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Generousity of Unlimited Friendliness

Guesthouse

This being human is a guest house.
Every morning a new arrival.

A joy, a depression, a meanness,

some momentary awareness comes

as an unexpected visitor.

Welcome and entertain them all!

Even if they are a crowd of sorrows,

who violently sweep your house

empty of its furniture,

still, treat each guest honourably.

He may be clearing you out

for some new delight.

The dark thought, the shame, the malice.
Meet them at the door laughing and invite them in.
Be grateful for whatever comes.

because each has been sent

as a guide from beyond.

- Rumi

Unlimited Friendliness
- Pema Chodron

Three steps to genuine compassion

I've often heard the Dalai Lama say that having
compassion for oneself is the basis for developing
compassion for others.

Chdégyam Trungpa also taught this when he spoke
about how to genuinely help others—how to work
for the benefit of others without the interference of
our own agendas. He presented this as a three-
step process. Step one is maitri, a Sanskrit word
meaning lovingkindness toward all beings. Here,
however, as Chégyam Trungpa used the term, it
means unlimited friendliness toward ourselves,
with the clear implication that this leads naturally to
unlimited friendliness toward others. Maitri also has
the meaning of trusting oneself—trusting that we

have what it takes to know ourselves thoroughly and
completely without feeling hopeless, without turning

against ourselves because of what we see.

Step two in the journey toward genuinely helping others
is communication from the heart. To the degree that

we trust ourselves, we have no need to close down on
others. They can evoke strong emotions in us, but still
we don’t withdraw. Based on this ability to stay open,
we arrive at step three, the difficult-to-come-by fruition:
the ability to put others before ourselves and help them
without expecting anything in return.
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When we build a house, we start by creating a stable
foundation. Just so, when we wish to benefit others, we
start by developing warmth or friendship for ourselves.
It's common, however, for people to have a distorted view
of this friendliness and warmth. We’ll say, for instance,
that we need to take care of ourselves, but how many of
us really know how to do this? When clinging to security
and comfort, and warding off pain, become the focus

of our lives, we don’t end up feeling cared for and we
certainly don’t feel motivated to extend ourselves to
others. We end up feeling more threatened or irritable,
more unable to relax.

I've known many people who have spent years
exercising daily, getting massages, doing yoga, faithfully
following one food or vitamin regimen after another,
pursuing spiritual teachers and different styles of
meditation, all in the name of taking care of themselves.
Then something bad happens to them, and all those
years don’t seem to have added up to the inner strength
and kindness for themselves that they need in order

to relate with what’s happening. And they don’t add up
to being able to help other people or the environment.
When taking care of ourselves is all about me, it never
gets at the unshakable tenderness and confidence that
we’'ll need when everything falls apart. When we start to
develop maitri for ourselves—unconditional acceptance
of ourselves—then we’re really taking care of ourselves
in a way that pays off. We feel more at home with our
own bodies and minds and more at home in the world. As
our kindness for ourselves grows, so does our kindness
for other people.

The peace that we are looking for is not peace that
crumbles as soon as there is difficulty or chaos.
Whether we’re seeking inner peace or global peace or a




combination of the two, the way to experience it is
to build on the foundation of unconditional openness
to all that arises. Peace isn’t an experience free

of challenges, free of rough and smooth—it’s an
experience that’'s expansive enough to include all
that arises without feeling threatened.

| sometimes wonder how | would respond in an
emergency. | hear stories about people’s bravery
emerging in crises, but I've also heard some painful
stories from people who weren’t able to reach out
to others in need because they were so afraid for
themselves. We never really know which way it will
go. So | ponder what would happen, for instance, if
| were in a situation where there was no food but |
had a bit of bread. Would | share it with the others
who were starving? Would | keep it for myself?

If I contemplate this question when I'm feeling

the discomfort of even mild hunger, it makes the
process more honest. The reality gets through to
me that if | give away all my food, then the hunger
I’'m feeling won'’t be going away. Maybe another
person will feel better, but for sure physically | will
feel worse.

Sometimes the Dalai Lama suggests not eating

one day a week, or skipping a meal, to briefly put
ourselves in the shoes of those who are starving all
over the world. In practicing this kind of solidarity
myself, | have found that it can bring up panic and
self-protectiveness. So the question is, what do we
do with our distress? Does it open our heart or close
it? When we’re hungry, does our discomfort increase
our empathy for hungry people and animals, or
does it increase our fear of hunger and intensify our
selfishness?

With contemplations like this, we can be completely
truthful about where we are but also aware of where
we’d like to be next year or in five years, or where
we’d like to be by the time we die. Maybe today

| panic and can’t give away even a crumb of my
bread, but | don’t have to sink into despair. We have
the opportunity to lead our lives in such a way that
year by year we’ll be less afraid, less threatened,
and more able to spontaneously help others without
asking ourselves, “What’s in this for me?”

A fifty-year-old woman told me her story. She had
been in an airplane crash at the age of twenty-
five. She was in such a panic rushing to get out of
the plane before it exploded that she didn’t stop to
help anyone else, including, most painfully, a little
boy who was tangled in his seat belt and couldn’t
move. She had been a practicing Buddhist for
about five years when the accident happened; it

was shattering to her to see how she had reacted. She
was deeply ashamed of herself, and after the crash she
sank into three hard years of depression. But ultimately,
instead of her remorse and regret causing her to self-
destruct, these very feelings opened her heart to other
people. Not only did she become committed to her
spiritual path in order to grow in her ability to help others,
but she also became engaged in working with people

in crisis. Her seeming failure is making her a far more
courageous and compassionate woman.

Right before the Buddha attained enlightenment under
the Bodhi tree, he was tempted in every conceivable
way. He was assaulted by objects of lust, objects of
craving, objects of aggression, of fear, of all the variety
of things that usually hook us and cause us to lose

our balance. Part of his extraordinary accomplishment
was that he stayed present, on the dot, without being
seduced by anything that appeared. In traditional
versions of the story, it's said that no matter what
appeared, whether it was demons or soldiers with
weapons or alluring women, he had no reaction to it

at all. I've always thought, however, that perhaps the
Buddha did experience emotions during that long night,
but recognized them as simply dynamic energy moving
through. The feelings and sensations came up and
passed away, came up and passed away. They didn’t
set off a chain reaction. This process is often depicted in
paintings as weapons transforming into flowers—warriors
shooting thousands of flaming arrows at the Buddha as
he sits under the Bodhi tree but the arrows becoming
blossoms. That which can cause our destruction
becomes a blessing in disguise when we let the energies
arise and pass through us over and over again, without
acting out.

A question that has intrigued me for years is this:

How can we start exactly where we are, with all

our entanglements, and still develop unconditional
acceptance of ourselves instead of guilt and depression?
One of the most helpful methods I've found is the
practice of compassionate abiding. This is a way of
bringing warmth to unwanted feelings. It is a direct
method for embracing our experience rather than
rejecting it. So the next time you realize that you're
hooked—that you're stuck, finding yourself tightening,
spiraling into blaming, acting out, obsessing—you could
experiment with this approach.

Contacting the experience of being hooked, you breathe
in, allowing the feeling completely and opening to it. The
in-breath can be deep and relaxed—anything that helps
you to let the feeling be there, anything that helps you
not push it away. Then, still abiding with the urge and
edginess of feelings such as craving or aggression, as
you breathe out you relax and give the feeling space.




The outbreath is not a way of sending the discomfort
away but a way of ventilating it, of loosening the
tension around it, of becoming aware of the space in
which the discomfort is occurring.

This practice helps us to develop maitri because we
willingly touch parts of ourselves that we’re not proud
of. We touch feelings that we think we shouldn’t be
having—feelings of failure, of shame, of murderous
rage; all those politically incorrect feelings like racial
prejudice, disdain for people we consider ugly or
inferior, sexual addiction, and phobias. We contact
whatever we're experiencing and go beyond liking

or disliking by breathing in and opening. Then we
breathe out and relax. We continue that for a few
moments or for as long as we wish, synchronizing it
with the breath. This process has a leaning-in quality.
Breathing in and leaning in are very much the same.
We touch the experience, feeling it in the body if that
helps, and we breathe it in.

In the process of doing this, we are transmuting

hard, reactive, rejecting energy into basic warmth
and openness. It sounds dramatic, but really it's very
simple and direct. All we are doing is breathing in and
experiencing what’s happening, then breathing out
as we continue to experience what’s happening. It's
a way of working with our negativity that appreciates
that the negative energy per se is not the problem.
Confusion only begins when we can’t abide with

the intensity of the energy and therefore spin off.
Staying present with our own energy allows it to keep
flowing and move on. Abiding with our own energy

is the ultimate nonaggression, the ultimate maitri
(benevolence)

Generosity

...anytime one is recollecting generosity, ones mind
is not overcome with passion, not overcome by
aversion, not overcome by delusion...the mind is
headed straight....one gains a sense of the goal,
gains a sense of the dhamma, gains joy connected to
dhamma. In one who is joyful raptures arises. In one
who is rapturous, the body grows calm. One whose
body is calmed senses pleasure. In one sensing
pleasure, the mind becomes concentrated.

- The Buddha




