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What incredible compassion and insight this girl has.  She is clearly exceptional.  
And a part of me wishes that weren’t the case.  The so-called developed world 
has come so far in terms of intellectual, scientific and technological development.  
But we are infants when it comes to our development of compassion. 
 
We look around us and sometimes we can feel overwhelmed by what we see and 
hear:  senseless killing, indifference to human suffering, the abuse of the earth.  It 
can really be distressing!  If we boil it down though, it comes to this:  all of these 
acts are because of a lack of compassion. 
 
When I say “compassion,” I’m talking not so much about a feeling of goodwill; but 
rather compassion as an ethical principle. Religion writer Karen Armstrong 
describes it as “the principled determination to put ourselves into the place of the 
other.”  Like Armstrong, I believe that one of the most urgent tasks of our time is 
to build a world in which compassion is the guiding principle. 
 
The ethic of compassion –treating others as we would treat ourselves, is a core 
spiritual principle of all the major world religions.  Yet, it’s often not practiced.  All 
too often, religions are part of the problem, as people are diverted by greed and 
the desire for wealth and power and control. 
 
Daniel Goleman, author of “Emotional Intelligence,” describes ethical compassion 
as “muscular compassion.”  By this he means, not a form of compassion that’s 
some “Sunday school niceness,” as he puts it, but it’s the kind that we need for 
addressing social issues –things like corruption…in business, government and 
throughout the public sphere.  It’s important for …economics, to…make it more 
caring and not just about greed.”  We need it to end racism.  
 
Goleman agrees that we have an urgent imperative to use compassion as our 
moral rudder.   He and the Dalai Lama recently co-wrote a book, called, A Force 
for Good:  The Dalai Lama’s Vision for Our World.  The Dalai Lama is a Tibetan 
Buddhist monk, who for many years has worked with scientists who study the 
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mind and how it works.  In his experience, which is supported by research, 
mindfulness meditation is a way of cultivating compassion. Goleman explains that 
mindfulness meditation doesn’t mean the passive acceptance of social injustice; it 
means cultivating an attitude of caring for other people who are victimized, and a 
willingness to do whatever we can to help them.  That’s compassion in action. 
 
The Dalai Lama promotes the idea of a universal ethic of compassion, without 
exception.  He makes a distinction between the actor and the act.  The act may be 
evil, but there is a human being motivated by his own suffering.  He always holds 
out hope that people can change.  That’s why he opposes the death penalty, 
because a person can turn their life around, and we shouldn’t exclude that 
possibility. (Goleman) 
 
Universal compassion is a high aspiration.  Most of us will probably never be able 
to be compassionate all the time.  One barrier is that humans have built-in 
tendencies which make us favor our own group, for example our family or our 
ethnic group.  We need to overcome our tendency to judge difference negatively.  
So that we can become accepting of and caring toward others outside our own 
groups, and feel the warmth spread from our isolated circle to wider and wider 
circles. 
 
How can we possibly help the world’s people to become more compassionate?  
How can we institutionalize the learning and the practice of compassion?  We 
know that compassion can be taught; it can be learned by children and it can be 
learned by adults. As with many changes we wish to see in the world, we need to 
start with ourselves. 
 
For anyone who has ever given the idea of becoming more compassionate any 
thought, you know that it’s not that easy.  When I was in my 20s, I worked for the 
publishing company, Rodale Press in Emmaus.  My department was on a day-long 
retreat, and the woman who led it took us through some exercises, ostensibly 
designed to help us deal with annoying people in the workplace.  (Actually, they 
were a workaround for the fact that no one could stand our boss.)   
 
But what she had to say impressed me, because I still remember it.  When we’re 
dealing with difficult people, she said, we can say three things to ourselves.  The 
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first one is, “How sad for him that he has to be like that.”  The next one is, “He has 
different parents than I do.”  And third, “If he does it to me, he does it to others.”   
 
Now, these responses are a far cry from compassion!  But for me, they were a 
start.  I realized that I didn’t have to take what people said and did personally.  I 
also began to realize that I could have more patience and tolerance for others.  I 
might even be able to be sympathetic to some of the annoying people around me. 
 
I thought, I was created perfectly by a power greater than myself:  God, the Spirit 
of Love and Life.  I experienced a sense of unconditional loved coming from that 
higher power.  Who am I to question that?  With this insight, cultivation 
compassion for myself became easier, and I began to see others in a more 
compassionate light. 
 
Psychologist Paul Ekman, who has also worked extensively with the Dalai Lama, 
co-developed a program called Cultivating Emotional Balance, which aims to help 
people manage difficult emotions in order to enhance empathy and compassion 
in social situations.  Now, Ekman is considering the possibility that what we’ve 
learned about cultivating compassion can be turned toward the goal of global 
compassion.  He asks us to consider ways we can develop more compassion, 
especially for those who are far from us either through social location or 
geographic location. 
 
Ekman is concerned, though, that there’s not enough common interest in 
compassion.  “Maybe in Buddhist circles and in some parts of [other world 
religions] –but it’s really not on the front burner for people.”  Ekman observes 
that people tend to be focused on the material world, and their own lives. 
 
Ekman recently published a book called Moving Toward Global Compassion, 
incorporating some of his work with the Dalai Lama. According to his research, 
empathy and caring are not necessary for global compassion.  Again, because it’s 
ethically based.  What interests Ekman most “is stranger compassion –the 
compassion we feel for total strangers.”  Not the stranger on the street, but the 
stranger who is far from us.  Only a minority of people are motivated to act with 
compassion toward strangers.  Why isn’t it universal?  The Dalai Lama says that 
not everyone will ever be motivated in that way, but he believes that people are 
moving in that direction.  You may know that Buddhists believe in reincarnation.  
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As to why some people have global compassion, he jokes with Ekman that he has 
an explanation, but it’s a way that’s not available to Ekman, since he doesn’t 
believe in reincarnation!   
 
The Dalai Lama recognizes that the effort to build a more compassionate world 
will never result in the entire human population becoming compassionate.  He 
believes that religious instruction will never succeed in creating a compassionate 
world.  “Only through modern education,” he says.  So far, “education about 
warmheartedness” as he calls it does not exist in any standard school curriculum.   
But there is great potential for increasing compassion through education.  The 
Dalai Lama and Paul Ekman are hoping that we will someday be intentionally 
educating our children about kindness and compassion.   
 
We may not see a healthier, happier, world in our lifetimes, the Dalai Lama says, 
but he believes that if we make some kind of broad effort toward creating a more 
compassionate world, such as teaching compassion to our children, some positive 
results will definitely come. 
 
He often talks to people who have great aspirations, and he says, “Don’t just talk 
about it; do something.”  That’s part of his message.  Everyone has something 
they can do.  “Whatever means you have to make the world a better place, you 
need to do it.”  Even if we won’t see the fruits of our efforts in our lifetime, we 
still need to start now.  (Daniel Goleman) 
 
Buddhist nun Pema Chodron says that to begin to develop compassion in 
ourselves, you have to unlock the door.  At first, you don’t open it, because 
there’s the fear that someone you don’t like will come in.  In other words, if you 
open your heart to others, you worry that you might be sorry.  But as you come to 
accept these feelings, as you come to befriend your whole self, fears and dislikes 
and all, it’s easier to start opening the door. 
 
 “It helps to realize that the Nelson Mandelas and Mother Teresas of the world 
also know how it feels to be in a small room with the doors closed,” she says.  
They also know fear.  But, “they’re people who developed the bravery to be able 
to relate to the shaky, tender, fearful feelings in their own hearts and therefore 
are no longer afraid of those feelings when they are triggered by the outside 
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world.”  They’ve made friends with themselves and therefore made friends with 
the world. 
 
Day by day, may we become more compassionate beings and bring more 
compassion to a world that needs it.  Because compassion is what the world 
needs now.  May it be so. 


