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This workbook is dedicated to everyone who has felt stressed at times in his or her life and who has the wish to do something about it.

May this workbook be of use to you!
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Introduction

We are living in highly charged, often polarised times. Social media enables world events to impact our lives with increasing intensity. As individuals, we struggle to process upheaval and change, which can seem overwhelming. Many people cite the climate catastrophe as a major source of stress, while the repercussions of voting and political decisions continue to rumble throughout the world. It is easy to feel overwhelmed and helpless.

This quote from the Dalai Lama seems very appropriate:


I believe that at every level of society – familial, national and international – the key to a happier and more successful world is the growth of compassion. We do not need to become religious, nor do we need to believe in a particular ideology. All that is necessary is for each of us to develop our good human qualities.

Dalai Lama1



This workbook is a manual for how to deepen our natural compassion and then to use it to help us work with stress. We will explore how we are hardwired for compassion, but our conditioning can block our expression of it. Step by step we will examine these blockages and the habits that compound them. Then we can move on to look at adopting new, nourishing habits using compassion, which will help us to work more creatively with stress.

An Everyday Observation

Quite often we may find ourselves having to drop into our local supermarket on the way home from work. If we take the time to look around us as we push our trolleys through the laden shelves, it is not hard to find opportunities to observe many of the ways we human beings experience stress. Consider the middle-aged man in a smart suit buying an easy-toprepare meal for one – perhaps he is recently divorced, living alone for the first time in years, and dealing with the stress of change and upheaval. Spare a thought for the young mother with a baby in a buggy and a toddler clinging round her legs. She looks as if she has not had a proper night’s sleep for two or three years. The lounging teenage boy sulking around the soft drinks has an air of aimlessness and boredom about him – maybe because he left school with such high hopes and now does not seem to be able to find any kind of job that lives up to his dreams. Take care as you pass the older woman, walking carefully, who underwent major surgery two months ago and is feeling low and vulnerable as she tries to get her strength back. As we select the ingredients for our evening meal, perhaps we are rubbing shoulders with people suffering from exam nerves, having relationship problems, shouldering the care of elderly relatives – the list is endless.

Divorce, bereavement, moving to a new house and even going on holiday all rate high on the stress scale. Troubles at work, economic instability and unemployment are also possible sources. Increasingly, we find that our interactions on the internet are not as straightforward as we thought – are we projecting an image of ourselves that other people will want to engage with? People can even feel stress if caught in traffic or standing in a slow-moving queue at the airport. When we worry about our families, our health, our job, our weight, we are creating scenarios in the mind that can create stress. A short-term physical crisis such as falling over or scalding an arm can be termed stressful, as can longer-term physical challenges like facing chronic illness or disability.

Animals too face the physical eventualities of illness or death, but usually, for animals in the wild, a short-term physical emergency will either be resolved quickly or end in death. What is unique to humans is the capacity to imagine and to worry, and it is this capacity that also makes us uniquely vulnerable to stress. For example, we worry over memories of events that have already taken place and anticipate problems that may never occur. Our imagination can lead us to create scenarios that cause us real concern, until we remember that we’re daydreaming and bring ourselves back down to earth. Have you ever imagined winning a large sum of money on the lottery? Inevitably you start to think about what you would do with the money and with whom you would share it. Before you know it, you’re worrying about who might be offended and who might feel left out! In fact, our mind can provide a never-ending stream of potential worries and stressors all by itself.

Terminology

The term ‘stress’ is one that is used so widely and frequently to describe a large variety of situations that it can be hard to arrive at a definition that satisfies everyone. One thing is clear though: when we hear someone describe themselves as ‘stressed’, we pretty much know what they mean and can identify with what they say. This is not always the case with the idea of ‘compassion’, which is perhaps not so accessible. Even harder to get a handle on is the idea that we can use compassion as a way of helping ourselves and even reducing our stress.

Compassion can be defined as the wish for everyone to be free from suffering along with having the urge to do something to bring that about. It can be misunderstood as pity, or as some otherworldly notion more in keeping with religious observance than the hustle and bustle of everyday life. It is not uncommon to hear people question how desirable, or even feasible, it is to try and be a compassionate person – isn’t there a risk of being taken advantage of, or of seeming gullible? Perhaps many of us feel the struggle of trying to balance caring for our own lives and having a sense of responsibility for the lives of others. Public figures such as Desmond Tutu or the Dalai Lama can be accepted as being compassionate because they are religious figures, seemingly not subject to the demands and pressures of ordinary people. It can be hard to know how we can make a difference. Every day the news bombards us with stories of suffering, cruelty and violence that can seem overwhelming. In such a dog-eat-dog world we may wonder if taking care of number one is not the most advisable course of action.

In spite of all this, every day we also come across countless acts of kindness and concern for others that happen quietly in an ordinary and natural way as part of how we live together. Clearly, compassion is fundamental if we are to survive on this planet – we may even discover that it is the most sustainable and effective way of taking care both of number one and everyone else too – but we need to be able to understand it clearly and know how to work with it in our lives in spite of the challenges.

Inspiration for The Stress Workbook

I have been a practising Buddhist in the Tibetan tradition for more than thirty-five years. This workbook draws on the approach to compassion found in those teachings. Although Buddhism is considered to be one of the major world religions, people who practise it, particularly in the West, will more often refer to it as a science of the mind, because it presents a thorough investigation of how the mind works. In Sanskrit, the term ‘Buddha’ means the ‘one who is awake’. In waking up to how his mind worked, the Buddha saw all the ways in which we can limit the potential of our mind with concepts, habits and opinions. His subsequent teachings were practical and experiential descriptions of how these tendencies seem to become part of us, along with clear instructions on how we can uproot these patterns. By cultivating actions that enhance our confidence and peace of mind and avoiding those which cause us anxiety and fear, it is possible to live happier, more complete lives. In short, the Buddha showed a way to overcome suffering through a process of recognition that is a result of training the mind.

This approach is exemplified by the Dalai Lama in his development of a system of ‘secular ethics’. He has written about this in two of his books, Ethics for the New Millennium2 and Beyond Religion3. This quote from Beyond Religion explains the principle clearly:


Today . . . any religion-based answer to the problem of our neglect of inner values can never be universal, and so will be inadequate. What we need today is an approach to ethics which makes no recourse to religion and can be equally acceptable to those with faith and those without: a secular ethics.



Both books suggest that developing peace of mind and a good heart will enable each of us to contribute to the world in a meaningful way. He often says that the Buddhist teachings on these topics are not directed exclusively at Buddhists but are relevant for everyone. This is the spirit in which this book offers an approach to working with stress through the development of compassion.

For more than thirty years, the Dalai Lama4 has held regular meetings with scientists, psychologists, economists and philosophers under the auspices of the Mind & Life Institute,5 founded by the Chilean-born neuroscientist Francisco Varela and Adam Engle, an American businessman and entrepreneur. During one of these meetings in 2000, the Dalai Lama made a formal request to the scientists in the room to test techniques such as meditation and compassion practices to determine whether they were beneficial for people and, if they were found to be so, to develop methods of teaching them in a secular way.

Richard Davidson, a pioneer in developing techniques for measuring brain activity, was present at this meeting. He accepted the Dalai Lama’s challenge and began to invite experienced meditators to his laboratory to undergo testing there. He is now well known for his work in this area at the Waisman Laboratory for Brain Imaging and Behavior in Madison, Wisconsin. In 2012, he produced his first book for the general public, The Emotional Life of Your Brain,6 based on this research. We will be looking into some of his findings as part of our exploration of using meditation and compassion to help us to reduce our stress.

As part of the work of Awareness in Action, I design and run workshops, training programmes and online courses. I also blog regularly. My speciality is finding ways to apply big principles in the busyness of everyday life. The fruit of all this is presented in this workbook in a practical and accessible form.

Using this Workbook

This workbook sets out to explore how we can work with one of life’s major challenges – stress – by recognising that it is our attitude towards it that plays a crucial role in how we deal with it. We will explore how we can change our attitude to stress: rather than trying to avoid it and hoping it will go away, we will learn to understand it, work with it and use it to develop compassion. We will see that by accepting that stress is part of life and by practising compassion we can actually reduce our experience of stress.

The word ‘stress’ is employed as an umbrella term to include all the aspects of life that frustrate our wish to be happy. This is not a book about avoiding stress or eradicating it from our lives. On the contrary, it acknowledges that stress is an inevitable part of being alive – and one that can provide insight into how we are in ourselves and how we interact with other people.

The formula of the workbook is as follows:

• Define the problem – in our case, stress – and view it from all angles.

• Identify a helpful way of approaching it – applying compassion – and explore it fully.

• Realise that in order to apply compassion we will need to make some changes in our habits.

• Examine how our mind works in order to better understand our habits.

• Engage with meditation as a means to make a space for change and develop discernment, so we can identify which of our habits are helpful and which are unhelpful.

• Learn compassion techniques and how they can help us with our stress – thereby replacing unhelpful habits with helpful ones.

This formula is expressed through five steps:

STEP 1 Understanding our stress instead of trying to avoid it

STEP 2 Taking a step back in order to see what is really going on

STEP 3 Trying out a fresh perspective

STEP 4 Examining our habits to see which ones help us and which ones don’t

STEP 5 Taking compassionate action

 

The workbook is divided into three parts:

Part 1: Our Starting Point

The three chapters of Part 1 of the workbook are about identifying the problem we want to deal with. So, in Chapter 1 we look closely at how stress works. This will help us to understand more about stress and why it is a good idea to try and do something to tackle it.

Chapter 2 moves on to compassion and presents a broad perspective on its use as a remedy for stress. A tendency to compassion is one of our natural resources, and here we get some hints on how to develop it. As we have already seen, compassion can be defined as the wish for everyone to be free from suffering, along with having the urge to do something to bring that about.

Chapter 3 examines how our expectations of happiness and fear of suffering increase our stress. As you read, it helps to try and apply what you are reading to yourself as you go along – to make it as personal as you can – so that you can build up a clear picture of how you look for happiness and how you deal with the suffering of stress.

Two important messages stand out from these chapters:

• In terms of happiness, we need to look to developing long-term happiness, based on peace of mind and self-awareness, rather than focusing on short-term pleasure.

• In terms of suffering and stress, we need to look at our suffering to see how we can learn from it, rather than trying to avoid it.

In terms of the five steps, Part 1 focuses on step 1.

 

STEP 1 Understanding our stress instead of trying to avoid it

Part 2: Seeing Where We Want to Change

Part 1 has given us a lot of information on how we experience stress. Now, in Part 2, we take a careful look at how we want to make changes, what gets in the way and what we can do about it.

Chapter 4 looks at how our mind reacts to the things that happen to us in life and how this relates to the habits we adopt. It is here that the wish to change is stressed as being important. Having decided we want to change, we need to take a step back so that we can look at ourselves clearly. We need to develop self-awareness and take a fresh look at our habits so that we can identify which ones help us and which ones cause us problems. Then we are ready to choose the ones we wish to begin to work with.

Chapter 5 examines the vital role played by meditation in this whole process. It is through meditation that we are able to begin the process of quietening and calming the mind. Then we can use our discernment to explore our habits and see how we can replace our unhelpful habits with helpful ones.

Chapter 6 delves into our habits that cause us stress – both the personality traits we have that can lead to stress, as well as how we cope with it when it happens. It may be worth going back over this chapter several times in order to get a clear understanding of your own habits related to stress.

Chapter 7 looks at developing habits based in compassion. These are likely to be less familiar to you than your reactions to stress, so again it is a good idea to read this chapter through a few times in order to familiarise yourself with these habits.

This is an important part of this book, and spending time reflecting on these four chapters will help give you a structure for how you want to work with compassion and how to apply it in your own life. You may need to revisit these areas from time to time to check your progress as you start working with the techniques.

In terms of the five steps, in Part 2 we will be focusing on steps 2, 3, and 4.

 

STEP 2 Taking a step back in order to see what is really going on

STEP 3 Trying out a fresh perspective

STEP 4 Examining our habits to see which ones help us and which ones don’t

Part 3: Making Change Happen

Having accomplished all this groundwork, we are now ready to directly apply some compassion techniques. Part 3 is all about making this happen in our lives. The three chapters in this section are full of different methods that you can use to train your mind in compassion. Although we have carried out many exercises as we have progressed through the workbook, the ones in this section are particularly special, as each one helps to uncover a further aspect of our compassionate nature.

Chapter 8 begins with an exploration of self-compassion and the important role it plays.

The focus of Chapter 9 is compassion for other people. It contains a range of techniques that can be used to help develop your compassion and make it stable.

Chapter 10 looks at compassion from a big perspective, when we are faced with putting other people’s interests before our own. We also explore the wider implications of compassion for our society.

In terms of the five steps, we will be focusing on step 5

 

STEP 5 Taking compassionate action

Practicalities

• Each chapter begins with the goals it will accomplish and ends with a review of the main points, and some practical tips to work with going forward.

• I recommend that you get a notebook dedicated to your responses to the exercises and tips recommended in this workbook. If you follow through, it will become a supportive companion on your journey.


PART 1

OUR STARTING POINT

If we want to work with ourselves in any way, then we need to start from where we are. It’s no good fudging this and wishing we were in a different place. We just need to begin with what we have right now – both the difficult stuff and the useful stuff.

This opening section of this workbook is all about where we are now in terms of experiencing and dealing with stress – the difficult stuff. Don’t you find that it’s all too easy to react to stress by trying to distract yourself from it? We just want to feel better and to avoid the uncomfortable feelings stress can bring up. This often means we go for a quick fix, such as shopping, eating foods that are delicious but not so good for us, or spending a lot of time on the internet.

This book takes the opposite approach and recommends looking closely at what causes us stress as a first step to learning to cope with it, and using compassion – the good stuff – as a way to work with it.

We will go step by step. When we discover something about ourselves that we want to change, it’s tempting to want to immediately start with the solution – in our case, using compassion to work with stress. This is understandable, but if we don’t put in some groundwork, we might find it hard to actualise the changes we want to make. Part 1 will establish this groundwork and provide a solid foundation for us to build on.

In terms of the five steps, we will be focusing on the first step:

 

STEP 1 Understanding our stress instead of trying to avoid it
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