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Altruistic love should ideally be a permanent state of mind, an unconditional wish that all beings may find happiness and the causes of happiness. It embraces all beings without exception. When altruistic love encounters suffering, it becomes compassion, which springs from the same benevolence, but more specifically wishes that beings may be free from suffering and from the many possible causes of suffering. Paul Gilbert and Choden’s Mindful Compassion is a precious and most welcome contribution towards bringing about a more compassionate society.

Mathieu Ricard, Buddhist monk and author of Happiness:

A guide to developing life’s most important skill

An inspiring book that will be deeply appreciated by many therapists and teachers and those who come to them for help with their suffering. Gilbert is internationally recognised for his contribution to the understanding and treatment of emotional disorders. His genius is being able to bring compelling theory together with practical application. Choden is widely known as a wonderful teacher, deeply based on his own long practice of mindfulness. In this book they come together to offer us keys that can both unlock our understanding and motivate our practice – showing how mindfulness and compassion realize their deepest potential when cultivated together. A book full of wisdom that will be a wonderful resource for a whole generation.

Mark Williams, Professor of Clinical Psychology, University of Oxford
and author of The Mindful Way through Depression

and Mindfulness: A practical guide to finding peace in a frantic world

This book is a brilliant synthesis of two grand psychological traditions – mindfulness and compassion. In clear, compelling prose, Gilbert and Choden illustrate how the human brain gets us into trouble time and time again. Then they explain why we need both compassion and mindfulness to liberate ourselves from unnecessary suffering and they offer elegant exercises to train the mind in those vital human capacities. Wise and hopeful, this landmark contribution to mindfulness literature is a modern re-evaluation of human nature and the path to emotional freedom and cultural sanity.

Christopher Germer, PhD, Clinical Instructor, Harvard Medical School,
author of The Mindful Path to Self-Compassion

and co-editor of Wisdom and Compassion in Psychotherapy

Mindful Compassion is a perfect mix of heart and smart. Gilbert and Choden blend sensibilities from evolutionary science with practices derived from ancient spiritual traditions. Their book offers an alternative to the driven, competitive, and often destructive forces that shape the modern world. Mindful Compassion is soulsoothing science.

Kelly G. Wilson, PhD, Associate Professor of Psychology at the
University of Mississippi, co-author of Acceptance and

Commitment Therapy

Packed full of useful resources for therapists and coaches, I can highly recommend this book for anyone interested in the links between evolutionary science, compassion, and mindfulness. It is especially of interest to those who wish to know more about Buddhist perspectives on mindfulness.

Russ Harris, author of The Happiness Trap

The growing interaction between Western psychology and Buddhism has great significance to our contemporary understanding of what leads us to suffer in our lives and what can lead to happiness. In this book Paul Gilbert and Choden create a rich blend of Buddhist and Western thinking around the importance of compassion at the heart of our lives and our emotional health. They offer invaluable insights into the way our mind creates our reality and how we can wake up to what leads to suffering and what can bring us happiness and peace of mind. Mindful Compassion is an illuminating, readable and necessary background of Western and Buddhist understanding that will support and deepen the current application of mindfulness. It can also be a valuable resource for anyone wishing to deepen their own personal journey of awakening.

Rob Preece, author of The Wisdom of Imperfection and
The Courage to Feel
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Preface

Writing this book together has been a fascinating journey. We would like to share a little of how it began and unfolded.

Our mutual colleague Dr Alistair Wilson is a consultant psychiatrist with a long interest in how Buddhist practices of mindfulness and compassion can be integrated with Western scientific understanding of mental processes. In 2008 Alistair organised a conference on neuroscience and compassion that took place at the Buddhist retreat on Holy Isle, off the island of Arran on the west coast of Scotland. It was at this meeting where we first met. We come from very different backgrounds and life experiences so we will outline these briefly.

Paul

I grew up in Nigeria in the 1950s and lived there until I was 12 years old. Living far away from any major towns I had a fantastic sense of freedom but I also saw a lot of suffering: poverty, people with leprosy and other illnesses, all struggling to survive. I recall being quite distressed by a man asking me for money whose face and fingers were eaten away by leprosy. I spent my adolescence in a rather harsh boarding school in Britain, disconnected from my family and previous lifestyle. My first degree was in economics but as I had always wanted to work closely with people I did a second degree, eventually qualifying as a clinical psychologist in 1980. I had become very interested in how and why our minds evolved and function in the way they do. My focus was on depression, which can seem so unhelpful and destructive and can even lead people to kill themselves. Many of the early psychotherapists, such as Freud and Jung, also realised that we need to understand the mind against an evolutionary background. When looked at through the lens of evolution we can see something that most people often don’t recognise, which is that this brain of ours is wonderful and complex but it is not that well put together. In fact, our brains are very ‘tricky’ to handle and come with a lot of glitches and difficulties. It turns out that the way our own minds and brains have evolved can set us up for a lot of suffering. As I began to realise this, it was like a light coming on. It made sense of so much. In 1989 I published a book called Human Nature and Suffering, exploring these ideas.

I had always been very interested in nature programmes and I remember seeing one on how turtles scrambled from their sand nests trying desperately to reach the sea only to be picked off by sea birds, foxes and many other predators in the first hours of life – most of them wouldn’t make it to adulthood. I think that David Attenborough and his team’s wonderful work has perhaps done something that he may not have anticipated, which is to bring home the harshness and cruelty of nature: most life-forms must eat other life-forms to survive; the young are common targets for predators; viruses and bacteria are life forms that kill and maim and cause suffering to many other life-forms in a narrow pursuit of their own welfare. Then there is the small matter of recognising that our own lives are very limited and we will, like all other living things, flourish, decay and die.

On becoming aware of these issues, like many of my generation I developed an interest in Buddhism in the late 1960 and 1970s and dabbled in some meditation. But it was becoming aware of the deeper teachings that inspired me. Two and a half thousand years ago the Buddha had also worked out that life is about suffering, partly because everything is impermanent: all living things come into existence, flourish, decay and die. The Buddha of course knew nothing about the scientific processes that lie behind the way things are, such as the Big Bang theory of the universe, the workings of our genes and the processes underlying the flow of life, but he was able to focus on a very simple but profound observation – everything changes and nothing lasts. Despite the fact that impermanence is obvious to anyone who thinks about it for a moment, we have minds that seek permanence and stability; and yet these very same minds are chaotic and consumed by easily activated passions, desires, fears and terrors. The solution, he suggested, is to develop a clear insight into the nature of our predicament and tame the grasping mind so that we are less pulled this way and that.

This was fascinating stuff but evolutionary psychology has added the insight that our brains and bodies evolved as survival and reproducing vehicles for genes. No wonder we have such a problem. It really is not our fault. As I spoke to my Buddhist colleagues about these insights something seem to strike a chord in them. Many acknowledged that they never really thought about it like this and that sometimes it’s very easy to convey the idea that we have a chaotic mind, or we are suffering because we’ve done something wrong or are not doing something right. Evolutionary understanding completely removes that kind of blaming and shaming. As someone who’s spent many years trying to understand shame and help people with shame, this became something of a mission for me – to marry evolutionary understanding with Buddhist insight and training.

So at that lovely conference on the beautiful Holy Isle, Choden and I had the opportunity to walk, taking in the beauty of the island, and talk in depth about our different approaches. We also took swims in the cold Scottish sea that were quite invigorating to say the least! We shared many similar ideas about the problems of the human mind and the difficulties of training it. He noted that when people begin to practise mindfulness and compassion in depth it can actually bring up very painful and difficult feelings. He describes his own experience of this in Chapter 6. So it wasn’t long before we both recognised that it would be a tough but an exciting project to try to write something together, integrating our different understandings and experiences: I from the perspective of clinical and evolutionary psychology and Choden from a Buddhist tradition.

Although I had explored the concept of training our minds in compassion in an earlier book (The Compassionate Mind, 2009; and here you can read a more detailed outline of my background), we wanted to include mindfulness as a basis for training in compassion, explore some of the obstacles that people encounter when they begin to train the mind, and in particular develop a step-by-step set of practices rooted in Choden’s training and my experience of developing practices for people struggling with mental-health problems.

You will see some differences in writing style that we have tried to smooth out but we are not trying to disguise the source of the writing. I saw my task as building the insights from the science of mind and mind training and Choden’s as bringing ancient practices to life for the Western mind. The last few years have certainly been an opportunity of great learning for me; and I express considerable gratitude for Choden’s patience and perseverance in explaining things. I have been inspired by his knowledge and openness to think deeply about certain practices and not be afraid to think of things in new ways. I’ve also been impressed by his openness and preparedness to engage in personal exploration of some very difficult issues, as he tells us in Chapter 6. And of course I have valued his friendship.

We’ve also had the opportunity of running some compassion-focused retreats together where we could develop and refine the practices that form part of the second section of the book. The retreats involve periods of silence, reflection and inner practice for building skills to cultivate our compassionate minds and engage more effectively with the world. These have generally proved very beneficial for people, and certainly for me as a participant. We hope to continue these in the future.

Choden

My journey into Buddhism and intensive meditation practice took a somewhat unusual route. I grew up in Cape Town in the dying days of the apartheid era. I was privileged to lead a middle-class life and got pretty much everything I wanted at a material level. But I was not happy. Some big part of me felt unborn and unlived. Part of this was to do with living in a divided society. It affected us all. As a white person I felt separated from the instinctual power of black Africa and felt condemned to live in the sanitised world of white privilege and prosperity. So despite enjoying good material circumstances there was always a deep, nagging sense of dissatisfaction in me. Is life just about getting a house, a job, a partner, going on lavish holidays – is there not something else too? These questions lay unformed in my young mind.

Later, when I became a Buddhist monk, this resonated with the story of the Buddha who, despite being a prince with great affluence and prestige, felt somehow deeply out of accord with his life. Upon seeing how material prosperity did not deal with the deep questions of life and the suffering he saw around him, he renounced his affluence and privilege. As we see later in this book, he deserted his palace and went alone into the wilds to seek out the roots of suffering and the causes of genuine happiness and peace.

Something that shocked me when I was still young was the murder of my primary-school headmaster by thieves who broke into his house one night and raped his wife. At a stroke, some part of my childhood safety was shattered. What struck me much later when looking back is how precious and fleeting this life is and how so many people live in a private, inner world filled with shame and secret pain, and yet so little is spoken of this world and so few skills are provided for navigating this inner terrain.

After leaving school I spent five years studying law and after graduating I worked at a small law firm in Cape Town doing my legal internship. I spent most of my time at the debtors’ court applying for orders to seize the property of people who could not pay their debts. I felt like a cog in the capitalist machine bringing more misery to people already oppressed and exploited. At this time I met Rob Nairn, a well-known meditation teacher and former Professor of Criminology at the University of Cape Town. He had just given up his professorship and had founded a Buddhist retreat centre in Nieu Bethesda in the semi-desert region of the Karoo. He taught me meditation and became a close mentor and friend.

After I completed my articles I was admitted to the sidebar of the Supreme Court as an attorney in 1985. I always knew deep within myself that this was not my destiny; it was instead a powerful part of my conditioning and a way of living out my father’s dream of becoming a lawyer. I was then conscripted into the army for two years in the last days of apartheid and felt even more intensely the sense of polarisation within South African society. During basic training I used to sit in a disused toilet and do my meditation practice. One night the duty corporal ran into me on the parade ground, and, seeing that I had a small Tibetan rosary in my hand, accused me of smoking a joint. I said, ‘No, I am saying my mantra.’ He was so dismayed and it was so far outside his field of perception that he completely avoided me after that. I think he thought I might cast a spell on him!

Soon after my national service was complete I decided to leave South Africa and follow Rob Nairn to Scotland. My father had always said that I should complete my studies and then ‘go and meditate in the Himalayas’. He always thought that my spiritual calling would be a temporary phase and that I would soon return and take up my career as a lawyer, marry and have a family. But this was not to be. I had never left the country before, but after I did leave in 1990 I did not return for seven years.

First, I worked at Samye Ling monastery in southern Scotland, studying and practising meditation, then in 1993 I undertook a three-year, three-month meditation retreat. This was a huge experience in my life and a big turning point. The retreat was completely secluded and set in the rolling green hills of Scotland. Most of the time the weather was wild and stormy and in the winter time it snowed so often the roads were often impassable. There was a strict regime of meditation from 4.30 in the morning till 10 at night. We were learning and practising the deep tantric methods of Tibetan Buddhism that were about transforming our mind at its deepest level. The group was international and comprised Italians, Spaniards, Americans, English, but very few Scots. During the retreat we lived in very small and austere rooms with little more than a shrine, a small cupboard and a box for meditating and sleeping in.

My father came to visit me just before I went to the retreat and asked me where the bed was. I said, ‘Dad, there is no bed. We sleep in a meditation box!’ At that moment one of the monks starting blowing a long Tibetan horn designed for the Himalayas, and it let out a shrill, deafening sound, whereupon my father, not known for his spiritual austerities, said, ‘Get me out of here – I need to go to the pub and have a strong whisky!’ But he was amazingly tolerant of my unusual journey, especially given that he had paid for my expensive school and legal training.

There was a six-month period during the retreat when we were not able to go outdoors and were completely silent – it was just ourselves, our mind and the wild Scottish winter. But it was an extraordinary and transformative experience, especially looking back now. Unsurprisingly, when I came out of the retreat it took some time to readjust to the outside world. When we had started the retreat there was no such thing as internet or email, so when we emerged in March 1997 we were all intrigued to know what this new cyber world was all about. Soon after coming out I took robes and all in all I was a monk for seven years including the retreat.

Despite the fact that I deeply resonated with the tantric practices of Tibetan Buddhism and felt its transformative potential, I realised that not many people would embark on such an austere journey and subscribe to an ancient spiritual tradition from the East. So I began to work with Rob Nairn on developing a more straightforward approach that involved teaching people simple skills to work with stress and depression. For most people the idea of becoming enlightened is a mere daydream, and a more pressing reality is to stabilise and gain insight into our wild minds and learn to cultivate skilful ways of thinking and behaving. This became known as ‘mindfulness meditation’, a secular approach to working with the mind that does not involve signing up to any religious tradition.

In 2008, I met Paul Gilbert on Holy Isle. We had invited him to present at a conference on neuroscience and compassion. We made an immediate connection. What immediately struck me about Paul was his focus on self-compassion and how important this is in accompanying mindfulness and working with the mind. Also what struck me was his notion of ‘affiliate connection’ – how we are biologically set up to connect and relate with others, and if we are starved of these connections our lives are greatly impoverished. This resonated with my background of Mahayana Buddhism, in which compassion is at the forefront of training the mind. So we began to have many fascinating discussions, and out of these dialogues the idea of writing a book together was born.

In 2009 Rob Nairn and I played a key role in launching an MSc programme in Mindfulness with Aberdeen University in Scotland, though the ideas of Paul Gilbert strongly shaped our approach of working with mindfulness and compassion together. In fact, this is the first Master’s programme in the UK that actively involves the teaching of compassion within a mindfulness training context. So, not only is the focus on learning to be present and centred, but also to be kind and caring to ourselves, and work directly with the self-critical mind.

We hope this book will provide readers with new insights into the problems we can have with our minds because of our evolutionary history and how our minds can so easily be shaped by the environment in which we grow up. A theme running throughout this book is that many of the problems we have with our minds are not our fault, but that nevertheless we need to take responsibility for training them. After all, it might not be your fault if a lightning bolt destroys your roof but it is your responsibility to repair it – and learning how to do that skilfully is not a bad idea. Mindfulness and compassion are both skilful means for doing just this and healing some of the other problems that nature has unwittingly bestowed upon us. While the struggle of evolution has built complex minds with complex motives and emotions, only humans have the potential to understand their minds, train them and make wise choices as to what kind of person they want to become.
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Introduction

Have you ever thought of how wonderful it would be if we could cure cancer, prevent children from dying of starvation, build a more just world and help people find peaceful ways to resolve conflicts? If you’ve ever had thoughts like these you are already on the path of compassion. Focusing on the wish for others to be free of suffering and its causes, and being happy when this comes about, might not normally be considered as the very basis of compassion, but in fact it is, and shortly we will explain why.

Within Christian traditions, having a compassionate and kind orientation to those less fortunate than ourselves, the sick and poor, is the central focus for life.1 Commonly compassion is defined as being sensitive to the suffering of self and others with a deep commitment to try to prevent and relieve it.2 This definition is interesting because, if we think about it for a moment, we can see that this simple statement points to two very different mental abilities or psychologies. The first is being open and receptive to suffering, not shutting it out. Indeed, the word ‘compassion’ comes from the Latin word compati, which means ‘to suffer with’. So we can ask ourselves what special attributes and skills we need in order to move towards suffering. The second mental ability, or ‘psychology’, is about how we then respond to suffering in ourselves and others. In this book we will explore these two abilities in depth and we will suggest methods for training in them.

So let’s first consider that if compassion is only ‘to suffer with’ then it comes down to things like sympathy and empathy, which are important, but only part of the story. What is also called for is doing something to alleviate suffering (and indeed prevent it if we can), which is linked to the second part of the definition. This calls on a very different part of our minds that is linked to the abilities to be kind, supportive, understanding and motivated for action. Now these might require actually learning how to be mindful and accepting rather than hating or fighting with suffering. We might also need to go more deeply into it – just like somebody who has an anxiety condition such as agoraphobia might have to learn to go out, face and tolerate their anxiety rather than trying to get rid of it. But the important point we wish to make is that our abilities to engage with, tune into, and try to understand the sources of suffering are different from those associated with the alleviation and prevention of suffering. Imagine the scenario of a doctor seeing a new patient. First, they must pay attention to the pain and suffering of their patient in order to identify where the pain is and what its causes are. There is no point in trying to treat the wrong condition. However, once they’ve pinpointed the malady they don’t stay focused on the pain, but turn their attention to what will relieve it. They draw on their knowledge and experience in order to prescribe a treatment that will bring about healing. In addition, they might take their patient’s hand with a reassuring smile and understanding that kindness helps settle fear.

Developing our inner compassion is like becoming our own doctors and healers. We develop the ability to engage with what is painful and seek to understand its roots, but we also need very different qualities linked to the desire to engage wisely, supportively and kindly. Compassion involves understanding and acceptance of suffering but not just sitting in it – like sitting in one’s own dirty bathwater and believing that acceptance means you shouldn’t do anything. Indeed acceptance is an act of courage that calls for wise action (see Chapter 8). So if we only focus on the ability to engage and understand pain we actually miss half of the story.

Training the mind

Both of these processes require training. We need to work on the process of tuning into, being moved and empathic towards pain and difficulties we or others may be experiencing. And similarly, we need to work on cultivating the qualities of wise engagement and kindness. The only way a doctor can become a healer is to study and understand the nature of disease. Then he is in a position to facilitate healing. When it comes to our own minds it’s the same. We need to understand the nature and causes of suffering so we can engage with it in effective and caring ways. And given that one source of much of our suffering is to do with how our minds and emotions work, we need to study our minds to become aware of the forces at play. Learning how to observe carefully what goes on in our minds is a very important skill; it is known as ‘mindfulness’ and it is something that we will be focusing on in depth in this book (see Chapter 7).3, 4

So compassion is not about being overwhelmed or sinking into our own or other people’s pain; it is not about being superficially nice so people will like us; it is not weakness, softness or letting people off the hook if they are harmful. The key to compassion is tuning into the nature of suffering, to understand it in the depths of our being and to see clearly into its source; but equally important is to be committed to relieve it and to rejoice in the possibility of the alleviation of suffering for all.

Matthieu Ricard, a long-term Buddhist monk and French translator for the Dalai Lama, worked together with Tania Singer, a neuroscientist, to try to understand what goes on in the brain when we feel compassion. Their research led them to the conclusion that if you just have empathic concern for suffering (e.g. for the children who are dying in agony for lack of medicine or food, or the plight of the abused, tortured and diseased) without engaging in some positive feelings associated with trying to do something about it, it can become a dark journey indeed. We could be left with feelings of rage or even hopelessness.5 The tearful celebration that erupted among medical scientists in October 2011 when they looked at their data on a malaria vaccine which showed that it worked and they realised that now they could save thousands of children’s lives is an example of this second aspect of compassion.

Anger can be an important emotion to wake us up to the fact that compassionate action is needed. Paul often acknowledges that his interest in compassion arose from a mixture of anger and sadness that so many people’s short lives are miserable; that vast amounts of the world’s research resources are spent on weaponry and defence; that the bulk of the wealth of the world is held in the hands of a few; that we seem locked into competitive psychology in our economies that is driving us all crazy.6 In 1984 Bob Geldof and Midge Ure became so moved by the famine in Ethiopia and frustrated and angry by government prevarications that they raised huge sums of money through Band Aid and Live Aid. So anger at injustice and suffering can move us to action. However, of course, anger can also be quite destructive and so while understandable, and a spark to action, mindful compassion offers a more skilful and assured way of engaging suffering and taking action. Sadness too is an emotion that connects us to suffering. In Buddhist traditions sadness is often an emotion that moves us to compassionate action (see Chapter 6). Again, however, mindful compassion helps us not to wallow in sadness but rather to use it as a call to action.

Another crucial element to compassion is the concept of flow – again a key theme we will be returning to in more detail later. We can be compassionate to other people and it’s this outward flow of feeling that is generally the main focus in the literature on compassion. But, again, this is only part of the story – that one-way flow. We also need to be open and receptive to the compassion from other people towards us. We can notice how other people’s kindness supports us and affects us emotionally, and we can learn to be mindful of that too. Another aspect of the flow of compassion is learning to be compassionate towards ourselves, something that at times could be emphasised more in the Buddhist and Christian literature. It’s simply not possible to develop deeper levels of compassion if you’re not open to compassion coming towards you and if you are resistant to developing self-compassion.7 For example, if there are things in you that you block or detest, then you’re going to struggle to empathise with similar things in other people.

Our multiple selves

Gardeners and farmers love to see things grow. Most parents will know the pleasures of seeing their children flourish. However, even though we can be sensitive to other’s people’s feelings and struggles, and reach out to help them, there is a big yes but to our deep-felt compassionate motive ‘to relieve suffering in ourselves and others’. It is a fact that compassionate desires and motives compete with many other motives in our minds: to get on in the world, to compete and outperform others, to get rich, to get ‘laid’, or to defend our religious or ethnic group. We are a species with many contradictory and conflicting parts. We can even experience joy when we see enemies being destroyed and rejoice in tyrants getting a bullet in the head. Our entertainment industry revolves around ‘good’ guys killing ‘bad’ guys with justification and pleasure; and sadly games for children exploit these aspects of our minds by stimulating the pleasures of shooting and killing.

So the human mind is full of competing motives. If we live in a threatening world where people don’t value compassion, and where instead we have to compete with others and worry all the time about keeping our jobs or preventing our houses from being repossessed, then these are not the conditions for nurturing a compassionate mind. In this case our inner capacity for compassion can become like a forgotten garden that is overgrown with brambles. Worse still, people can start to think that compassion is a weakness – some kind of soft, fuzzy thing that is all about self-indulgence or submissive kindness.8, 9 It is absolutely none of those things. As we will see, it requires strength, determination and courage within an emotional context of kindness and connection with others. These are like seedlings in the ground waiting to be nurtured and allowed to grow.

Understanding the mind

Most of us are educated to learn a lot about mathematics or history, but very little about how our minds work. Societies that are only interested in whether people can toil from dawn until dusk don’t tend to help people understand themselves better. They seek to foster aspirations of becoming an engineer, a tennis player, pilot or a shop worker. At no time are Western children taught that our minds can be very difficult and tricky to cope with – riddled with passions and feelings emanating from a brain that has been evolving over millions of years. Little or nothing is taught about becoming mindful and compassionate towards what’s going on in our minds, and how this can really help when we are struggling with anxiety, anger, depression and self-doubt. Given the huge advances in psychology and our understanding about our minds, this is nothing short of a tragedy. However, it highlights just how much we orientate education towards becoming a productive unit.

While we recognise the central importance of compassion to spiritual systems such as Christianity, and indeed refer to them from time to time, in this book we are going to be focusing more on certain Buddhist ideas that derive from an Eastern philosophical system. We do this because Buddhism has been one of the few spiritual traditions that have argued that far more time needs to be given to becoming familiar with and training our minds because without insight and training our minds can easily become chaotic, dangerous and prone to fear, rage and despair. In fact, Buddhist texts suggest that the untrained mind can verge on insanity because it cannot regulate its own passions and wild emotions; and for this reason there are so many terrible cruelties and injustices throughout the world.

However, we wish to make it clear that we are not adopting these ideas as a religion, but as a psychological system. Indeed, Paul does not buy into some of the metaphysical beliefs underpinning Buddhism such as the need to earn a good rebirth, and that pain and suffering can be related to unskilful behaviours in a previous life – common though this is to most Buddhist schools.10 According to some commentators, the Buddha himself never strayed into those metaphysical speculations. The Dalai Lama has frequently spoken about the importance of distinguishing Buddhist psychology from its more metaphysical dimensions. The reason that Buddhist psychology is so important is simply because it has spent thousands of years focusing on the mind: observing how the mind gets itself in various tangles, learning to understand it and train it so we can live more peaceful and balanced lives. Our Western traditions of psychology and psychotherapy are also beginning to reveal important insights about how our minds work, and increasingly these two traditions are coming closer together as scientific studies substantiate much of what the Buddha taught thousands of years ago in terms of the importance and effectiveness of observing and training one’s mind. The excitement for us in writing this book is to bring these two traditions together.

The self we might choose

Compassion requires us to cultivate an inner capacity and become a certain type of person, referred to as a bodhisattva in the Buddhist tradition – someone who is committed to understanding suffering and relieving it wherever possible. For this we must train. Just like a marathon runner puts in hard work to train every morning even when it’s cold because they are committed to taking part in a marathon, so too we need to actively cultivate the qualities of the compassionate mind, especially when the journey gets tough and we are up against all manner of challenges.

Coming face to face with the pain and suffering of life is difficult. We know that the reality of our lives is that we are born, flourish for a while, spread a few genes around, and then decay and die. This is the lot of all living beings. Life doesn’t last that long. Today middle-class people can expect somewhere between 25,000–30,000 days with a bit of help from modern medicine and healthy living. If you are born into poverty it could be much less. And, of course, during these 25,000 days all kinds of illnesses and tragedies can strike us and those close to us.

Being prepared to face the reality that we are part of a life that has multiple diseases and ways of dying in pain, and that we can be our own worst (intensely cruel) enemies, can be distressing and even traumatic. It might make us angry, anxious or even distressed – but being confronted by suffering calls upon something very deep within us. It is actually a wake-up call and requires courage. This is a key element of the compassionate mind, and one of the hallmarks of a bodhisattva is being prepared to face the reality of life and find ways to engage with it based on courage, kindness and commitment.

Now, to be honest, it’s probably not a good start to talk about waking up to suffering when you want to sell a self-help book on compassion! We usually look to self-help books to promise that we’ll feel better if we just follow the various recipes. So how can ‘waking up to suffering’ do that? Well, the point is it’s not just waking up to suffering, but it’s what we do next that is crucial. Not surprisingly we are going to argue that this will involve harnessing and developing the qualities of the compassionate mind which begins the process of gradually transforming our inner world and awakening our capacity to care for ourselves, other people and life-forms, and the environment we live in. So even though things are difficult, awakening compassion changes our relationship to ourselves and our world, and this makes all the difference.

The importance of wisdom

Running through the path of development of compassion is wisdom. Now wisdom is not a mysterious or mystical thing. It is simply knowledge plus experience which gives rise to insight.11


Knowledge + experience = insight



 

We have to build our wisdom; it does not just arise by itself. We have to work at gaining knowledge and developing insight into the causes of suffering. In our view the type of wisdom you develop really depends on your motive – and this is where compassionate motives become crucial because there are so many different motives and hence different types of wisdom. If we are orientated towards a compassionate approach to suffering, wisdom is about understanding suffering so that we can alleviate it. So our motive is crucial in determining the kind of knowledge we seek and how our knowledge and experience is applied.

The lotus in the mud

The metaphor for this book is the lotus in the mud. We have chosen this because it resonates with a core wisdom of the link between pain and suffering and compassion. It is drawn from an ancient myth within the Mahayana Buddhist tradition. Basically the mud represents our darker side: our self-centredness, aggression, fears and cruelty, the things we might prefer to avoid and push under the carpet. It also represents the stark reality of evolved life; the struggle and pain of life that all things are impermanent, and we just find ourselves in the flow of life for a short while with many of the motives for self-survival and prosperity that other animals share (we explore this in Chapter 2). And at times any of us can be hit by tragedies and feel we are ‘sinking’. Mud of course prevents clarity of vision. Yet the mud is the sustenance for the lotus; without it the lotus could not emerge – therefore it is the relationship between the mud and the lotus that is absolutely crucial. Similarly compassion evolved from the evolution of caring behaviour. It was an evolutionary development and could not have arisen without the struggle of life.

The lotus cannot separate itself from or get rid of the mud because it depends on it – it is the same for us. Compassion awakens as we are touched by the suffering of ourselves and of those around us. The lotus symbolises the awakening mind of compassion, the shift from self-focused pleasure-seeking to addressing the core issue of suffering. With it comes motivation and commitment to enter the mud (suffering) and cultivate the positive qualities of love, care, understanding and joy through which we open out and respond to the pain of life in ourselves and others. This is a key theme of the book and it is something we will be exploring in more depth in Chapter 6.

Key points

•   There are two distinct ‘psychologies’, or mental abilities, that make up compassion: one that helps us to engage with suffering, to understand it; and another that arises from our skilful actions and our efforts to alleviate it.

•   The human mind is full of competing motivations and potentials. In order for the compassionate mind to arise and make a difference in our lives we need to actively train in both these psychologies.

•   While many spiritual traditions provide great teachings on love and compassion, Buddhism is a unique resource because it offers practical methods for training the mind in compassion.

•   Western science too is now revealing ways in which we can begin to train our minds with the aim of creating improved well-being and compassionate living for all.
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