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Introduction



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




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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

There is some kiss we want

with all our lives,

the touch of Spirit on the body.

Seawater begs the pearl

To break its shell.

At night, I open my window

and ask the moon to come

and press her face against mine,

breathe into me.

Close the language door

and open the love window.

The moon won’t use the door,

only the window.

There is some kiss we want

with all our lives.



Jalal al-Din Rumi
(1207–1273)
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