Morain. He shared how he would find himself stuck in traffic, or facing some loss or disappointment, and remind himself, “My happiness does not depend on this.” He realized that things do not have to go the way he wants in order for him to be happy. I found this practice to be useful when, for a few months, I lived with an undiagnosed dietary intolerance that led to insomnia, persistent low moods, “brain fog,” and joint pain. Before I worked out that my body was intolerant of gluten I found it useful to remind myself, “My happiness does not depend on being free from painful feelings.” I found that it was often possible to be at peace with my discomfort. I wasn’t exactly happy, but I felt a sense of balance and contentment that made these unpleasant symptoms more bearable.

			Opening the Floodgates

			Sometimes as we’re learning to connect with our feelings, we find that we have sudden and unaccustomed upwellings of anger, sadness, worry, and so on. These can even amount to emotional explosions, as if a lighted match has been carelessly tossed into a room full of fireworks. I’ve experienced this myself, as have many of my meditation students. I don’t know whether this is the result of our feelings actually becoming stronger, or whether we’ve just become more aware of and therefore sensitive to them. I suspect the latter. Whatever the reason, it seems that these apparently amplified feelings are then taken by the brain as a sign that it needs to generate a proportionately stronger emotional response. We become more reactive, perhaps experiencing surprising jolts of grief, or having angry outbursts, which might pass as quickly as they came.

			For the most part I don’t think this is anything to be worried about. In my experience, we quickly adjust to any heightened perception of our feelings, and life goes back to something approaching normal. In the long run, having greater access to our feelings gives us more of a capacity to empathize. It enriches our lives, as we find we’re more easily moved by music, art, and other people. If you do have angry outbursts, of course it’s essential to apologize to anyone you’ve hurt, and to practice self-forgiveness. Apology becomes easier as we learn to disentangle our sense of self from our feelings. It would also be a good idea to do even more practice of lovingkindness and compassion meditation, however, since these give us the self-empathy and love we need in order to support ourselves during times of challenge. Mindfulness practice alone is not enough.

		

	
		
			SEVEN

			Supporting What Is Helpless in Ourselves

			Even before my divorce was finalized, I started to think about dating again. My final two years of marriage had been increasingly isolated and lonely, and I longed for affection. The prospect of finding a romantic connection appeared in the form of a local woman who had been flirting with me. Or had she been? I was rather out of practice with this whole dating thing, and concerned that I might be reading too much into what might be just an ordinary, friendly interaction. As it happened, a friend of mine who saw how this woman behaved around me spontaneously remarked on her flirtatiousness, even though I hadn’t told him anything about my little crush. And so, after a little hesitation I plucked up my courage, and at what seemed to be an appropriate moment I asked her out. Reader, I bombed. Although she may perhaps have found me attractive and enjoyed flirting, she certainly wasn’t interested in dating. In fact, she seemed flustered and panicky when I asked her if she was interested in going out for a drink sometime. This was my first foray into the world of dating in many years, and having become unaccustomed to rejection I felt humiliated at having misread her intentions, and embarrassed at having caused her distress.

			Rilke said, “Perhaps everything that frightens us is, in its deepest essence, something helpless that wants our love.” At that time there was certainly something within me that needed my loving attention, my support, and my reassurance. So I turned my attention to the painful feelings this suffering part of me was producing, offering it as much kindness as I could. I talked to it. I said things like, “It’s OK. These things happen. It’s easy to misread other people’s signals. It happens to everyone. You didn’t do anything wrong.” I said things like, “I’m sorry this is so painful. May you be happy and at ease. May you forgive yourself.” I put my hand on my heart, where the feelings were particularly strong, offering the reassurance of touch. With the inner eye of interoception I looked with kindness at my painful feelings, offering warmth and reassurance. I smiled, sending signals of confidence and love into my body. The embarrassment came and went for a week or so, and passed as I continued to offer myself compassion. These are all examples of the fourth stage of self-compassion: offering support to the suffering part of ourselves.

			I’ve mentioned that many of us go through a phase of “doing” self-compassion in a sly attempt to get rid of our pain. But the point of showing compassion to our pain is not to banish it from our experience. The aim of self-compassion is to support whatever within us needs support. Helpless things within us ask for our help using the language of painful feelings. When we try to banish these suffering parts of ourselves out of fear and aversion, we’re behaving unsympathetically and even cruelly. This, of course, is not helpful.

			Imagine a friend turns up at your door in a state of distress. They’re clearly suffering, but they’re too upset in that moment even to tell you why. If you were to respond compassionately to them, what might you do? Probably you’d invite them in. You’d sit them down. Without even trying, you’d show care and concern through the way you looked at them, and through your body language and facial expressions. You’d talk to them in a reassuring and comforting way. You might hug them or otherwise show them, through touch, that you cared about them. And you’d give them the time and space to let you know what was going on. Trying to get rid of your pain would be the equivalent of turning your friend away at the threshold. It would be like slamming the door in their face because you didn’t want their pain intruding in your life. To behave in this way would, of course, not be compassionate. The same principles apply when pain is arising in your own being. Pain needs compassion. When it arrives it needs to be invited in, sat down, offered empathy, given space, and be allowed to tell its story.

			It’s possible to be kind without having empathy—without offering a person space, without allowing them to tell the story of their pain. And this doesn’t lead to happiness. In my marriage I made the mistake of thinking I could repair my wife’s hurt solely by being kind and loving to her. After the adoption of our second child we had started to grow apart. We were rarely in the same place at the same time for more than a moment. Childcare and work became twin cities between which we commuted, always heading in opposite directions. As we hurtled past each other, our communication was limited to brief messages about daily routines and household affairs. She would put our son to bed, and I our daughter, and often we’d fall asleep at the same time as the children, in separate rooms. Because we couldn’t afford babysitters and didn’t have family nearby, we rarely got to take a break and just be with each other. We weren’t communicating.

			I was aware she was becoming resentful toward me, and felt her pulling away. So I’d try to reconnect by showing her affection and appreciation, and by letting her know I loved her. I thought that because I felt love, and because I was expressing affection, that I was therefore showing love. But it was only in retrospect that I learned that what she needed was not kindness and affection, but empathy. She needed me to sit down with her and to ask her how she was feeling. She needed an opportunity to open up about her pain and frustrations, and to be listened to. But I didn’t understand that at the time. In fact it’s something I would have been afraid to do, since I knew I’d be opening myself up to her bottled-up resentments.

			It was only after my marriage ended that I came to understand just how important empathy is in truly loving another. Developing such empathy requires asking them what they’re thinking, what they’re feeling, and how they see things—even when it seems risky to do so. To take such risks we need to learn to sit with and accept our own pain, and to offer it support. Without the ability to be empathetic to our own pain, we have a very limited capacity for empathizing with another’s. Knowing that my wife harbored resentments made me afraid. But it simply didn’t occur to me to empathize with my own fear. I tried to rise above it, to deny it, to hide it. Unable to support myself, I was unable to support her.

			As I learned to empathize with myself better, I realized that it was OK to be afraid. I saw that fear was a natural human response, and that my fears about exposing myself to others’ pain were to do with conditioning from my childhood, when I rarely saw an issue being worked through, but instead witnessed people bickering, retreating, and sulking until their emotions settled down. Avoiding potentially painful but genuine communication had become my default. Had I, during my marriage, been able to empathize with, support, and calm that frightened being within me, I might have been able to let my wife know, without blaming, that I was afraid, and tell her how this fear had roots in my childhood conditioning. This could have been the beginning of a more authentic and genuine communication between us, in which we showed each other empathy. But that was not possible at that time. I hadn’t then learned that to create intimacy, we must first express our vulnerability.
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			A vignette from a later relationship: My girlfriend and I have had an amicable breakfast, but without talking about what had happened the night before, when we had argued and then reconciled. I feel uneasy, because although we seem to be OK I have lingering doubts that she may be hiding resentments. So I’m hesitant about asking her how she is. Sensing these fears as a knot of anxiety in the belly, I offer it a warm and tender gaze and a few words of support. And suddenly it’s easy to say, “So, about last night? Are we OK?” It turns out that we are, and that she appreciates being asked. We talk at some length about our admiration for each other’s good qualities. I’m relieved, and once again surprised to find how much easier it is to be in warm and empathetic communication with someone else once I’ve empathized with myself.
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			Having cognitive empathy for ourselves includes understanding our existential situation, which is a fancy way of saying that we recognize that suffering is a normal part of life, and that in a sense we’re set up to suffer. Emotional empathy builds on this, as we recognize how important our feelings are to us, as we take on board the fact that we want to be happy and don’t want to suffer, and as we accept our own vulnerable situation as feeling beings who are doing a difficult thing in being human. But it’s important that we also have compassionate concern, showing ourselves support, kindness, and encouragement. Rilke’s words about our being frightened by helpless things within us that need our love, reflect a kind of internal dialogue. Something helpless within us talks to us in the language of feelings, letting us know it’s in pain. More evolved parts of us talk back to it in words, touch, and in the emotional tone of our inner gaze, supporting it through its suffering.

			Uncomfortable feelings could be seen, perhaps, as the reptilian and limbic brains asking for help. Our compassion is when the neocortex provides that help. When the neocortex hasn’t learned how to be a source of emotional support, the limbic brain is often chronically insecure or afraid—continually on the lookout for potential threats. It’s as if it thinks it’s on its own, which, if it doesn’t have a source of love, support, and encouragement, is true. So the most recently evolved parts of us need to learn how to provide support and reassurance for the more ancient, emotional, and insecure parts of the brain. In this chapter we’ll look at five ways of offering love and reassurance, so that we can move toward calm, clarity, and ease.

			Compassionate Self-Talk

			One of my friends and meditation students, Bruce, went through a phase of recurrent sadness, which would often hit him first thing in the morning. He described how he learned to meet this painful feeling empathetically: “When I talk to my daughters, the term of endearment I tend to use is ‘sweetheart.’ Today I talked to my sadness in those terms. As I brushed my teeth and washed my face this morning, waves of sadness broke over me, and I said to it, ‘Hello sweetheart.’ And all that sadness was contained within something big enough to hold both it and happiness and everything else.” Emily, a friend and meditation student who is also a clinical psychologist, described how she would treat her anxiety as a guest or even as a friend, saying things like, “Hi there. I’m just going out for a walk. You’re welcome to come along as well.”

			Self-talk is the most common way of cultivating kindness. In fact it forms the core of lovingkindness practice. I’ve explained that nowadays the phrases I use are, “May I be well. May I be happy. May I be kind to myself and others,” and that the last of those phrases is chosen as a reminder of what the practice is about. The words “May I be kind” are so evocative that I sometimes feel kinder as soon as I begin to say them.

			
				 

				Exercise: Right now, just sit quietly, perhaps with your eyes closed, and from time to time drop in the word “kindness.” Each time you drop this word into the depths of your being, take some time to “listen” for how your being responds. The effects of this practice may be subtle, but over time you may notice a certain softening in your attitude, and perhaps changes in the sensations around the heart.

				 

			

			The very words “May I be kind” can remind you of past experiences of having been kind, activating the kindness circuits in your brain, and triggering a softer and more gentle way of relating to yourself.

			In a way, the helpless thing inside you is animal-like. It responds to tone of voice and to the pace of words. So it helps if you speak in a way that is calm and measured, and if the emotional tone is warm. Repeating phrases such as “May I be kind to myself and others” in a bored or detached way is likely to have only limited benefits. If you want to develop true warmth, it helps if you say the words to yourself in a gentle and reassuring way, just as if you were indeed soothing a frightened child or animal.

			To develop empathy, it’s helpful to talk to yourself in a spirit of respectful receptivity. Sometimes I suggest that people drop phrases into their heart in the same way that they might drop flowers into a still forest pool. Just as you might let one flower fall gently, and then watch the water’s ripples die away before dropping in the next, you can leave long pauses between phrases to give your being time to absorb them. Early on, as I practiced lovingkindness meditation, I learned to pace the phrases by using the breathing. I’d breathe in, and then on the next out-breath I’d say, “May I be well.” I would then take a full in-breath and out-breath without saying anything at all, and this would give me time to be mindful of any effect that the words were having. And then on the following out-breath I’d say “May I be happy” and so on. If you find that you get distracted during the time you’re simply aware of the breathing, then you can say a phrase on every out-breath. This slow and measured approach is much more effective than rattling off the words at a rapid pace, which has the effect of keeping us in our heads, and of taking us away from a mindful appreciation of our feelings. Regard this as part of a conversation with the part of you that’s frightened, helpless, or in pain. Talk to your heart, to your belly, or to wherever painful or uncomfortable feelings manifest. Your limbic brain is talking to you in the form of these sensations, and in responding kindly to those feelings you’re completing a circle of communication.

			This conversation with yourself doesn’t have to be limited to the particular stock phrases I’ve suggested. Insight meditation teacher and therapist Jack Kornfield has suggested the following: “May I be filled with lovingkindness. May I be safe from inner and outer dangers. May I be well in body and mind. May I be at ease and happy.” His inclusion of “May I be filled with lovingkindness” suggests that he too thinks it’s helpful if we remind ourselves that our aim is to become kinder. Another Insight meditation teacher, Sharon Salzberg, has suggested these words: “May I be free from danger; may I know safety. May I have mental happiness. May I have physical happiness. May I have ease of well-being.” There are many possible variations. You can even come up with your own phrases; often this happens spontaneously while we’re meditating. In fact, once you accept that you’re having a conversation with yourself in lovingkindness meditation, it can be far more helpful to talk as you would if you were reassuring a dear friend. I might say to myself things like:

			• I’m sorry you’re having such a hard time. Let me help in any way I can.

			• I know you’re anxious right now, but I want you to know that I’m here for you. You’re not alone.

			• I really care about you. I want you to be at peace.

			• Your well-being is important to me. I want you to be happy. May you be happy.

			• It’s OK. We’re going to get through this. We’re in this together.

			• I love you, sweetheart. I’m here to take care of you as best I can.

			Or you can simply start with “I just want to tell you…” and see what follows. Sometimes the phrases we come up with become, in effect, stock phrases, since we fall into saying them over and over again. But no matter how often I repeat my own phrases verbatim, they’re my phrases, tailored for me and (more importantly) for the helpless thing inside. It’s intimately familiar with the tone and cadence of my language, and is more easily reassured by phrases that have come from within me than by any off-the-peg phrase, however poetic. And as long as I say them with warmth and at a pace that allows me to stay in touch with my body and feelings, then they’re effective. Not everyone finds it easy to have a conversation like this, though. That’s OK. Stock phrases work, too. It’s all good.

			Much of what I’ve said about talking to the helpless part of ourselves can be applied to offering ourselves compassion not just in lovingkindness meditation, but also in the midst of everyday activities. I’ve offered numerous examples throughout this book of how, when you’re experiencing hurt, embarrassment, fear, and so on, you can talk to yourself in a soothing, kind, and empathetic way. We can have an ongoing conversation with our pain and discomfort, dropping in words of support and encouragement as needed, helping the limbic brain to know that it is cared for, and that it has a friend and ally watching out for its well-being. You’ll find that in time, as your limbic brain comes to trust that it’s being taken care of and that its concerns will be taken seriously, it becomes less anxious and sends fewer signals indicating that it’s in distress.

			Sometimes people confuse these inner communications with the New Age practice of affirmations, which are positive statements designed to help us feel better about ourselves. These kinds of affirmations and speaking kindly to ourselves may overlap to some extent, but often they don’t. In fact, sometimes positive affirmations can be unempathetic, and can backfire, making us feel worse. Joanne V. Wood, a psychologist at the University of Waterloo in Ontario, Canada, found that affirmations such as “I am lovable” can cause many people to feel even worse about themselves. Telling yourself something that you don’t actually believe can stir up contradictory voices. “I am lovable” may be met with, “Who are you kidding? You’re a loser. No one likes you!” Another study, by Jason S. Moser, an associate professor of psychology at Michigan State University, found that asking anxious people to put a positive spin on threatening events also had negative consequences. “Worriers actually showed a paradoxical backfiring effect in their brains when asked to decrease their negative emotions,” he wrote. “This suggests they…actually make their negative emotions worse even when they are asked to think positively.” If you think in terms of the kind of intrapersonal communication loop I’ve been suggesting, this makes perfect sense. When your limbic system is convinced there is a threat and is sending out alerts, then telling it there is no threat may simply make it try harder to convince you. To the limbic brain, the threat is real, and since it communicates via feelings, it may intensify those feelings in order to get your attention. In effect it’s yelling, “Stop ignoring me! Something bad is going to happen!”

			The kind of communication I’ve suggested acknowledges the limbic brain’s perspective. When the limbic brain feels under threat and creates anxiety, rather than saying something it knows isn’t true, like “I am confident,” we say something more like, “I know you’re anxious right now,” or “I know this is scary.” The limbic brain now feels heard, and knows you’re aware of its concerns. Then our neocortex can offer the limbic brain support and encouragement: “I’m here for you. I care about you and I want you to be happy.” Both of these approaches—empathetically recognizing the viewpoint of the limbic brain, and offering genuine compassion—are necessary if our inner communication is to be effective.

			Tender Touch

			Touch is perhaps the most natural way for us to show support and compassion to ourselves and others. Touch is a language older than speech. Most mammals need frequent physical contact in order to maintain their emotional well-being. They will seek out touch for the sheer pleasure it brings, but especially when they are upset, or in order to soothe each other. Human babies can’t even regulate their metabolic pathways unless they are touched frequently, and insufficient physical contact can lead to the collapse of their immune systems, and even death. When a child is upset, our natural compassionate response is to hold them. When you’re talking to a friend who’s struggling, you might well put a hand on their arm or shoulder, or give them a hug. Touching our own bodies can also be a way for us to show compassionate concern to ourselves when we’re in distress or discomfort.

			It’s helpful to place a hand on the part of the body where the feeling is most prominent—usually the heart or the solar plexus. You can use this sort of compassionate touch to complement and enhance any soothing self-talk you’re doing. As you speak to yourself, you can imagine that the words are flowing down your arm, through your hand, and into your body, creating a channel of empathetic communication between the compassionate and the fearful parts of you. Research shows that certain kinds of touch can release the bonding hormone oxytocin, that helps us to feel connected to others, and creates feelings of pleasure and love. It seems that by compassionately touching our own bodies we can do something similar for ourselves.

			We are wired both to give and receive compassion through touch. Dr. Dacher Keltner, the founding director of the Greater Good Science Center and a professor of psychology at the University of California, Berkeley, has spent many years researching the role of touch in communicating compassion. In a 2016 study, which involved more than 200 adults, he put pairs of strangers into a room, separated by a barrier. Although the study participants were unable to hear or see each other, one of each pair was able to reach through a hole in the curtain and touch their partner’s forearm. Keltner asked the person who was making contact to try to convey, through touch alone, twelve different emotions, including love, gratitude, and compassion. These could be communicated through stroking, patting, pushing, tapping, and so on. Astonishingly, those who were being touched were reliably able to identify the different emotions that this simple physical contact expressed.

			Research by two psychologists from Carnegie Mellon University, Dr. Brittany K. Jakubiak and Dr. Brooke Feeney, suggests that even imagined touch brings psychological and physical health benefits. Test subjects who imagined supportive physical touch from a romantic partner were better able to handle pain than those who imagined their partner offering their partner offering verbal support. They were also better able to deal with a psychologically stressful task.

			Our need for touch is most intense when we’re young, and decreases as we get older, but adults still need physical contact in order to maintain a sense of well-being. Many of us, I suspect, live in a state of chronic touch deprivation that exacerbates anxiety, depression, and self-doubt. We can’t always be in a position to receive compassionate touch from others, but we can always receive kind and compassionate touch from ourselves. We can do this not only in response to pain, but proactively, in order to offer ourselves some of the benefits that would come from contact with others.

			Loving Eyes

			For ten years I taught a course in personal development and study skills at my local university. One of the exercises I did with my students was to get them into pairs, and ask one of them to share with their partner something particularly meaningful that they had done over the summer. Unbeknownst to the speaker, the listener had been asked not to respond in any way to what was being said to them. Although they were to look at their partner, they were to keep their facial expressions neutral, and were not to smile, nod, or make those little sounds that show someone we’re taking an interest in what they are saying. The results were dramatic. Most speakers would become extremely unsettled or anxious in the face of such unresponsiveness. Sometimes they found themselves unable to continue. (Incidentally, the listeners often found that it was excruciating not to be able to give empathetic feedback.)

			Being looked at in a neutral way—neutral, mind you, not actively hostile—is something we interpret as a threat. Psychologists in fact use panels of non-responsive neutral judges in order to induce stress in study participants. Amy Cuddy, the Harvard researcher who specializes in looking at the effect of body language on our own physiology and psychology, describes this experience as “Worse than being heckled.” Marianne LaFrance, Yale psychology professor and author of Why Smile?: The Science Behind Facial Expressions, says that talking to someone whose face is inert “feels like standing on quicksand.” Now, here’s the question: with what emotional tone do you observe yourself? Perhaps sometimes it’s hostile, especially when the body is in discomfort, or you’re judging something you’ve done, or when you’re looking at yourself in a mirror. But even if it’s neutral, then your brain is likely to regard your gaze as if it were hostile. Often, by not offering ourselves empathy and kindness we are forcing ourselves to stand on LaFrance’s emotional quicksand, creating doubt and fear.

			Some years ago I learned a beautiful approach to offering kindness. It’s from the book, How to Train a Wild Elephant, by American Zen teacher, Jan Chozen Bays. Chozen describes a practice she calls “Looking with loving eyes,” which is an incredibly powerful yet simple way of changing how we regard our world and ourselves. I’ve referred to it several times in this book. Chozen wrote, “We know how to use loving eyes when we are falling in love, when we see a new baby or a cute animal. Why do we not use loving eyes more often?” Why indeed?

			When I incorporate Chozen’s exercise into my own teaching, I encourage people to remember experiences of looking with loving eyes. Chozen’s examples of falling in love, or seeing a baby or cute animal are perfect. I usually recall what it’s like to watch my children as they sleep. This evokes for me a sense of cherishing and tender protectiveness. Once you’ve called something like that to mind, notice the quality of the feelings in and around the eyes. Often there’s a sense of softness, gentleness, and warmth. Just notice and appreciate those qualities. And now, notice how those qualities are present not just in the eyes, but in your inner gaze as well. As you turn your attention to your own being—to this fragile, tender, vulnerable human body, and to the feelings it contains—notice how you can regard yourself in the same loving, appreciative, gentle way.

			Perhaps this is possible because the retinas are anatomically part of the brain, and so if we change our attitude toward our sense of vision, then we change the way the brain itself is functioning. Whatever the reason, by recalling the experience of looking with love, we’ve now brought into being a warm, kind, empathetic way of regarding ourselves. Often we find that the body begins to soften. The heart begins to open. Our being is grateful for and enjoys being looked at with love. Just as a dog will moan or a cat will purr when petted, the limbic brain may send waves of pleasure into the body to show its appreciation. When you love yourself, your self loves you back.

			Once again, we can combine this practice with the others I’ve described. We can talk soothingly to the part of us that needs support and kindness, and offer it connection and reassurance through touch, and also look at our pain with loving eyes (or the interoceptive equivalent). Now we’re beginning to build up a powerful collection of tools to help us support what is helpless within us.

			Smiling

			A smile acts as a signal for others, communicating our emotional state. It may communicate happiness or embarrassment, friendliness or reassurance. But smiling can also communicate compassion. According to Dr. Caroline J. Falconer of University College London, we have one facial expression called “kind compassion,” with a soft, friendly gaze and a gentle smile, and another called “empathic compassion,” which looks sadder and more concerned. The expression of kind compassion is seen as conveying gentleness toward another person so as to reassure and soothe them, while the expression of empathic compassion communicates “a sensitivity to the suffering of the self and others with a desire and commitment to try to prevent and alleviate that suffering.” As well as acting as communications with others, our facial expressions, including our smiles, are also communications with ourselves. Smiling reassures us and makes us happier. As a quote often attributed to Thich Nhat Hanh says, “Sometimes your joy is the source of your smile, but sometimes your smile can be the source of your joy.” And so, it may sometimes be appropriate that as you turn your attention to your own emotional pain or discomfort, you simply smile. A smile shows not only concern and kindness, but confidence. When we smile as we face our pain, we are saying to the suffering part of us, “It’s OK. We got this. There’s no need to worry. You’re safe.”

			Some of us have a reluctance to smile consciously, thinking that to do so is fake. So if you have a strong reaction to smiling when you’re not genuinely joyful, then consider it optional. Perhaps for you adopting a smile is akin to those positive affirmations that leave some people feeling worse. There is research, in fact, showing that those who are forced to maintain a smile as part of their jobs suffer stress as a result. A compromise that can help us avoid a sense of falseness is if we think of something that makes a smile naturally arise. When we do this our smile is genuine, and we can simply allow the smile, and its attendant feelings, to linger as we turn our attention to whatever is difficult within us. If you’re a reluctant smiler, I suggest giving this a try and seeing how it goes. Again, smiling can be combined with all the other ways of showing support that I’ve suggested.

			Physical Relaxation

			One more thing we can do to offer reassurance to our pain is to allow the body to relax. Again, our body language speaks not just to others, but is also a form of internal communication. Your body being physically tense, as if bracing for a threat, actually enhances your sense of defensiveness, because the mind takes the presence of tension as a sign that there must be something to fear. Similarly, the experience of being physically at ease helps us to feel more relaxed on an emotional level. At times of especial stress, you can take a break and, either sitting or lying, simply take your awareness progressively through the body, allowing each muscle to relax in turn as best you can.

			Your breathing can help you soften the body. On every out-breath the body naturally relaxes. You can notice this right now, as you’re reading these words. Notice what happens as you exhale and you’ll observe that there’s a wave of letting go that takes place, sweeping downward through the body. This isn’t something you need to imagine. It’s actually happening. With each out-breath, the whole body becomes more at ease. The shoulders drop, the rib cage relaxes, the muscles in the belly soften, the spine settles, and all over the body there’s a sense of tension melting away, even if just a little. With continued attention to the out-breath we can feel the body becoming more and more relaxed. The process of exhaling, in fact, is under the control of the parasympathetic nervous system, which helps bring the body and mind to a state of rest, balance, and calm. Whatever tension remains, just accept it and offer it your love. Rather than worry about relaxation that doesn’t happen, be grateful for any softening that does take place.

			
				 

				Exercise: Letter From a Future Friend

				 

				Write a letter to yourself from 10 or 15 or 20 years in the future. Assume that between now and then you’ve continued exploring mindfulness and compassion, and are much more content, wise, and kind than you are at present. This letter is written to you as you are now, and speaks to you as would a wise, kind, and compassionate spiritual friend. Your future self looks back at you with kindness and understanding, and offers you support and empathy as you go through your struggles. They offer you unconditional love, totally free of judgment. Their letter addresses the difficulties you face in life. It addresses any insecurities and shame you may experience, as well as any recurring thoughts you have that you’re “not good enough.” It offers you reassurance, encouragement, and guidance. Your future self knows you intimately. In a way, they know you better than you know yourself, because they’ve been all the way through difficulties that you’re still in the middle of, and have developed insights into your life that haven’t yet arisen for you.

				If you don’t think you have time to write a full letter, just write in bullet points. There is no “right” or “perfect” way to do this exercise.

				 

			

			Make sure that you complete this exercise before going on to the next page…

			Here’s something interesting: the wise, kind, and compassionate “future you” in this exercise is actually part of “present you”—who you are now. This is why you were able to access their perspective and their words.

			This exercise helps remind us that we have the capacity to relate to ourselves in a kind and wise way, and gives us practice in doing so. We all have the ability to access a wellspring of kindness, but often we forget to do so, or we may not even be aware that this part of us even exists. In listening to the voice of “future you,” you awaken to your own inherent self-kindness, self-compassion, and wisdom. You find that there is a part of you that is able to be understanding and supportive of you as you go through life’s challenges.

			So, how can you take the messages you’ve just received from this inner source of wisdom as a guiding principle for your life? Can you post them somewhere that you’ll see them every day? Can you read them over once a week, or even daily?

			
				 

				Follow-Up Exercise: Sit quietly for a few minutes in a place where you won’t be disturbed. Tune in to the sensations of the body, including those of the breathing. Now imagine that you’re giving your future self a guided tour of your being. Remember, you’re inviting a totally compassionate, completely accepting future version of yourself into your body, mind, and feelings. They will be fascinated to be revisiting this past version of you. They will understand you rather than judge. They will love you rather than condemn. Show them your pain. Show them your shame, your vulnerability. How does their wise and compassionate heart respond? Let yourself be loved, understood, and cherished.

				 

			

			
				Listen to This Meditation

				
					If you’d like to be guided through this practice, you can type the following link into a browser on your mobile device or computer: http://thisdifficultthing.com/meditation6

			

			Once again, any wisdom, acceptance, and compassion that you receive from your future self are in truth coming from your present-day self. These are capacities you have now. Remember that you can call upon your future self’s kindness any time you want. Perhaps you can have a sense of them as an ever-present loving force, accompanying you everywhere—a kind of guardian angel.

			

			
				
				[image: dingbat]

			We have many tools at our disposal that we can use to offer ourselves support and encouragement. We can talk to ourselves compassionately, soothe and reassure ourselves through touch, regard ourselves with kindly eyes, smile, and allow the body to be more at ease. We can even sense our own kindness as if it were an external force, watching over and guarding us with compassion. All of this helps us to compassionately support those aspects of us that are suffering. Parts of us, as Rilke says, may be helpless, but we as a whole are not.

		

	
		
			EIGHT

			The Third Arrow and Wise Self-Care

			As well as the reactions that the Buddha called “grief, sorrow, and lamentation,” there is another way that we can try to escape the pain of the first arrow. This is the path of denial and distraction. I call this strategy “the third arrow,” because, although he doesn’t integrate it into the arrow metaphor, the Buddha discusses it in the same discourse:

			
				Being contacted by painful feeling, we seek delight in sensual pleasure. For what reason? Because the uninstructed person does not know of any escape from painful feeling other than sensual pleasure.

			

			This form of reactivity is much more indirect than the anger and self-pity of the second arrow. In attempting to avoid pain, it directs our attention elsewhere—to the pursuit of something that, in the short term, is pleasurable. Perhaps the most common third-arrow strategies in modern life are emotional eating, alcohol and drugs, overwork or busyness, and technology addiction.

			It’s tempting to think that this strategy of seeking delight involves reveling in pleasant experiences, and sometimes that happens, but more often it’s not pleasure itself that’s the distraction, but the act of chasing after it. Much of the time our third arrow activities numb us, or leave us dissatisfied, perpetually chasing after joys that remain forever just out of reach. I think of this third arrow as one that’s been dipped in a narcotic, creating feverish dreams in which we’re forever pursuing elusive pleasures. The second arrow delivers almost instant painful results as we blame, complain, or wallow in suffering. The painful results of the third arrow, on the other hand, often have a time delay built into them.

			Emotional or comfort eating is one common strategy for dealing with unpleasant feelings. Often we do this in response to stress, loneliness, or boredom. It’s a classic third arrow activity, attempting to distract us from our pain, while in the long run causing us further painful problems. Comfort eating can harm our well-being through ill health, often leaves us feeling disgusted with ourselves, and of course does nothing to solve our original problems; the first arrow feelings of loneliness, stress, and so on that we’re trying to avoid still remain. Even when we’re indulging in emotional eating, it often doesn’t actually bring us much pleasure or joy. Usually we don’t even particularly pay attention to the food we’re eating. When I’ve been caught up in this behavior I’ve often felt nothing more than the restive numbness of repetitive action: grab, chew, swallow; grab, chew, swallow. It’s an anesthetizing ritual, with little or no sense of satisfaction or enjoyment. Pleasure always seems to be just one more bite away. This handful of potato chips wasn’t satisfying, but maybe the next one will be. No? Well, maybe the one after that. We never reach the satisfaction we long for, so we are driven on, and on. We’re like the fabled donkey who can be enticed to pull a cart by dangling a carrot in front of him. Fueled by desire he keeps moving forward, and the fact that he never gets the carrot doesn’t serve to dampen his craving.

			Drugs and alcohol promise us liberation from our problems. And at the risk of stating the obvious, while in the short-term we might feel happier and more relaxed, in the longer term these activities solve nothing and can have serious effects on our own well-being as well as that of others around us. Because alcohol is a socially acceptable drug, it can be uncomfortable even to consider that it has ill effects. But according to the National Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, each year an estimated 88,000 people die in the US alone from alcohol-related causes, making alcohol the third leading preventable cause of death. The World Health Organization estimates that 3.3 million deaths annually can be attributed to alcohol consumption. Another third arrow activity is smoking, which is the number one preventable cause of death.

			I’m not talking about whether drinking or smoking are right or wrong, but just about their potential and actual consequences. In my own life, having discovered that alcohol was triggering migraines, I had a period of several years when I drank nothing at all. During that time I experienced a clarity of mind that’s hard to describe. Sharon Salzberg, after one of her teachers made a strong statement about the undesirability of drinking alcohol, also didn’t drink for several years and experienced the same effect. “I clearly felt something different as a result of this experiment…there was some new clarity and strength…I felt simpler, stronger, clearer, more confident.” Even if you’re a very moderate drinker, perhaps you could try a month, or even just a week of complete abstinence, and see what effect it has.

			Work addiction is rather different from reliance on drugs or alcohol. It can even come off as admirable: Look at how hard I’m working. I’m so productive. I’m indispensable and important! For men in particular, work can be a way of avoiding painful frustrations at home. And this can spiral out of control: the less time we have available to stay in good communication with our loved ones, and to work through the inevitable difficulties that arise, the worse those difficulties become. Frustration becomes resentment; resentment becomes contempt. To avoid facing these uncomfortable issues, the workaholic may spend even more time in the office, and at home just wants to be left alone. Each reminder of one’s spouse’s unmet need for connection, communication, and intimacy, is another third arrow.

			Busyness addiction is similar, but doesn’t always involve work. We just make sure that we’re constantly on the go, without any time to slow down and feel what’s going on in our lives. So we may forever be rushing around, doing things that are ostensibly laudable in themselves (yoga classes, supporting nonprofits, taking the kids to various events), but that cumulatively indicate an unwillingness to slow down and just be. The South African poet Iain Thomas wrote, “And every day, the world will drag you by the hand, yelling, ‘This is important! And this is important! And this is important! You need to worry about this! And this! And this!’ And each day, it’s up to you to yank your hand back, put it on your heart, and say, ‘No. This is what’s important.’ ” This is all true, except that it’s not just the world that gives us these commands. Our own inner urgings talk us into thinking that doing this, and this, and this are more important than spending quality time with ourselves and with those we love.

			We writers are prone to a particular form of avoidance where virtually anything is preferable to sitting in front of a reprovingly blank page. Suddenly it becomes vitally important to clean the kitchen or bathroom, to alphabetize our video collection, check our email 1,000 times a day, or chase down the lyrics of that song that keeps popping into our head. Procrastination, it turns out, is less to do with having difficulty managing our time and is more about finding it difficult to manage feelings of discomfort.

			Over the last few decades, our opportunities to flee dissatisfaction through technology have been growing exponentially. When I was a child these were limited to three channels of fixed TV programming. Nowadays the majority of us are the bearers of magic glass rectangles on which we can bodysurf a torrent of information on social media, select from an essentially unlimited selection of TV programs and films, play games, look for a mate, reply to work emails, or text-message our friends and family. This technology is addictive, to the point where the first sign of restlessness or boredom has us picking up our devices and staring at their screens. I’ve talked to many people who are afraid to silence their phones overnight, just in case someone needs to get in touch with them. Elizabeth B. Dowdell, of Villanova University’s M. Louise Fitzpatrick College of Nursing, has even documented the phenomenon of sleep-texting! More than a quarter of college students had sent text messages while asleep, or at least while not being fully awake, and 72 percent of them had no recollection of having done so. Another sleep issue is the disruptive effect of the light from our screens. Looking directly at a light source in the evening disrupts the natural build-up of melatonin in our brains—a chemical essential for sleep.

			The US National Institutes of Health reports that in 1910, most people slept for nine hours a night, while today the average adult sleeps less than seven hours. Moreover, they say that “more than one-third of adults report daytime sleepiness so severe that it interferes with work, driving, and social functioning at least a few days each month.” One of the side effects of sleep-deprivation is that it makes it harder for us to regulate our emotions. When we don’t get enough sleep we’re more prone to anxiety, irritability, and depression, as anyone who has endured insomnia can confirm.

			Lack of sleep is just one consequence of our technology addiction. A 2019 study on social media addiction, carried out by researchers at Michigan State University and Monash University in Australia, showed that people who use Facebook heavily have impaired decision-making skills, and performed as poorly in psychological tests as people who are addicted to cocaine or heroin. University of Michigan psychologist Ethan Kross found that the more people spent time on Facebook, the more their happiness and overall levels of life satisfaction dropped. And studies have confirmed that it’s not that lonely people are more likely to use Facebook, but that using Facebook makes people lonely.

			All of this is typical of the third arrow: in response to perhaps mild feelings of boredom or dissatisfaction, we chase the supposed pleasures of online connection, but find ourselves becoming even unhappier. Our technology promises to connect us, and sometimes it does. But more often it separates us and makes us lonely. The world inside our magic glass rectangles is seductive because it can seem so simple and manageable compared to the messier world of real human interactions. We sit down with our spouse in a cafe, and there’s moment of mild uncertainty in which we’re not entirely sure what we’re going to say, or how we’re going to reconnect. But instead of staying with the silence until it turns into a conversation, how quickly we pick up our phones and disappear into social media connections with people we barely know. Every time we do this, we miss an opportunity for real human connection, and feel a little less satisfied with the state of our relationship. Every time we do this we reinforce a habit of turning away from discomfort.

			These aren’t the only ways in which, trying to avoid pain, we pursue pleasure. Pornography addiction, sex addiction, marital infidelity, exercise addition, and shopping addiction—all are attempts to pursue pleasant feelings or to attain something that we believe will benefit us. And all are infused with suffering, and result in suffering—adversely affecting our physical health, undermining our most nourishing relationships, and causing anxiety, depression, and self-hatred. The narcotic effect of the third arrow distracts us from pain, only to cause more pain. And the delayed problems the third arrow brings are often far worse than the discomfort we’re trying to avoid. Our pursuit of pleasure can only ever partially and temporarily distract us from our underlying suffering. On some level we’re aware that it’s still there in some form, waiting for us. If we were bored, we’re probably still bored. If we were lonely, we’re probably still lonely. If we were anxious, we’re probably still anxious.

			Four-Step Self-Compassion and the Third Arrow

			The four-step process we’ve been exploring throughout this book helps us to avoid shooting ourselves with the third arrow. Compulsion is a kind of story. It says “You must do this in order to find pleasure or happiness.” Whether the compulsion is to binge on potato chips, check Facebook for the five-hundredth time, or stay up late pottering around, we can mindfully recognize that the pattern of compulsive activity is beginning, or is taking place, and we can see that pain and discomfort are present. We can now drop the story, turn toward the underlying discomfort that we’ve been trying to flee, and offer it our support, encouragement, and kindness. As we create a sacred pause of mindfulness in this way, we may find that we are now able to take actions that make it easier for us to step out of our addictive pattern.

			I stress here that I’m talking about “ordinary” addictions, rather than drug addiction or alcoholism. Although I suspect that elements of this four-step approach could play a role in the treatment of those conditions, I haven’t worked specifically with those who have substance-abuse problems.

			We may have failed to resist the siren song of temptation so often that we have come to persuade ourselves that we lack this mysterious quality called “willpower.” And yet we saw in chapter 2 that it’s possible for us to motivate ourselves without it. Those approaches, where we connect compassionately with our future self, can be helpful with compulsion. “Evening Bodhi,” tempted to stay up late in order to surf the Internet, can think about how “Morning Bodhi” is likely to feel. Realizing that Morning Bodhi will be grateful to Evening Bodhi for getting to bed at a reasonable hour, Evening Bodhi is more likely to cut short his browsing and hit the hay.

			Another way for us to defeat compulsive behaviors (without drawing upon this elusive quality of willpower) is for us to compassionately and strategically limit our opportunities to indulge. For example, if you have problems with binging on cookies, then it’s wise to make sure that you don’t have cookies in the house. If they’re already there, then keep them out of sight so that you won’t be casually reminded of their presence. Or if you find yourself plunging into a cycle of anxiously checking your phone first thing in the morning, don’t keep it in your bedroom overnight; charge it in the living room instead. In fact, why not also have it turned off overnight, so that you’d have to wait for it to boot up before going online? The more barriers there are to ordinary compelling activities, the easier it is to resist them. And when cravings arise to pop out and buy cookies, or to turn on your phone first thing when you go into the living room, then you have the four-step self-compassion process to help you soothe and support yourself. You can ride out the waves of craving until they subside. Already we’re getting into the territory of wise self-care, which is a powerful antidote to the third arrow of denial and compulsive seeking after pleasure.

			Wise Self-Care

			I was stunned when my wife told me she wanted to separate. But to add to the pain she also took the kids away so that she could spend a few days with a friend. I hadn’t been expecting this, and I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye to them. My wife seemed to think this was no big deal, but to me it was a hard blow at a difficult time, and it set me up for a lonely weekend in an empty house. My first instinct was to stuff myself with unhealthy, fatty foods. I imagine evolutionary biologists would say that we’ve evolved the instinct to eat high calorie foods at times of crisis, to help us weather whatever trials are ahead of us. Experientially, fatty, salty, carb-laden food like burgers and fries just feel comforting at the time we’re eating them. But later they leave us uncomfortable, bloated, sluggish, and unhealthy.

			Those unwise urges kept arising, but since I’d been working on being self-compassionate, I decided that a Thai curry full of fresh vegetables would be both pleasurable in the short term and healthier in the longer term. I also avoided the temptation to drink, since I knew that was likely to make me feel depressed and self-pitying. I touched base with a few friends in order to let them know what was going on, and so that I could have some emotional support. I went for a walk. I meditated. None of this made the emotional pain I was going through vanish. Nor did I expect it to. But I wasn’t hiding from my pain, and I wasn’t doing anything that was going to negatively affect my well-being in the long-term. In fact I was doing many things—from exercising to bonding with friends—that would make me more resilient in the future. I was practicing wise self-care.

			Wise self-care is our shield against the third arrow. Wise self-care is any course of action that contributes to our long-term happiness and well-being and that helps us to become more emotionally resilient. Third arrow activity involves pursuing pleasure in an attempt to escape painful feelings, while wise self-care starts with accepting those feelings. Third arrow actions involve short-term thinking, while wise self-care takes into account our long-term happiness and well-being. Third arrow actions are the products of reactive and unwise parts of the brain, while wise self-care comes from parts of the brain that have a deeper, more mature perspective. The third arrow is habitual and compulsive, while wise self-care is aware and consciously chosen. Third arrow actions increase our suffering while wise self-care helps us suffer less. Third arrow actions prevent us from growing and learning, while wise self-care leads to growth.

			Wise self-care can include things as simple as eating healthily, getting out for a walk, spending time with friends, and even (from time to time) a little healthy self-indulgence. These things can offer us a sense of being comforted and supported. They can increase our emotional resilience and thus our capacity to deal with difficulties. For some, wise self-care might mean de-cluttering the house in order to bring about a sense of calmness and order. For others it might mean creating a household budget, so that they know that they’re actually doing something to get their finances under control. It might mean getting eight hours of sleep, or taking a proper lunch break. It might involve making sure you see the doctor annually and the dentist twice a year, or taking a day off when you’re sick. It might mean setting up a daily meditation practice, or reading a book instead of watching TV. These things not only help us personally, but give us more energy to help support others, too.

			A senior monk was checking in with the more junior monks during the rainy season, when the tradition is to spend more time in meditation rather than wandering from place to place. He got to the kuti, or meditation hut, of one particular monk, and seeing that he was meditating, he quietly settled down and waited. As he did so, he was surprised to notice that the young monk was sitting directly under a leak in the roof. Although the rain fell steadily on the young monk’s head, he didn’t flinch. When the monk’s meditation session was over, the senior monk asked him why he was sitting with water dripping on his head, and didn’t just choose a dry part of the kuti to meditate in. “I was practicing mindfulness,” he replied. “Ah!” said the elder monk. “Lots of mindfulness. Not so much wisdom!”

			Practicing mindfulness doesn’t mean putting up with unnecessary suffering. Some people can fall into the trap of thinking that the four-step process of self-compassion I’ve described means that it’s up to them, and them only, to deal with challenging situations. Life hurts. You deal with the hurt. They think that they should sit under the dripping roof, and that’s it’s wrong to sit elsewhere or to repair the leak. The “dripping roof” in your life might be something like a colleague or partner who treats you with disrespect. Now, you could decide to treat this as a purely internal problem, offering compassion to your pain every time they’re rude to you. Or you could attempt to patch the roof by letting them know the effect they’re having, and requesting that they change their behavior in some way. Self-compassion isn’t self-sacrifice.

			Self-care isn’t something you need to practice alone. It might involve asking for help. The four steps of self-compassion can make it easier for us to bear emotional burdens, but dealing with distress long-term is work. It takes a toll. And so it can be an act of self-compassion to let another person know that we would appreciate their assistance. I’m sure many of you are familiar with the painful doubts, anxieties, and vulnerabilities that can arise when we plan to ask another for assistance—“Will I be rebuffed? Do I even matter enough to deserve help?” That is the perfect time to practice the four steps: acknowledging that you’re in pain, dropping the story of self-doubt, turning toward the discomfort, and offering love and support to the part of you that’s scared. Self-compassion can help empower us to move beyond our self-doubt and let our need for help—and our vulnerability—be seen.

			Practicing wise self-care means treating ourselves not as machines that we run non-stop until they wear out, but as precious living things that need nurturance and periodic rest. One of the kindest and simplest things we can do for ourselves is to take regular breaks from work. A few years ago I read an excellent article in the New York Times by the journalist and author Tony Schwartz. It was called “Relax! You’ll Be More Productive,” and it was exactly what I needed at that moment to address the problem of being overly busy. Schwartz’s article opened like this:

			
				Think for a moment about your typical workday. Do you wake up tired? Check your email before you get out of bed? Skip breakfast or grab something on the run that’s not particularly nutritious? Rarely get away from your desk for lunch? Run from meeting to meeting with no time in between? Find it nearly impossible to keep up with the volume of e-mail you receive? Leave work later than you’d like, and still feel compelled to check e-mail in the evenings?

			

			With the exception of the part about breakfast—which I always eat—that was my life. I’m ashamed to admit it, but checking my email first thing in the morning was just what I did. Often dozens of emails would have arrived overnight, and I’d got into the habit of performing triage as soon as I woke up. I’d grab my iPad, and I was off. And during the day I’d work more or less continually. If I was lucky, my lunch break would last ten to fifteen minutes, but because I always sat at my desk while I ate it wasn’t really a break. I meditate every day, so at least that counts as down time, but otherwise my brain got almost no respite from busyness. Sometimes I’d get to the point where I’d hit the wall. I just couldn’t read or write one more word. I’d more or less collapse in my office chair and have to wait until my brain had recovered. Needless to say, that wasn’t a mindful or compassionate way to work.

			According to Schwartz, researcher Nathan Kleitman discovered back in the 1950s that the brain works on ninety-minute cycles of activity. That “wall” I would hit was when I’d pushed too far past the ninety minutes of one cycle and was now running on empty. Since reading that article I’ve been much more conscious of the need to take breaks. A twenty-minute break is what’s recommended, so you can start to see your day in terms of a series of ninety-minute sprints followed by twenty-minute rests. Research has shown that this pattern is a natural part of the work patterns adopted by exceptionally talented individuals. For example, the best violinists in one study were found to practice for no more than three ninety-minute sessions, with breaks in between. I try to be mindful of tiredness, too, though, so that I take breaks when I need them, and not just when the clock says I should. But even if I’m feeling that I could work non-stop all day, I don’t allow ninety minutes to pass without taking a break.

			During these breaks I tend to get up and walk around, make myself a cup of tea or coffee, or go outdoors for a few minutes. Sometimes on these walks I’ll take photographs, to help me pay more attention to the world around me. I’ll return from those self-compassionate breaks to find that emails have continued to pile up in my in-box, but having rested I’m mentally clearer and more productive, and can therefore deal with them more quickly and effectively. Paradoxically, spending less time working can make us more efficient. The art of taking compassionate breaks is still very much work in progress for me, but it’s turned out to be a powerful tool for being mindful and compassionate toward myself. And that’s going to help not just me, but everyone I’m in contact with.

			The surface of our mind is often turbulent, constantly thinking, constantly driven by reactions. When water is ruffled by the wind we can no longer see into its depths. Once we still the mind’s reactivity by practicing the four steps of self-compassion, the mind’s surface becomes calmer. And as with unruffled water, we’re able to see what lies beneath. A channel of communication from wiser parts of the brain opens up, and often we’ll see very clearly how to act so that we respect our own and others’ long-term happiness and well-being. We find we’re able to live more wisely.

			When the Buddha talked about living ethically, rather than speaking in terms of good or bad, right or wrong, he used the vocabulary of living “skillfully” or “unskillfully.” These terms have long fascinated me. I believe that the Buddha chose these terms very carefully. What does skill mean? Skill consists of aiming to do something, and actually being able to accomplish it. The skilled potter is one who aims to make a beautiful vase and manages to do so. The unskilled potter, on the other hand, aiming to make the same vase, may end up with a misshapen lump of clay.

			Through our actions, we all shape our lives. But what kind of life do we want to create? We may have many aims, but our deepest desires, as I’ve noted, are to be at peace, or to live with a sense of well-being. The person who aims to live happily, with a sense of well-being and peace, and who manages to do so is, then, one who lives skillfully. When we aim to bring about well-being, peace, and happiness, but create stress and conflict instead, then we’re living unskillfully. Again, Buddhist ethics isn’t fundamentally about good and bad at all, but about what works in bringing about well-being, peace, and happiness.

			What most people believe would make them happiest, according to Catherine A. Sanderson, a professor of psychology at Amherst College, are things like having more money, living in a better climate, having children, or major life events such as marriage, the birth of a grandchild, or a new job. But these are all things that we either habituate to (if you have more money you just think of more things to spend it on), are short-lived (the memory of the perfect wedding soon fades), or actually don’t make us happy at all (research shows that couples with children are less happy than those who are childless). So what does bring us happiness in the long-term?

			• Gratitude makes us happier. In one study, writing a single letter of appreciation to someone who had benefited them made participants measurably happier months later. People who keep a daily gratitude journal are far happier than people who don’t. This is something we can adopt as a practice. Commonly people make lists of five things they’re grateful for, but a clinical psychologist colleague of mine, Lesley Howell, says that a list of ten makes you dig deeper, so that you go beyond platitudes (“I’m grateful for my spouse”) and look at your life in more vivid detail (“I’m grateful that my spouse took the time to listen to my concerns today”). Practicing gratitude is skillful.

			• Spirituality is a common factor in the lives of those who are the happiest and most fulfilled. Being part of a spiritual or religious tradition brings a sense of meaning and purpose in our lives. It also frequently connects us to a community of fellow believers or practitioners, and those social connections are emotionally beneficial, too.

			• Nature makes us happier. Hospital patients who are able to see natural scenery through the windows of their rooms recover more quickly from illness or surgery. There is evidence that even just the presence of a single tree in an urban environment elevates city-dwellers’ feelings of happiness. Spending time in green spaces has been shown to improve working memory, and to decrease anxiety and depression.

			• Being kind and compassionate makes us happier. People who do things like volunteering or giving to charity experience a greater sense of well-being. These kinds of activities, again, give our lives a sense of meaning and purpose. Often we may assume that devoting all our time to ourselves would make us happier, but as social animals we’re wired for compassion. If we’re not doing something to help others, then our well-being isn’t firing on all four cylinders.

			• As we’ve seen, taking care of our physiological needs, by getting enough sleep and exercising, is also strongly correlated with happiness. The “SNAPSHOT study,” a collaborative research project between Brigham and Women’s Hospital and MIT, suggests that having a regular sleep pattern promotes emotional well-being. People who walk or bike to work are happier than people who drive or take the bus. And one study in England, involving ten thousand people, found not only that participants felt happier after they had been moving around compared to when they had been sitting or lying down, but that people who moved more reported greater life satisfaction in the long-term.

			• People who spend their money on experiences, such as travel or concerts, are happier than those who spend their money on things, such as a car or big house.

			• Avoiding comparisons boosts our sense of well-being. There is always someone who is richer or better looking than you are, or who has been on a better vacation, or has a more expensive car. Without comparison we feel a sense of plenty; with comparison we feel envy. (This, incidentally, is thought to be one of the reasons why spending a lot of time on social media makes us unhappy: we inevitably end up making comparisons with other people who are presenting their lives as being better than they actually are.)

			• Building and maintaining close relationships, whether with friends, family, or romantic partners, is one of the most potent ways for us to increase our own sense of well-being and happiness.

			• Some of these findings (most of which have counterparts in Buddhist teachings on how to live skillfully) may seem obvious. But some may seem counter-intuitive, especially if we have experienced long periods of disconnection from our deeper sources of wisdom. So test these suggestions out. Try keeping a gratitude journal. Get into nature more. Give back to your community. Get out for a walk. Spend more time with friends. Notice what effects these things have on your level of well-being.

			There’s one other thing I’d suggest is beneficial for our well-being, and that’s letting go of the idea that there’s some special condition or conditions you have to get into place before you can be happy. Happiness is available right here, right now, in any moment of existence. All we have to do is to accept whatever is arising in this moment. Appreciate this present moment. Let go, right now, of whatever resistance or grasping that’s holding you back from being happier. Let yourself be at peace. Happiness is not something that exists out there. It’s not something waiting to be discovered. Happiness arises from mindfulness, from acceptance, and from meeting even the most difficult experiences with compassion.

		

	
		
			NINE

			Learning to Forgive Ourselves

			Regret and shame are two of our most common sources of intense psychological suffering. I’m going to look at these specifically, not just because they’re common, and not just because they can be emotionally crippling, but because we may need to take actions that go beyond the four steps of self-compassion.

			We’ve all messed up. I have many times. There’s the time I was on a layover in Reykjavik on the way home from Scotland and missed my connecting flight to the US by moments; I’d forgotten about the one-hour time difference between Scotland and Iceland. There’s also the time I got confused by the automatic shift on my father-in-law’s car and backed it through the closed doors of his garage. More seriously, there are many times that I’ve hurt people because of ill-chosen words or unkind actions. I could go on, but I’m sure you get the picture.

			Moral regret is the painful recognition that we’ve done something, whether deliberately or accidentally, that either goes against our ethical values or has caused pain to others. Although regret can be agonizing, it’s not a bad thing. The Buddha called it a “protector of the world,” because without it there would be little to prevent us from acting badly. However painful regret may be, we need it to remind us that we’ve acted in a way that goes against our moral values. One of the things that distinguishes sociopaths from neurotypical people is that they are unable to feel regret, and so have little hesitation about hurting others. Regret, then, is indispensable. But problems arise when we are unable to forgive ourselves and become trapped in patterns of recurring regret. And so an important part of self-compassion is learning to practice self-forgiveness, which is the act of extending grace and mercy to ourselves when we’ve messed up.

			Why do we get stuck in regret? One reason can be an unwillingness to take responsibility for our actions. We may know we have done something wrong, but also want to keep up a front, trying to convince ourselves or others that we’re good. In order to do this we may distort the truth, denying that we‘ve acted badly, or we may try to sidestep blame by pointing out things that the other person has done wrong. Of course these strategies don’t work; our underlying regret remains unprocessed, the painful feelings keep reappearing, and our prevarications create new conflicts.

			The more important it is for you to see yourself as a good person, the less likely you are to be willing to take on board others’ concerns when they point out that you’ve acted badly. In order to preserve your status you’ll defend yourself or go on the counter-attack. I saw this recently when a friend of mine was having problems with her manager, who would make decisions on important matters without regard to my friend’s expertise. Worse, she would refuse to give the reasoning behind her decision, other than saying “It’s what I’ve decided.” My friend, as you might imagine, found this frustrating and undermining. And when she challenged her boss on these behaviors, all she got was more evasion and blame. Ironically, the more the boss clung to her desire to see herself as a good person, the more badly she behaved.

			The alternative to thinking of yourself as a good person is most certainly not to believe you’re a bad person. Doing that would be even more unhelpful. The alternative is not to think of yourself as any kind of person at all: not to define yourself in any way. The Buddha stressed that holding onto any belief at all about who we essentially are will cause us suffering. I’ve often seen the truth of that. When our self-definitions are challenged, we feel especially defensive, because we believe our very essence is under attack.

			Think about two people: one who evades responsibility, prevaricates, and shifts the blame onto others, and one who says, “I’m sorry. I messed up. I’ll try to learn from this so that I do better in the future.” Which would you admire more? Which would you trust more? So don’t focus your attention on what you are, but on what you do. Instead of trying to be, or be seen as, a good person, aim to do the right thing. There is discomfort involved in taking responsibility in this way, but if you practice the four steps of self-compassion, then you have a way of supporting yourself in times of discomfort. Practicing self-compassion in this way makes us stronger and more honest.

			As we get used to practicing the four steps of self-compassion, we may begin to realize more and more that denial and deflection simply cause more pain, not just to us but to others as well. They are in fact just more stories to be dropped, so that we can turn toward the pain of regret, accept it, and offer it our support. Having done that, we can find ourselves in an emotionally clearer space where it’s obvious that we need to be true to ourselves and to be honest with others. We now see that we need to own up to our mistakes and take responsibility for our errors. Often this will lead to a sincere apology, and to our making amends where possible.

			One of the situations in which I most commonly act badly is when I’m with my children. They operate in a very different psychological world from me—one in which, to take just one example, deadlines mean little or nothing. And since I’m the one responsible for getting us to places on time, this often creates friction between us. When I’ve become impatient or angry with my children I’ve learned to make a point of apologizing immediately afterward. The immediacy of the apology is important; the longer we all suffer, the harder things are to sort out. And my children’s psychological well-being is more important than my pride. When I apologize I’ll often explain why I acted badly—for example explaining that I was under stress—so that they understand that I’m a fallible human being with an inner life. Often I’ll tell them that it’s not their fault that I raised my voice—that my behavior is my responsibility, and not theirs. I remind them they don’t deserve to be treated harshly.

			Usually these apologies restore trust and harmony very quickly. In fact, in the wake of an apology we often feel very close to each other. In letting another person know that you’re a struggling human being, in letting them know your ethical values, your difficulties in sticking to them, and your willingness to realign your actions with what is right, you’re giving them an opportunity to empathize with you. In our case this usually brings hugs, closeness, and mutual love. Sometimes when a thing has been broken and mended, the mend is the strongest part. Sometimes, though, my children will point out that merely apologizing isn’t enough. And they’re right; it’s also important that I make efforts to change my behavior. So, again, I’ll often explain that I am working on becoming calmer, more mindful, and more compassionate, and that changing behaviors is a difficult thing that takes time.

			Another “next step” we may sometimes need to take is to make amends. If you’ve borrowed something and lost it, for example, it’s appropriate to replace it or to recompense the owner—even if, out of politeness, they insist you don’t have to. But making amends in this way can never be a replacement for an apology. Earlier I mentioned a friend’s husband who can’t bring himself to apologize to his children. He skips the apology and goes straight to being extra kind to them or to giving them a treat. This approach tends not to work well. It’s important that we take responsibility for our behavior and its consequences by directly addressing the hurt we’ve caused, and apologizing for it, and by showing that we’re working on trying to change the way we act. Behaving hurtfully, and then presenting our victims with a kind but unrelated gesture is likely to cause confusion, adding hurt to hurt.

			Another reason we can find it hard to let go of regret is when it focuses not so much on the things we did, but more on the things we didn’t do. Maybe we didn’t stick with a relationship and keep thinking that a former partner might have been “the one.” Or maybe we failed to follow a lead that might have landed us our dream job. Speculations, by their very nature, can never be settled or resolved. The mind gets stuck running and rerunning possibilities, and can never move on.

			When regrets of this kind arise, we can of course recognize we’re in pain, drop the story, turn toward our pain, and offer it our compassionate attention—our familiar four steps. But you’re probably going to end up doing that again and again, because these painful regrets will almost certainly come back to haunt you. The story that a better life could have been yours, if only…remains in your subconscious, and although the four steps address the pain caused by this fabrication, they won’t necessarily do much to reduce its emotional allure.

			What seems to help here is to own your decisions. Rather than focusing on the missed opportunity, accept that you acted as you did. You made a choice. You picked one path over another. You did the best you could with the resources and information you had available to you at that time. And it’s done. It’s past. It’s over. Recognize that there were reasons you acted as you did. You had incomplete information. You had certain desires, fears, blind spots, and so on that shaped your decisions. In a sense, given who you were at that time, your only option was to act as you did. When you get caught up in this kind of regret, treat the former you—this limited, fallible past version of you—with the same compassion and understanding you’d have for a beloved friend. Rather than blaming and condemning your past self, see if you can find some tender concern for them. Call your former self to mind and say, “I forgive you. I understand why you acted as you did. And it’s OK. You’re forgiven. May you be at peace.” In doing this you’re treating your past self just like they were another person. You’re being a wise and kind spiritual friend to them.

			
				 

				Exercise: Call to mind something from the past that you regret, and notice what happens. Notice the images and words you hear as part of those memories. Notice any feelings that arise. Notice any mental reactions you may have, such as self-criticism. Now, relate to your past self as if they were a dear friend. Help them to see that they acted as they did because of the conditioning they were affected by at that time, which limited their choices. Explain to them that we all make mistakes. That what they did is in the past. That you will make amends by learning from their mistakes and by endeavoring to act better in the future. That they’re forgiven.

				Now, become aware that the feelings you are experiencing are just patterns of sensation in the body. And be aware that your memories are just thoughts—sensory impressions, perhaps fragmentary—appearing in the space of the mind. All of this is a construction.

				Now, turn your attention to the sensory reality of the present moment. Soften the eyes, and be aware of whatever sensations are arising from the body and from the world around you. As best you can, accept everything that is arising. Regard all of it with loving eyes. Notice how, the more you fully settle into this moment, the more at peace you become.

				If apologies or making amends are appropriate, then you’ll know what you need to do. If you need to extend your compassion to the “you” of the past, then that will happen spontaneously.

				Lastly, realize that you can do this any time you feel trapped in painful memories of regret.

				 

			

			They say that forgiveness is giving up all hope of a better past. The past is gone, and all we have is now. When we fully value the present moment, we do not agonize about the past. We can look at past decisions we’ve made and—because we’d rather not have caused pain—wish we’d made them differently, but at the same time we can appreciate that all the decisions we’ve made in life have brought us to this miraculous present moment, and to being who we are now.

			

			
				
				[image: dingbat]

			One summer, when I was twelve years old, I was on vacation with my family. We were sightseeing in an area of England where there are Paleolithic caves with spectacular stone formations. I had been off doing something by myself, and was jogging back up a steep flight of stairs to rejoin my parents. I had my arm in a sling, having broken it a couple of weeks before. And as I ran past a young woman the elbow of my broken arm bounced out sideways and slapped her on the buttocks—so hard that you could hear the impact. I was mortified. Afraid that she’d think I’d deliberately assaulted her, I ran even faster. But I couldn’t outrun my shame. When I reached my parents I was so humiliated that I couldn’t tell them what had happened. I hid my shame inside of me, and for years it was to come rushing back over and over again.

			A lot of us have vivid, humiliating memories of this kind that date from middle school age up to early adulthood. We may not have done anything wrong. What we felt humiliated by may have been an accident (as with my butt-slapping incident) or perhaps may concern something another person did to us. But memories of these things can make us cringe decades after they happened, and we may need to take a special approach if we’re to practice self-compassion in relation to them. The only memories I’ve had that have been comparable in intensity to these upwellings of shame have involved times I’ve come close to dying. One time, for example, I was walking past a tenement building in Glasgow, and a workman who was clearing debris from the front yard tossed a brick into a dumpster by the side of the road, barely missing my head. Had it hit me the impact could well have been fatal. Memories of that brush with death would come surging back in a rush of visceral horror for months afterward. This similarity makes me think that our experiences of recurrent shame often involve a brush with social death. Every instance of chronic recurring shame that I’ve ever heard of has involved circumstances in which the person concerned could have faced ridicule and social rejection.

			In our evolutionary past, being excluded from a community would have been a death sentence. And so our genes prompt us to believe that rejection is to be feared as much as dying. Sometimes we fear rejection even more than death; it’s not unknown for someone to kill themselves rather than face public humiliation. And people are more likely to include public speaking than death when asked to list their top fears.

			Shame-inducing memories seem invariably to be about the fear of being ridiculed, shunned, and marked out as inadequate and unworthy in the eyes of others. This kind of shame is very different from the healthy moral regret we discussed earlier. Regret focuses on behavior and is an awareness that we have done something wrong. Shame, on the other hand, focuses on our self, and involves the perception that we—in ourselves—are wrong. In short, regret says, “I did something bad.” Shame says, “I am bad.”

			When shame like this erupted in the past, my first instinct was to try to get it away from me, as if by force of will I could shove it back down into my unconscious mind. But all this does is ensure that those painful memories lurk, ready to be triggered again in the future. As I learned to practice self-compassion I found that the four-step self-compassion process allowed me to accept my pain. I was able to allow it to be, rather than try to push it away. I could relate to it kindly. And having created in this way a space of acceptance and kindness, I found I had access to new tools for dealing with shame.

			First, I learned to have compassion for my past self rather than identify with him. When you identify with the humiliated, fearful you from the past, emotional empathy manifests as personal distress. You step right back into their world, experiencing the same painful feelings as they did. So instead, stand back and regard them as you would a separate person. Step once again into the role of being a wise and kind spiritual friend to your past self. Embrace them with tenderness, regarding them kindly. Speak to them in a loving way: “It’s OK. I’m here for you, and I care about you. I’ll always be here for you. I know you’re in pain, but everything’s OK. We’re not in danger. We’re safe.”

			The kind of shame we’re talking about is a social emotion that involves other people. We may have feared humiliation, condemnation, and rejection from friends, family, or strangers. Or our shame may have stemmed from our having been bullied or hurt by another person. When we cultivate compassion, we can do so not only toward ourselves, but toward those other people as well, so that we change our relationship to them from one of fear to one of empathy and care. Our so-called self-hatred is not really about hatred of ourselves but about fear of others, and of how they might judge and reject us. What we’re doing a lot of the time when we say we’re hating ourselves is imagining that others hate, despise, reject, or simply don’t care about us. It’s of course very painful to think this. But note what’s happening: we’re putting thoughts in other people’s minds, and words in their mouths. We can only do this by assuming that they have ill will toward us. However, that’s not usually the case. It follows that if we cultivate lovingkindness toward them, we’ll feel better about ourselves. If we become more trusting of others, and not make assumptions that they are full of hatred, then we can be more at ease with ourselves. We then don’t imagine their hatred being directed toward us, and therefore don’t fear being rejected.

			If other people clearly have acted badly toward us, however, it can help if we compassionately see them as being caught up in their own reactions to pain, and as causing themselves further pain through their unskillful actions. Having done this, we can then take those actions less personally. Again, this lessens our sense of shame.

			And so I think of my twelve-year-old self, trying and failing to outrun his shame. I embrace him and offer him my love and support. And I talk to the young woman whose ass he accidentally slapped and explain what happened. I apologize to her on his behalf. I imagine us all laughing about the incident, and the shame turning to mild embarrassment, and then being forgotten as forgiveness—and a friendly human connection—grows.

			
				 

				Exercise: Sit tall and open, in a way that supports strength and confidence. Regard yourself with loving eyes, and let your heart be open and tender.

				If you need to offer support to your present self, then spend a few moments regarding yourself—and especially any parts of you that are experiencing pain or discomfort—with kindness. Now, recall some incident that tends to provoke shame.

				See your past self, and include them in your loving gaze. Be strong for them. Know that they are suffering, and communicate your love and support. You might imagine that you’re offering your past self a supportive touch. You might give them a hug.

				What might you say to them that helps them feel calmer, that helps them know that they are loved?

				If there are others in this painful memory—perhaps who ridiculed or hurt you—then call them to mind, too.

				If they laughed in the face of your humiliation, then having established kindness toward yourself, extend it to them as well. Perhaps they laughed out of embarrassment, or simply to go along with the crowd. We’ve all done that at one time or another. As sincerely as you can, say, “I forgive you.”

				Perhaps they laughed maliciously, out of a sense of superiority. Even then, forgive them. Perhaps they were acting out of their own vulnerabilities, and their own fear of rejection and social death. “May they be well. May we all grow in kindness together. May we all learn grace and mercy.

				“May we be at peace. May we be at peace. May we be at peace.”

				 

			

		

	
		
			TEN

			Extending Compassion to Others

			Leo Rosten, a Polish-born American humorist and political scientist, said, “The purpose of life is not to be happy at all. It is to be useful, to be honorable. It is to be compassionate. It is to matter, to have it make some difference that you lived.” To live meaningfully is to live with a concern for others, and this, perhaps, is the most self-compassionate act of all.

			In a particularly interesting study, two researchers—James Pennebaker, a University of Texas psychology professor, and Shannon Wiltsey Stirman, who is now an associate professor in the Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences at Stanford University School of Medicine—found a link between depression and our use of personal pronouns. Pennebaker and Stirman had been interested to see if the vocabulary used by poets who had killed themselves contained clues that could have predicted their fate. This could be useful, for example, in helping to identify university students who are at risk of taking their own lives.

			To examine the connection between language and suicide, the two academics matched together by age, era, nationality, educational background, and sex, pairs of poets who had and had not killed themselves. They then ran those poets’ works through a computer program that looked for linguistic patterns. What they found was that the poets who had killed themselves were far more self-referential than those who hadn’t. Right from the beginning, those who ended up committing suicide used first person singular pronouns, like “I,” “me,” and “my,” in their writings far more often than those who lived a natural lifespan. Moreover, the suicidal poets became increasingly self-referential as time passed, right until their deaths. Poets who didn’t kill themselves, on the other hand, more often used first person plural pronouns—“we,” “us,” and “ours”—words that embody a sense of connection. And they used those words more frequently as they got older.

			Part of our conditioning tells us that if we want to be happy we need to focus on “number one.” And yet those who disconnect from others and withdraw into themselves experience greater suffering, to the extent that life can become unbearable. As the Harry Nilsson song says, “One is the loneliest number.” Self-centeredness is emotionally toxic, while connecting with others provides an important form of emotional buffering. Others help us to have a sense of perspective when we’re blowing things out of proportion, making it easier for us to deal with life’s ups and downs. And when we’re down on ourselves, others can offer us reassurance, and remind us we’re loved.

			We humans are social animals, and it’s obvious that we benefit from being accepted and cared for by others. It’s perhaps less obvious that we also benefit when we show these things to others. The Buddha said, “Looking after yourself, you look after others; and looking after others, you look after yourself.” By this comment he means that mindfulness benefits ourselves, but also benefits others, and that qualities such as patience, kindness, and compassion benefit others, but also ourselves. Patience, kindness, and compassion are not acts of sacrifice in which we make ourselves suffer in order to benefit others. They are loving expressions of connection, from which we also benefit.

			A University of North Carolina study found that lovingkindness practice not only makes us happier, but it also leads to improved health, reduced illness symptoms, and—crucially—to an enhanced sense of purpose in life. Other studies have revealed that when we have a sense of life being purposeful, we tend to be healthier and to live longer. Having a sense of purpose also reduces the natural cognitive decline that takes place as we age, and even helps protect against Alzheimer’s disease. In fact, the benefits of having a sense of purpose are comparable to those that come from exercise.

			Becoming kinder and more compassionate changes our entire social experience in beneficial ways. When we practice lovingkindness and compassion meditation, we increase our feelings of social connection and positivity toward others. This leads not just to us feeling more at ease with them, but to them feeling more at ease with us. When we’re friendlier, we’re easier to be around, and so we’re more socially attractive. When we’re kind to others, they’re more motivated to show us kindness in return. All of this this leads to us feeling more supported and emotionally nourished. This is all part of the positive “upward spiral” that was described in chapter 1.

			But compassion also just makes us feel good, whether or not others respond in ways that benefit us. In other words some of the rewards of compassion are intrinsic. Research by two neuroscientists from Emory University, James Rilling and Gregory Berns, looked at what happened in the brains of study participants who were given an opportunity to help another person. They found that compassionate actions led to activity in the same parts of the brain that turn on in response to rewards. We get the same pleasure from helping others as we do from gratifying our own desires. Dacher Keltner, a professor of psychology at the University of California, Berkeley, observed that activities that are intimately connected with acts of compassion, such as warm smiles, friendly hand gestures, and leaning affirmatively toward someone, cause the body to release oxytocin. This is the hormone that produces the feelings of closeness and joy that we experience when we’re falling in love or (for women) breastfeeding an infant.

			Developing compassion for others also helps us by showing us that we are not alone in our own suffering. When we explored how to develop self-empathy, we looked at our existential situation as beings who deeply desire happiness and well-being, but who frequently suffer. As we begin to relate to ourselves more as feeling beings, and recognize more clearly that we are doing a difficult thing in being human, we start to see that these are universal phenomena. We see that others’ feelings are as real to them as ours are to us. We see that their pain and suffering is as vivid to them as our own is to us. We see that they too are struggling, that they too are fighting a hard battle. This reminds us that our own pain is not a sign that we are defective, but simply that we are human. Compassion helps us to put our own pain in perspective.

			Compassion Meditation

			Compassion is a natural extension of kindness, or metta. When we’re kind, we take another’s well-being into account. We care about them, and we want them to be happy. But what if they are suffering? If that’s the case, then we want them to be free from their pain and distress so that they can then be at ease, and experience peace and joy. Compassion is simply what arises when kindness encounters pain. Compassion is an intention to actively relieve suffering.

			Because it benefits the world, and also ourselves, compassion is clearly something that’s worth cultivating. But how do we bring more compassion into our lives? The meditation practice for cultivating compassion (karuna bhavana) is very similar to the practice for cultivating kindness (metta bhavana). There are various ways to approach this kind of meditation, but one early formulation of the practice encourages us to cultivate compassion in turn for:

			
					
					Ourselves,

				

					
					A person who is suffering,

				

					
					A relative stranger,

				

					
					A person we have difficulty with, and finally,

				

					
					All beings.

				

			

			Since compassion arises naturally when kindness meets suffering, all we need to do is connect with kindness, and then remember that we, and others, suffer. Although you may have concerns that meditating on compassion could be a depressing experience, it can actually be fulfilling and even joyful. This is because it helps us meet our deep need for meaningful connection.

			
				Listen to This Meditation

				
					If you’d like to be guided through this practice, you can type the following link into a browser on your mobile device or computer: http://thisdifficultthing.com/meditation7

			

			1. Empathizing with Yourself, and Wishing Yourself Well

			First, sit in a way that’s dignified and kind: relaxed, but also upright and open. Then, tune into your experience of the body, recognizing it as a warm, living, animal presence. Be aware of the heartbeat, and of the movements of your breathing.

			Be aware of any feelings that may be arising. If you are experiencing any distress or discomfort, allow those feelings to be present. Accept them, kindly.

			Recall that your deepest yearnings are for well-being and for freedom from suffering. See if you can find a way to connect with the reality of those longings as part of your lived experience, perhaps by remembering times of suffering and of happiness. If any heartache arises, offer it kindness. And recognizing that you experience suffering, and that this human life is a difficult thing, offer yourself support by repeating “May I be free from suffering. May I be at peace. May I be compassionate to myself and others.” You can use the second person, “May you,” if you prefer. Continue repeating these phrases, perhaps with one on every other out-breath.

			2. Cultivating Compassion for Someone Who Is Suffering

			Call to mind now someone who is experiencing significant suffering. It may be that they’re ill, stressed, or depressed, anxious about money, or having marital difficulties. If you’re unused to this kind of meditation, perhaps don’t call to mind someone whose suffering is unbearable for you to contemplate. Whoever you call to mind, remember that this person, just like you, wishes to be at peace, and yet suffers. Notice any feeling response you have to this awareness, and if it’s uncomfortable, accept it and regard it with a kindly gaze. And then, for a few minutes, offer support and encouragement to this person, saying “May you be free from suffering. May you be at peace. May you be compassionate to yourself and others.”

			3. Cultivating Compassion for a Stranger

			Now call to mind someone you don’t have a connection with and don’t have strong feelings about. Traditionally this is called a “neutral person,” but you could think of them as being a “relative stranger.” You may not know this person well, or at all, but you know that you have something fundamental in common with them; they share with you a deep desire for well-being, and just like you they experience suffering. Empathizing in this way, offer support by repeating, “May you be free from suffering. May you be at peace. May you be compassionate to yourself and others.”

			4. Cultivating Compassion for Someone You Have Difficulty with

			Call to mind now someone you have difficulties or conflict with. You may have anger toward or resentment about this person, or you may fear them. But that need not obscure the fact that this person, just like you, and just like everyone else, doesn’t want to suffer, and yet suffering frequently finds them. You may have problems with them, or they with you, but one problem uniting you both is that of living in a world where being human is challenging. And so you can offer them support as you would anyone else: “May you be free from suffering. May you be at peace. May you be compassionate to yourself and others.”

			5. Permeating Your Awareness with Compassion

			In the final stage of the practice, allow your entire field of awareness to be permeated with empathy and compassion, so that anyone you might become aware of, whether in the mind or in the world around you, would be met with this recognition: here is a being who, like any of us, feels; here is a being who, like everyone, wants to be free from suffering and yet is subject to suffering. If we are aware of others in the world around us, even if indirectly, for example because we can hear the sounds of their vehicles, we wish them well: “May we be free from suffering. May we be at peace. May we be compassionate to ourselves and each other.”

			We can let the mind evoke images of people, and even animals, who aren’t physically present. Calling them forth into this empathetic and compassionate mind, wish that they be free from suffering, and that they be imbued with compassion. After a few minutes of practicing in this way, you can rise gently from your meditation posture and move on to your next activity, taking with you any qualities of mindfulness and compassion that have arisen.
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			This form of reflective exercise trains our “compassion muscles,” which in reality are the empathy and compassion circuits in the brain and body. Training ourselves in this way makes it more likely that we will meet others with empathy and compassion in our daily lives. And this, as I’ve pointed out, changes our experience of the world.

			And just as we can practice wise self-care toward ourselves—actions that help us to cope better with our suffering, and that take into account our long-term happiness and well-being—so too can we show wise and compassionate care toward others. This compassionate activity might involve contributing to a charity, volunteering, or offering practical help. But far more often what’s needed is simply the gift of presence. We can listen without judgment, and offer someone who is having a hard time our empathy and kindness. In doing this we allow them to feel heard. We allow them to feel cared for. And often, as someone is compassionately encouraged to talk about the challenges they face, they’ll feel better. When someone feels alone with their suffering, their pain is amplified. Sharing their suffering with someone who is able to listen empathetically helps them realize that they’re not alone. Often they may also find that articulating the difficulties they face helps them become clearer about what’s going on, so that they feel more empowered and better able to help themselves.

			
				 

				Exercise: Just as bearing in mind the mantra “feeling beings” can help us keep kindness in mind as we go about our daily activities, the phrase “suffering beings” can help us to maintain a mind of compassion. You can simply allow the mantra to pop into your mind at random moments. If that doesn’t work for you and you need more reminders, perhaps you could write the words “suffering beings” on sticky notes and place them in places where you’ll see them often. You can of course use as a reminder any phrase, or even an image or object, that reminds you to be empathetic and compassionate.

				 

			

			The Vagal Connection

			Having compassion for ourselves and having compassion for others are fundamentally inseparable things. To develop compassion for ourselves we have to become more aware of our own body and of the feelings that arise there. This leads to us becoming more attuned to the feelings that arise within us as we encounter others’ feelings—including their suffering. In becoming more aware of our own feelings, we become more aware of those of others.

			In neurological terms, this attunement to others’ suffering is the result of activity in the vagus nerve. The vagus nerve is one of the cranial nerves, meaning that it goes directly from the brain into the body, rather than running through the spinal cord. It’s an important part of the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems, and has branches running into almost every major organ. It carries information from the brain to the body, and also conducts signals from the body to the brain. It helps the brain know what’s going on physiologically and emotionally in the body, and it’s particularly important in mediating feelings of love and compassion. The sensations you experience around the heart when you are in love, or feel uplifted by admiration, or are touched by someone’s suffering, are all mediated by the vagus.

			The level of activity in the vagus nerve when it’s at rest is called “vagal tone,” in an analogy to “muscle tone,” which is activity in the muscles when they are at rest. High vagal tone is a sign of emotional good health. Psychologist Barbara Fredrickson of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill found that lovingkindness meditation led to significantly increased vagal tone over a period of just seven weeks. Dr. Dacher Keltner, the author of Born to Be Good and Co-director of the Greater Good Science Center, points out that young children who have a stronger vagal tone are more likely to step in when they see another child being bullied. They’re also more cooperative and helpful to their peers. Keltner points out that high vagal tone is responsible for the empathetic awareness that we all—even if we are from very different backgrounds—share a common humanity.

			The mindfulness exercises this book has encouraged you to experiment with, in which you’ve been paying attention to feelings and other sensations in the body—especially those around the heart, solar plexus, and gut—have been helping you to become attuned to the activity of the vagus nerve. The empathetic exercises that have involved kindness and compassion have been promoting higher activity in the vagus, or higher vagal tone, so that you can become more compassionately responsive to yourself and others.

			Avoiding Idiot Compassion

			Being compassionate doesn’t necessarily mean being nice to people. In fact, being “nice”—by which I mean seeking approval from others—is an example of what’s called “idiot compassion.” This is a term borrowed from George Ivanovich Gurdjieff, a rather fascinating and provocative spiritual teacher of the early to mid-twentieth century. Idiot compassion is not compassion at all. Rather than relieving suffering, idiot compassion causes suffering. It’s not good for others because it involves giving them an easy time when actually they need to be challenged. It’s not good for us, because when we’re compassionate idiots we act out of fear and make ourselves into doormats.

			Idiot compassion lacks courage. It is about wanting to be liked, and includes a fear of doing anything that might make us unpopular. It’s not uncommon to see this in some parents’ interactions with their children. They want to be their child’s best friend, and so they indulge them, giving them what they want and using discipline inconsistently or not at all. But it’s not a parent’s job to be a “BFF” to their children. It’s their job to help bring their children up to be responsible adults, which means doing things, such as setting boundaries, that do not make them—at least in the short term—popular with their kids.

			Idiot compassion lacks wisdom. If someone cheats you, and you then decide to trust them unconditionally, this isn’t helpful to either of you. The person who cheats you is unlikely to have had a sudden conversion to being conscientious, and any easy promise they make to change their behavior is likely to be just another form of cheating. By letting them off the hook you become an enabler of their dysfunctional behavior, and you’re helping them to experience more suffering in the future. Idiot compassion is the hallmark of co-dependency.

			True compassion does not shy away from causing short-term discomfort—if this will prevent long-term harm. The Buddha explored this in a dialogue with a prince called Abhaya. Abhaya was the son of a king who was friendly to the Buddha. But he was also the follower of a rival teacher, who had sent him to try to entrap the Buddha by asking a “two-pronged question,” or as we would say, a trick question. Abhaya was to ask, “Would the Buddha ever say words that were disagreeable to others?” The catch was that if the Buddha admitted that he would say things he knew to be disagreeable, then he was just like ordinary, unenlightened people who left a trail of hurt and conflict in their wake. On the other hand, if he were to say he would not say things that were disagreeable to others, then he was a hypocrite, because his words had in fact caused others to be upset. “When Gotama the contemplative is asked this two-pronged question by you,” Abhaya’s teacher tells him, “he won’t be able to swallow it down or spit it up.”

			The Buddha avoids this trap by using the rival teacher’s swallowing metaphor to his advantage. As he is talking to Abhaya, a baby boy is lying on the prince’s lap. The Buddha asks Abhaya what he would do if the baby were to get something sharp stuck in its throat. Abhaya answers that he would fish it out with his fingers, even if this would hurt the child. He would do this, he says, out of compassion. Similarly, the Buddha says, there are circumstances in which he would indeed say something to another person knowing it would cause them distress. But he’d only do this if what he was saying was true, intended to be helpful, and said at an appropriate time. In other words, the challenging message would be delivered empathetically and compassionately.

			Speaking uncomfortable truths isn’t something we should expect to be doing all the time. But it will happen. For example, we might want to hold someone to a promise, or point out when we think they’re not being honest, or let them know they’ve done something that creates suffering. If we’re to do this, perhaps the best thing we can do is first of all to create an empathetic connection with ourselves. Having done that, and having reminded ourselves that the person we’re communicating with is a feeling being, just like ourselves, we’re more likely to treat them with sensitivity and respect, even as we say something we know they might not want to hear. Perhaps we could evolve a little prayer, something like this: “We are both feeling beings who do not enjoy suffering. May the way I communicate be for the long-term happiness and well-being of us both.”

			The Compassionate “No”

			One of the main times that we’re likely to find ourselves saying something that’s disagreeable to another person is when they’ve asked us to do something and we say no. We may be tempted to say yes in case they get upset with us or think badly of us, yet protecting the boundaries of our time, energy, and well-being is a vital part of a self-compassionate life. One of my students shared how badly it worked out for her when she ignored this principle:

			
				I recently had a friendship end because of my failure to say “no” to someone’s repeated requests for help. Ironically, it was my desire to have this person like me that caused them to not like me. I think my helping them too much caused them to start thinking that this was my role, as if I were their servant, and since people tend not to respect servants, this person began treating me with less and less respect, stopped treating me like a friend at all, and now seems not to like me. Stated in terms of cause and effect, they stopped respecting me because I stopped respecting me.

			

			Idiot compassion, as well as being unhelpful for the other person, can be seen as form of violence against ourselves. Every time we act, or fail to act, because we fear disapproval, we’re saying loudly and clearly, “I have no boundaries. I don’t matter.” If we make this implicit declaration to another person, it’s likely they’ll take advantage of it, and us. Failing to honor our boundaries is profoundly contrary to self-compassion, so sometimes we need to offer a compassionate “no.”

			Perhaps the first step in preserving our boundaries is to become mindful of the way we habitually respond to requests. Do I have a desire to please? Am I worried about what people will think of me if I say “no”? Am I worried about hurting their feelings? Do I get an ego boost from being asked to do something new? Am I afraid of missing out on an opportunity? We can consider questions like these not as a way to criticize ourselves, but as a way to understand ourselves better. If we’re more mindful, then we have an opportunity to pause before we act. Within that pause we can consider how unwise it is for us to act out of fear, and reflect on the long-term benefits for ourselves and others of acting out of a genuine compassion that takes into account both the other person’s needs and our own need for proper boundaries.

			Also, we can ask ourselves, Why is it so important that other people approve of me? Often we want others to give us approval because we don’t offer it to ourselves. Many years ago, when I was volunteering in a nonprofit, I realized that I was looking for validation, and often not receiving it. When I did work that went unappreciated, I became disappointed, and sometimes resentful. And so I adopted a slogan: “I am my own source of validation.” This was a reminder to appreciate myself in that and in other areas of my life—not just for the things I was doing but for who I was. Even just a short period spent appreciating my skillful qualities, appreciating the efforts I’d put into doing something, or celebrating what I’d achieved (“Yay! I wrote 2,000 words today!”), changed how I felt about myself. I felt much more secure and more confident in my own worth. It meant that any appreciation I got from others was an added bonus, rather than something I relied upon in order to feel good about myself. And if it didn’t happen, that was less important.

			A mantra that helps me respect my own boundaries is, “I matter.” To remind ourselves of our own worth has benefits that go well beyond learning to say no when we need to. It helps us every time someone treats us as if we don’t have feelings, or relates to us as if our needs and desires are unimportant. At times when this has happened to me, the words “I matter” have reminded me that my feelings are important, and have helped to restore my sense of confidence and self-worth.

			If you say no this can of course cause people to become disappointed in you, but sometimes people will be inspired by seeing an example of boundaries being maintained. Acts of self-compassion show courage, and witnessing courage in others emotionally elevates us. Maintaining healthy boundaries by offering a compassionate no can be a courageous act in which we demonstrate both that we care and that we matter. To exemplify this for others is to give them a gift. Ultimately, though, what other people think about us is up to them. Our happiness doesn’t depend on everyone liking us.

			It’s to be expected that you will feel fear when you contemplate offering a compassionate no. So what do we do with this fear? We turn for help to our old friend, the four-step self-compassion process. We recognize that we’re suffering. We drop the story (“If I don’t say yes they’ll hate me.”). We mindfully attend to the painful feelings manifesting in the body. And we offer kindness, compassion, and support to that suffering part of us. And from the sacred pause we’ve created can appear the wisdom and courage to offer a gentle, and perhaps inspiring, no.

			Of course I’m not talking about saying no in a harsh or condescending way. Although it’s not our responsibility to fix others’ feelings for them, we can still be diplomatic and sensitive, knowing that they may experience painful feelings when we decline their request. So when we turn down someone’s invitation to help, we can thank them for the opportunity they’ve offered us. We can tell them we’re honored, and that we’d love them to ask us again when circumstances are different. We can express appreciation for their confidence in us. Or we can say we feel torn, or that we wish we were able to help. Delivered in the right spirit, a no can sound like appreciation and feel like gratitude.

			When turning down requests you might want to experiment with not apologizing. There’s nothing inherently wrong with saying no. You’re under no obligation to do something to help another person. It’s a favor. Now it’s lovely to do favors when we can—and I hope we are all often in a position to do so—but we don’t always have the time or the energy. And when that’s the case, you’re not doing anything wrong by saying you’re unable to help. You have nothing to apologize for. You can also avoid over-explaining your reasons for declining. The more detail you go into, the less sincere your explanation is likely to sound. You can simply say you’re over-stretched, or something along those lines.

			So ask yourself, “Am I afraid to be honest because I fear I might end up being disliked? Am I letting people off the hook too easily? Am I avoiding conflict and calling it compassion? Am I setting myself up for resentment?” And if any of these is the case, muster your courage and speak up. If it feels uncomfortable when you decline an invitation, notice that this discomfort is a form of suffering, and be compassionate toward it.

			Compassion Has No Status

			One other thing that masquerades as compassion is pity. When we have pity we think of ourselves, often without realizing it, as being in a superior position to the person we’re helping. Tibetan teacher Sogyal Rinpoche noted that pity is a form of condescension: “Compassion is a far greater and nobler thing than pity. Pity has its roots in fear and blossoms as a sense of arrogance, condescension, and sometimes even a smug feeling of I’m glad it’s not me.”

			You may well be familiar with friends, family, colleagues, and random strangers telling you how to live your life or solve your problems. It isn’t usually helpful, is it? Often that kind of advice is overly simplistic and doesn’t take into account the realities of your life. It makes the person giving advice feel good, because they get a buzz out of telling someone else what they should do, but it rarely helps the recipient. In fact it may often make things worse, since many of us dislike having limitations placed on our freedom to choose. Even if the advice is sound, we may well rebel just to preserve our sense of autonomy. Back in the 1960s, the American psychologist Jack Brehm gave this phenomenon the name “reactance theory.”

			When I used to teach meditation in prison, one inmate in the group was fond of saying “Don’t should on yourself.” (Try saying that aloud if you don’t immediately get the joke.) Advice-giving often involves “should-ing” on another person—telling them what you think they should do—if they were all sorted out, like you are. Genuine empathy comes not from thinking that we are perfect and others are having a hard time, but from recognizing that we are all struggling: that we’re all in the dark, groping for a sense of happiness, well-being, and meaning in our lives. It comes from recognizing that we are all doing a difficult thing in being human. And it recognizes that people like to have their autonomy respected. Simply listening and asking questions can help the other person clarify how they might move forward, without us imposing our ego on them. You can give advice, but make sure it’s welcome first.

			Those who are most genuinely compassionate don’t even think in terms of “being compassionate.” Compassion is not something we do. It simply arises out of a mindful awareness of others. Once the Buddha had explained to Abhaya the circumstances under which it’s skillful to say something disagreeable, he went on to talk about the spontaneous nature of his communication. He said that he wasn’t repeating something he’d rehearsed, but was speaking spontaneously, from the heart. An Enlightened being’s compassionate communication arises from the creative space of the eternal sacred pause in which he or she lives. So be wary of “trying to be compassionate” in a self-conscious way. The more you think of yourself as compassionate, the more likely it is that you’ll end up acting as a compassionate idiot, a pitier, or a “should-er.” Rather than trying to be compassionate, simply embrace your own and others’ vulnerability, and let your care and concern flow in a natural and unforced way. We don’t “do” compassion; compassion “does” us.

		

	
		
			ELEVEN

			Self-Compassion Without a Self

			Self-compassion can be a path to awakening. On that path there are, according to Buddhism, two different approaches to practice. The first is sometimes called samatha, which means “calm” or “serenity.” The term samatha includes any practice that aims to bring about positive changes in our habits. Samatha practice makes us better people—kinder, more patient, gentler, more mindful. And all of those changes help us to be happier. We become less reactive. We become less inclined to get into conflicts. We become more at ease with ourselves. But being a better person can only go so far in helping us to be at peace. This is because we make fundamental errors in the way we conceive of ourselves and our world. And those errors create tension and conflict. So we need a second kind of practice—vipassana, or insight practice. This involves radically changing the way that we see ourselves and the world. You could say that samatha changes who we are, while vipassana changes how we see ourselves. Although the later Buddhist tradition typically saw serenity and insight as separate stages, to be followed one after the other (samatha first, and then vipassana), in the early Buddhist teachings they are interwoven and mutually supportive: serenity practice helps us develop insight, and insight practice leads to the experience of serenity.

			In this book I’ve taken both approaches. For example, cultivating mindfulness and compassion are mainly about training the mind to function in a more harmonious way. We’re training ourselves to have a different set of habits that lead to our being more at peace with ourselves and the world. And all of that is to do with samatha, or serenity. At the same time we’ve been working on changing our views. For example, we’ve been letting go of the view that it’s a sign of failure for us to suffer. We’ve been moving from seeing ourselves as essentially alone in our suffering to recognizing that all beings suffer. And we’ve been embracing the view that being concerned about our own welfare is not fundamentally separate from being concerned about the welfare of others. Anything that helps us see things in a truer light is a form of insight practice.

			Insight practice is about seeing through and letting go of mistaken views, and learning to see how things really are. Traditionally there are three types of mistaken views that are particularly fundamental. These are three characteristics (lakkhanas) of a life that’s bound up in suffering. These concern mistaken views of (1) change and permanence, (2) suffering and happiness, and (3) the nature of the self (or who and what we are). In order to be truly at peace, we need to see through these mistaken views, or cognitive distortions. In this chapter we’ll look at how three distorted views cause us suffering, and how we can, as an act of self-compassion, train ourselves to see things in a way that’s more aligned with reality.

			Seeing That Everything Is a Process of Change

			One cognitive distortion we all have is failing to appreciate or sometimes even detect change. This is something that psychologists have been studying for many years. In one of my favorite demonstrations of this, people who volunteered to participate in a psychological study were asked to report to a certain office in a university, where they were told they would be given further directions. At the check-in desk, the receptionist would duck down behind the counter, stand up, and hand them an information packet. So far, so ordinary. What the overwhelming majority of participants failed to notice was that the person who stood up was not the same person they had been talking to just a moment before. An accomplice had been hiding behind the counter, and after the first person had ducked down, this second person would stand up. The two people could be of different heights, have different facial features, and be dressed differently, and yet few people would notice the switch. Our minds simply aren’t good at noticing change, even when that change is, you would think, obvious. Psychologists call this “change blindness.”

			Another way psychologists have demonstrated change blindness is to use animated photographs that alternate between two almost identical images, with just a brief flicker separating the two. In one photograph an object has changed position, has been removed, or has changed color. We watch these alternating images—knowing that there is a difference and actively looking for it—but for a long time we just can’t see it. Once we eventually do, it seems stunningly obvious—perhaps a building’s height is changing or a vehicle is appearing and disappearing, frame by frame—and we wonder, Why couldn’t I see this before?

			We also tend to see people, including ourselves, as being more fixed and permanent than they really are. “Who is this old person looking at me from the mirror?” we wonder. We see wrinkles and gray hair appearing and somehow have a sense that this is a personal failure that we should condemn and blame ourselves for. You’d think it would be obvious that you and everybody else ages, since we see evidence of this every day of our lives, and yet we have trouble accepting this simple and universal fact of existence.

			Yet when we do take on board and accept the reality of change, we find ourselves more at peace. We can learn, for example, to see aging as a neutral phenomenon—as just a “thing” that happens. We might even see the positive in aging; those wrinkles and gray hairs accompany our maturing, learning, and developing wisdom. Learning to appreciate and accept impermanence, then, can be an act of self-compassion, freeing us from judging ourselves.

			We also fail to see others as impermanent, not recognizing that our time with them is brief. This leads to our undervaluing them and placing too much emphasis on any difficulties that may exist between us. Appreciating others’ impermanence can help us be more patient with and forgiving of them. The following exercise might help you to experience this directly.

			
				 

				Exercise: Think about someone you tend to get into conflict with. This may even be someone with whom you’re intimate. Perhaps they have some habit that irritates you or hurts your feelings. As best you can, visualize this person, and whatever it is they do to trigger upset. Notice what feelings arise in the body, and observe them as mindfully as you can.

				Now, imagine that on one side of this person you see them as a baby, maybe just under a year old, able to sit up but not to walk, able to babble but not to talk. Then, on the other side, see them as an extremely old person, perhaps in their late nineties, frail, and barely clinging to life. Now you have three images of this person: them as a baby, as they are now, and in extreme old age. And now, with that in mind, call to mind once again that annoying thing they do that bothers you, and see how you feel this time.

				 

			

			When I ask people to do this exercise, they most often report that they feel either compassion or sadness. Sadness often indicates a recognition that ill will and frustration are a waste of our brief time here on Earth. In this context, these things are simply not important. When we experience compassion, the annoying habit, seen in the context of an entire human life, is no longer seen as important. What is far more important is the suffering involved in our interpersonal conflicts. We see suffering—our own and the other’s—and the heart is moved to relieve it.

			This way of seeing things evolved as I observed my children going through challenging and painful changes. When they were two or three years old they went through entirely age-appropriate tantrums. In the midst of these frenzied eruptions of anger, I saw them not just as they were then, but as they had been when they were adorable babies, and as I imagined they would be as mature, confident, and well-rounded adults. Now I perceived their tempestuous behaviors to be nothing more than an inevitable passing phase, and felt no need to react. Seeing my children in this way, I recognized that my role as their father was to be a compassionate presence for them as they grew and matured toward adulthood. To this day, the more I am able to bear this in mind, the more relaxed and kind I am able to be with them.

			Being aware of impermanence can also help us create more harmony with our spouse or partner. When Eric D. Miller of Kent State University asked romantic partners to imagine each others’ deaths, he found that they became more appreciative and forgiving of each other. Their satisfaction in the relationship was actually increased just as much as if they’d imagined having a positive experience together. Although imagining each other’s deaths might not sound like a particularly fun activity for you and your beloved, it can actually be life-enhancing. An awareness that our time together here on Earth is brief helps us to let go of what’s trivial and to focus instead on what’s more meaningful, which is to be kinder and more compassionate to ourselves and others. The Buddha pointed to this when he said “There are those who do not realize that one day we all must die. But those who do realize this settle their quarrels.” This applies to our own internal quarrels as well. We may, for example, think that it’s important that we try to be “perfect,” and give ourselves a hard time for failing to live up to this unrealistic expectation. But when we bear in mind the brevity of our lives, pursuing perfection may seem utterly unimportant, and being kinder to ourselves may become paramount. At the end of your life would you be more glad that you had been kind to yourself, or that every report had been handed in on time and that your house was always spotless?

			Early Buddhist teachings offer “five facts that one should reflect on often.” These are that old age, sickness, death, and separation from all that we love are inevitable facts of life—and also that we are the owners of our actions. These reflections weren’t just intended to help us accept impermanence. They were also an invitation for us to take responsibility for our lives. These teachings are saying, in essence, “Life is short; make good use of it.” When people hear this they sometimes think it means “Life is short; have as much fun as possible.” But if you consider that your time is limited, and weigh up “having fun” against “living meaningfully,” you’ll probably end up giving the latter a higher priority.

			Think about those around you, about those close to you, about those you’re connected to with ties of blood or love, about those who barely register as feeling beings, about those you don’t like and perhaps can’t even stand to be around. They’re all going to die. You’re going to die. And life is unpredictable. Today may be the last time you see them. So maybe you should behave as if this was indeed the case? What last words would you like them to remember you having said to them, should you die tomorrow? How would you like them to feel about their last encounter with you? Look at those people as if you’re never going to see them again. Let your judgments and your tendency to focus on the negative fall away, and recognize that you’re surrounded by people who are struggling to be happy. And do these things for yourself, too. You matter. Your happiness matters. Let yourself love.

			
				 

				Practice: During your daily life, see if you can bear in mind some phrase that reminds you of life’s brevity. It could be, “Life is short; be kind,” or, “We are all subject to aging and death,” or, “Our time here is brief; may it be meaningful.” You could bear in mind these lines from Philip Larkin’s poem “The Mower”: “Be kind/While there is still time.” Or you could think “impermanent beings” every time you see or talk to someone. You can create something that acts as a subtle reminder of impermanence—a memento mori—perhaps a thread tied around your wrist, or an unobtrusive dot of ink on your hand, or a lock-screen image on your phone that reminds you of life’s fleeting nature. Find some way to remind yourself that we are not here for long. We assume we’ll have time to love later, and yet there’s no guarantee we will. Remind yourself to love, now.

				 

			

			Our feelings come and go. They, too, are impermanent. “No feeling is final,” as Rilke puts it. Recognizing the impermanence of feelings can help us to take them less personally. I found this useful when I was dealing with mounting financial problems in the wake of my divorce and cancer treatment. I’d catch myself getting stressed out about the bills that were piling up, and remember, I’ve been here before, and it passed. I had in fact been in debt before, and although my financial situation had never been this critical, it had induced just as much anxiety. But where, I reflected, was that former debt now? Where were those anxious feelings that had caused me so much suffering? Both were gone—dissolved into the shadows of the past. When I reminded myself of the impermanence of my anxieties, I found I could take them less seriously. Our anxiety and the causes of our anxiety are temporary phenomena. By reminding ourselves of the reality that feelings are impermanent, we begin to liberate ourselves from obsessive worry.

			Feelings are impermanent on another timescale, too. It’s not just that a feeling that is present now will cease in a few minutes or hours. In reality, any feeling that was present in the precise moment you started reading this sentence has already gone. Feelings only exist moment by moment. That may sound counter-intuitive. After all, you’ve probably had certain feelings that have been hung around for what seemed like a long time. But this relative permanence of feelings is an appearance, not a reality. A feeling, as we’ve seen, is an internally generated pattern of sensation—a twinkling constellation produced as hundreds of thousands of nerve endings fire and rest, fire and rest, winking on and off with incredible rapidity. Our feelings are passing away and being reborn in a different form, moment by moment. There is nothing static there. Yet the brain labels this ever-changing process with a fixed label such as “depression,” “despair,” or “anxiety.” Having crudely labeled our experience in this way, it then fails to look at what is really going on. Change takes place right in front of us, and yet we fail to see it.

			Meditation offers us a tool for looking closely at feelings to see what they are really like. I was first taught to use meditation in this way with the ordinary physical pain—sore knees, a stiff back, and so on—that arises as we sit still for prolonged periods on meditation retreats. At first when this happens we’d like the pain to go away. We resist. But that just makes things worse. So, later we learn instead to turn our attention toward the discomfort, examining it more closely. I was taught to “note,” or to give a brief mental label to, particular aspects of the experience of pain. In other words, I was asked to look beyond the simplistic label “pain” so that I could see what was really there. Noting what was most prominent in any given moment, I would name sensations such as pulsing, pressure, heat, cold, tingling, aching, throbbing, and so on.

			The way we relate to our pain begins to change when we do this. At first we think we are turning toward a static, singular “thing,” but then we realize that our pain is not one phenomenon at all, but many interwoven strands of sensation, and that those sensations are themselves not static but arising and passing away, moment by moment. And in this ever-changing detail there’s less to resist. In fact, sometimes we notice that for moments of time, or perhaps longer, there is no pain present. The sensations that we’re experiencing may appear to be neutral or even pleasurable. We may begin to sense our pain as having a translucent quality. It no longer seems solid, and instead is like points of energy in space, each of which is winking in and out of existence. Our pain can become beautiful.

			And having begun this investigation of impermanence with ordinary physical pain, we can move on to do the same with our feelings. We find that they too are translucent and insubstantial. Just as we might look at an area of purple in a pointillist painting, only to find that up close there is no purple, but only red and blue dots, so we can look deeply at a feeling of hurt, and find that there is no hurt there, or at anxiety, and discover that no anxiety can be found. This is what the Buddhist tradition calls “emptiness”—a term which suggests not that experiences don’t exist or are meaningless, but that when we look closely at them we find that they’re not as they first appeared—they are empty of qualities they at first seemed to have. We start by examining painful feelings and end up finding peace, joy, and freedom.

			Seeing How Peace Arises

			Another cognitive distortion we have is that we misunderstand the causes of suffering and happiness. We saw in chapter 8 that often we aren’t very good at anticipating what will make us happy. There we explored how although we assume that things like winning the lottery, getting a pay raise, or being promoted at work are the keys to happiness, those things rarely give more than a temporary bump to our sense of well-being.

			We may assume that the secret to finding happiness is arranging an endless series of pleasant experiences for ourselves, and to do this we’d of course have to find ways to keep unpleasant experiences at bay. But this simply isn’t possible. Since every aspect of our lives is connected by a web of conditions to the rest of the universe, in order to have a life that was entirely pleasurable we’d have to have God-like powers of control over the cosmos. As conditions change around us and within us, pleasurable experiences inevitably come to an end, and things we find disagreeable are bound to happen. Our own minds betray us: Random painful thoughts are apt to pop up from time to time. We find ourselves longing for things we can never have. We find ourselves getting irritated or bored by things we once liked, and so on. If the universe doesn’t give us something to be unhappy about we’ll simply make something up. In fact Buddhist teachings say that because all experiences are impermanent, unstable, and changeable, they can never give us lasting satisfaction. Or to put it another way, they are unsatisfactory (dukkha).

			How, then, can we find peace? Paradoxically, the greatest peace and happiness we can have comes when we stop resisting pain or chasing after pleasure, and meet both of these with grace, acceptance, and compassion. Peace comes from allowing all feelings—pleasant and unpleasant—to arise and pass away as we observe them with mindfulness, kindness, and compassion.

			Our Selves Are Not as We Think They Are

			The third and most profound cognitive distortion that affects our well-being is the belief that there is some kind of essential core to who we are: a “self.” It can seem completely natural to us, and therefore remain unquestioned, that there is something inside of us that defines who we are. We may not think much about what this actually is, but I think most of us assume that it takes in information, makes decisions, and takes action. This self, acting like a sort of inner CEO or even an inner god, is conscious, unitary (there is only one essential “you”), and stable over time. How could things be otherwise?

			Buddhism has, from the earliest days, denied that anything like this exists, or even that it could exist, given that everything that makes us up is constantly changing. Modern neuroscience agrees, seeing nothing in the brain that could support this kind of self. And if you think about it, it’s clear that you haven’t always believed in a self like that. When you were a baby you had no sense of having a self. You were not aware even of having a name, or of being male or female, or of having a certain type of personality. You didn’t think you were good or bad, smart or dumb, successful or unsuccessful. You just were. Only later did you develop a sense of self. As you grew, you took on board other people’s opinions and judgments of you, and you came up with some of your own. You came to define yourself. (This, of course, is something we all do, and not a personal failing.) As a result of this process of “I-making,” you came to imagine that there was something inside you that defined who you were—some kind of essential “you.” We each created the sense that we have an essence.

			Why is this a problem? First, what kind of self did you come to assume you had? Many of us, seeing our lives as difficult, too full of pain, and littered with disappointments and failures, come to believe that our essential self must be broken or deficient, and perhaps even unlovable. Or if we don’t quite believe this, then there are times we at least fear it to be the case. This “self” we imagined comes with a burden of doubt we have carried around with us, half-hoping that it would never be truly known to others. Second, we tend to believe, or at least fear, that our “self” is fixed and unchanging. This compounds our suffering, since now we’re stuck with a broken, faulty self, and are therefore doomed to suffer. Third, the “self” we believe we have creates a sense of separateness and conceit. Here is “me” in here, with my likes and dislikes, my desires and my aversions. At its most extreme, we seem to act as if our own point of view must be more important than that of any other being in the universe. These self-centered attitudes cause conflict with others, and are even threatening the existence of all life on our planet. This “self” we think we have is a source of suffering. Finally learning to let go of the notion that we have some kind of flawed essential nature that’s fixed and separate from the world around us is a blessing.

			Although many people will tell you that the Buddha taught a doctrine that says there is “no self,” that’s not actually the case. He even went as far as to say that the idea of there being no self is spiritually unhelpful. In fact any view of the self whatsoever that we might hold, the Buddha said, is a source of suffering. Instead of teaching that there was no self, his aim was to help us let go of trying to define our selves in any way. He rejected any conceivable definition of what the self might be. And so not only do the early Buddhist teachings encourage us to let go of defining ourselves in terms of unskillful traits or painful experiences, they encourage us to let go of all attempts to identify ourselves with anything whatsoever.

			About a decade or so ago I was interviewed for a podcast. The scheduling turned out to be unfortunate. My wife and baby daughter had been very ill the previous night, and as a result I’d had only four hours of sleep. I was, of course, not at my best. I could have asked for the interview to be postponed, but not wanting to appear flaky by backing out, I decided to go ahead. I did the best I could in the circumstances, but unfortunately that wasn’t very good. Even as I was speaking I knew my replies were incoherent and sometimes glib. But it wasn’t until an hour or two later, as I was walking into town, that it hit me just how awful the interview had been. And worse than that, I realized that tens of thousands of people would form their first impression of me by listening to me at my most inarticulate and shallow. A powerful sense of embarrassment and shame welled up.

			Fortunately, at that time I was right in the middle of writing a book about a particular meditation practice that involves systematically seeing the impermanence of everything that makes up who we are. As we observe the transience of everything we normally identify with, we reflect, “This is not me; this is not mine, this is not who I am.” Meditating in this way, we start to let go of the various identifications that create our sense of self—even our body and our consciousness. Moments after the wave of shame and humiliation hit me, that phrase from the meditation practice leapt into my mind. This shame, I realized, was not me and not mine. I was not my shame. I was not my performance. I was not my incompetence. That interview did not define me. That bumbling performance had been just an impermanent phenomenon temporarily manifesting in my life, dependent upon a particular set of conditions. There was nothing there to take personally. I continued my walk into town, at peace with myself and filled with a deep sense of joy and freedom.

			Earlier, in chapter 6, we saw that when the Buddha gave his teaching on the two arrows, he said that we experience our pain “as if conjoined with it.” On one level this refers to how, when there is no mindfulness, there is no space between us and our experience, so that we see ourselves as immersed in it. When we are mindful of a feeling, on the other hand, we create a kind of space between us and it. We now sense it as an object that we are observing. So this is one kind of separation. But at a deeper level he meant that we assume painful feelings, and other experiences, to be part of who we are. We sense shame or hurt, for example, and we believe it is us, that it’s ours, that it defines us.

			Letting go of our identification with our pain is possibly the most profound practice of self-compassion available to us. As we mindfully observe a painful feeling, we can say to ourselves something like, “This feeling isn’t me. It’s not mine. It doesn’t define me. It’s impermanent. It’s just passing through.” You can even do this right now. Call to mind some memory that evokes pain, and then observe it mindfully in the way that, by now, you are becoming accustomed to. Now, remind yourself in some way that this painful feeling is not who you are. Recognize that your emotional discomfort didn’t exist before you drew upon the memory that called it into being. Notice as it passes away. And, if you can, observe the feeling as it passes, recognizing that it truly isn’t a thing, but changes moment by moment, as a constellation of sensations, winking in and out of existence.

			All of the practices we’ve been following together in this book have the aim of helping not just to free us from self-preoccupation, but to allow us, at some point, to lose our belief in our imagined “core self.” I use the word “unselfing” to comprise both the process of becoming less self-centered and of seeing through the illusion of self. And both are, in fact, part of a continuum of practice, which is why samatha supports vipassana and vipassana supports samatha.

			Whenever we react to our suffering with aversion, some idea of a self is always involved. When we push an experience away, in anger, fear, or frustration, there is a sense that we are pushing it away from “us.” This reinforces the sense of “I.” “I” don’t like this. “I” don’t want this. Whenever we try to hold onto a pleasant experience or pursue pleasure in order to escape suffering, we again reinforce a sense that there is a thing called “I.” “I” like this. “I” want this. The cycle of pain causing reactions, causing further pain, makes a tight knot of self that separates us from others and makes life miserable. This process of “selfing” is what the early texts call “ahamkara”—the “I-making” that I referred to earlier. Tangled up in the knot we create for ourselves, we can come to believe more and more than there is something fundamentally wrong with us: that we have a “self” that is deeply flawed or even broken.

			Ironically, we become less obsessed with our “self” as we practice self-compassion. Self-compassion reduces the amount of “I-making”that we do. It helps loosen the knots that bind us. As we offer love to the suffering part of us, and react less to our own pain, the knots slip. We start to become unbound. Our sense of self becomes looser, more spacious, less conflicted, less tortured, and we increasingly begin to forget about it. We see ourselves more as a “community” than as an “I.” As our tight knots of reactive behavior loosen and fall away, we find ourselves able to be more open to the world. As we become freer from suffering, we see that there are those who need our help. The welfare and needs of our internal “we” are seen as being inseparable from the needs of others—the “we” that is all feeling beings. The fact that the suffering is not “ours” no longer matters, because even “our” suffering is not ours; we’d not conjoined with it and we don’t identify with it.

			The entire practice of self-compassion in fact hinges upon the fact that we have no unitary self. There are parts of us that are caught up in deluded notions that cause us suffering. There are parts of us that are wiser and can guide us to becoming free from suffering. There are parts of us that are in pain. There are other parts that can offer support and encouragement to that pain. As we exercise mindfulness and compassion, we come to see ourselves not as a single self, but more as a kind of community, with many individual parts trying to figure out how to get on with each other and with the world. In fact, if we did not have this communal nature, we would be unable to offer ourselves compassion, since how can a single, unified thing be in relation to itself?

			What’s lost, and what’s left when we let go of identifying with anything as the self? In a sense, nothing is lost, except a burdensome illusion—a limited and misleading notion of who we are. What’s left is everything—all our memories, our pain and our joy, our skillful and unskillful qualities, our delusion and wisdom. But there’s a greater sense of freedom around this—a sense of being non-limited, nonfinite, open, indefinable, and connected to everything. And most of all we’ve gained a sense of being more at peace with ourselves. We’re free from the burden of self. We stop trying to pin ourselves down or to define ourselves. Instead, we come to get glimpses of ourselves as a mystery, as an unfathomable and unknowable vortex of conscious energy, manifesting and interacting in an unfathomable world. We see ourselves with wonder, and we see others in the same way too, as fascinating, beautiful, and essentially mysterious beings. We recognize that we can never truly know any being—even ourselves—in their depths. Every being is a mystery, unfixed, and full of potential. Our compassion is mystery speaking to mystery.

			We take things less personally. And as this happens the work that remains is easier. Anger, craving, and other unskillful qualities are less tightly held. They pass more quickly. Skillful qualities arise more easily, too. Confidence radiates. Energy erupts. Joy blooms. Compassion flows like water. And none of these qualities are ours. Compassion is not ours. We do not own it. There is in fact no one to own it. It simply arises, flowing outward, responding to pain whenever it is encountered, unhindered by concepts of self and other, me and mine. It simply arises, making this difficult thing of being human a little less difficult.

		

	
		
			Appendix

			THE FOUR STEPS OF SELF-COMPASSION

			As a reminder, here are the four steps of self-compassion, presented here so that you can refer to them at any time.

			1. Recognize that you are suffering

			Notice that you’re in pain, whether the pain is from the first arrow (something unpleasant has just happened to you) or from the second arrow (you’ve been reacting to your unpleasant feelings). This pain is a sensation in the body.

			2. Drop the story

			Almost every time we have a painful experience, we react in some way. Those reactions not only cause further pain (the second arrow), but keep us in our heads and out of our bodies. So keep letting go of reactive thoughts and the underlying tendency to resistance or to avoiding your pain through pursuing pleasure.

			3. Turn toward the pain

			Let your attention connect with the body. Notice the actual physical sensations of the unpleasant feeling you’re having. As best you can, regard it with curiosity. Where is it? What is its texture? Exactly what kind of sensations are present? If there is resistance, tell yourself that it’s OK to experience pain, and invite yourself to accept it. Remind yourself that feelings are never good or bad, but only pleasant or unpleasant.

			4. Offer support to the suffering part of you

			The painful sensation that you are observing is a communication arising from a part of you that is struggling. Offer that suffering part of you your support, encouragement, and compassion. You can regard it with loving eyes, you can place a hand gently on the place where the feelings are manifesting most strongly, and you can talk kindly to them.

			This four-step process creates a sacred pause within you—a mindful gap through which wisdom can emerge. Follow the guidance of this wisdom. It may not always come at once: sometimes an urging will say “Do this” and then as you start to act another will say, “Not quite that way, though. Try it this way…” Often we learn as we act.
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			“compassion is a far greater and nobler thing than pity”: Sogyal Rinpoche, Tibetan Book of Living and Dying (New York: HarperCollins, 1994), 204.

			Chapter 11: Self-Compassion Without a Self

			“romantic partners”: For Miller’s work on how the prospect of bereavement can enhance relationships. see, “Imagining Partner Loss and Mortality Salience: Consequences for Romantic-Relationship Satisfaction,” in the journal Social Behavior and Personality, March 2003.

			“there are those who do not realize that one day we all must die”: The Dhammapada: The Buddha’s Path of Wisdom, trans. by Acharya Buddharakkhita (Sri Lanka: Buddhist Publication Society, 2007), verse 6.

			“five facts that one should reflect on often”: are found in the Upajjhatthana Sutta of the Anguttara Nikaya (AN 5.57). The fifth of these facts is “I am the owner of my actions, heir to my actions, born of my actions, related through my actions, and have my actions as my arbitrator. Whatever I do, for good or for evil, to that will I fall heir.” In the light of the previous four reflections, which are on the fragility of life, I interpret this as a reminder that we are responsible for our own actions. This discourse can be found on Access to Insight: https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/an/an05/an05.057.than.html and Sutta Central: https://suttacentral.net/an5.57/en/sujato.

			“No feeling is final”: Rainer Maria Rilke, Rilke’s Book of Hours, trans. by Anita Barrows (New York: Riverhead, 2005).

			“actually not the case”: Although many books on Buddhism have entire chapters on the so-called “no-self doctrine,” I’ve seen no such doctrine in the Buddha’s teachings. The idea that there is no view of self that does not lead to suffering is found in the Alagaddupama Sutta of the Majjhima Nikaya (MN 22) https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.022.than.html. The Sabbasava Sutta, also from the Majjhima Nikaya (MN 2) explicitly lists the view “I have no self” as spiritually unhelpful, and as being a thicket, a wilderness, and a fetter causing us pain.
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.002.bpit.html.

			“what the self might be”: When the Buddha talked about “not self” (anatta) he almost always used it specifically to mean “this particular thing is not my self.” For example your physical form, feelings, perceptions, impulses, and consciousness (the five skandhas) are not who you are. See, for example, the Pañcavaggi Sutta of the Samyutta Nikaya (SN 22.59) https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/sn/sn22/sn22.059.than.html.

			“let go of trying to define our selves”: Two teachings that indicate that we should aim not to define, and thus limit, ourselves are the Tanha Sutta (AN 4.199)
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/an/an04/an04.199.than.html, and the Bhikkhu Sutta (SN 22.36)
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/sn/sn22/sn22.036.than.html.

			“right in the middle of writing a book”: The book I was writing on systematically seeing the impermanence of everything that makes up who we are is called Living As a River (Boulder: Sounds True, 2010). The meditation practice that this book explores is found on a CD called The Six Elements, published by Wildmind in 2014.
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