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Epigraph

Those who know the essential to be essential and the unessential to be unessential, dwelling in right thoughts, do arrive at the essential.

—THE BUDDHA
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Introduction

Some of us are angry. Others are anxious. Maybe you feel out of control. Disconnected from those around you. Or like your thoughts are running you. Maybe you struggle to accept change or can’t stay present. Perhaps you just have this nagging discontentment that prevents you from being at peace.

These are the all-too-common symptoms of our twenty-first-century world—one that’s overstimulating, highly materialistic, hyper-productive, and always connected yet extremely isolating. No matter how many vacations we take, hobbies we engage in, promotions we get, books we read, exercise routines we try, minutes we spend meditating, or how deeply we bury ourselves in our passions, we just can’t seem to crack the code to happiness.

Although the world looked very different twenty-five hundred years ago when the Buddha walked the earth, humans dealt with the same fundamental problems: They grappled with difficult emotions, resisted change, suffered from discontentment, struggled to find peace, and longed for happiness. It’s for this very reason that the Buddha—at the time known as Siddhārtha Gautama—left his life as a prince in search of a way to end his own suffering.

For years Siddhārtha wandered about searching both externally and internally for a way to free himself. Eventually, through examining his mind, peeling back its layers, and investigating his inner and outer reality, he unearthed the cause of his suffering and discovered a path out. One day, while meditating under the bodhi tree, he put an end to his suffering and achieved enlightenment. The Buddha then spent the rest of his life traveling around the region now known as India sharing his discovery and teaching his philosophy on how to alleviate suffering and attain lasting happiness. These teachings evolved into Buddhism and have been passed down from generation to generation by his students and their students, continuing all the way up to today.

In the over two millennia since the Buddha’s passing, scholars, philosophers, great masters, and spiritual teachers—first in ancient India and later all over Asia—studied, pondered, questioned, debated, and expanded upon his philosophy. Among them were masters like Nāgārjuna, a second-century Indian philosopher and adviser to kings, widely regarded as one of the greatest thinkers in Asian philosophy; Śāntideva, an eighth-century scholar and philosopher who attended Nalanda University in India—a renowned center of learning in the ancient world—and authored the Buddhist classic The Bodhicaryāvatāra (A Manual to Enlightenment); eleventh-century master Milarepa, a murderer turned mystic, poet, and singer who spent most of his life living alone in caves in Tibet; and many others. And thanks to the extraordinary preservation efforts of these masters and other scholars throughout history, these teachings survived through natural disasters, political upheavals, and religious conflicts and are available to us today. It’s these teachings, stemming from the Buddha’s quest for inner freedom, that we can use as a tool to discover our own inner freedom.

This book compiles profound teachings from dozens of renowned Buddhist masters spanning from the time of the Buddha to the modern era. For each day of the year, you’ll get an insightful quote from a Buddhist master with an accompanying commentary, story, practice, lesson, or contemplation tailored for twenty-first-century living. You’ll work on examining the nature of your mind, internalizing impermanence, cultivating awareness, remedying your negative emotions, fostering a generous way of being, developing patience with yourself, and cultivating compassion for others. You’ll also spend time engaging in mindful action and making friends with yourself through meditation. By the end of the year, you’ll see the world and your mind differently, which will propel you farther along the path to true happiness.

FROM THE BUDDHA UNTIL NOW: A QUEST FOR HAPPINESS AND INNER FREEDOM

Before his enlightenment, the Buddha lived a life of extremes, first as a young, wealthy, privileged prince, then as a wandering ascetic who deprived himself of food, clothing, and other comforts in an effort to quell all his desires. However, he discovered that whether he lived a life of hedonism or asceticism, he continued to experience suffering. Having seen the flaws in both approaches, he adopted what’s now known as “the Middle Way”—a path that steers clear of extremes. It was with this new perspective that, while sitting in meditation, the Buddha was able to defeat his inner demons and achieve his great awakening, which led to the discovery of his foundational teaching—the Four Noble Truths.

The Four Noble Truths are:


	There is suffering

	There is a cause of suffering

	There is an end to suffering

	There is a path to end suffering



The First Noble Truth—there is suffering—reveals that suffering is woven into our very existence. We all experience the suffering of change (breakups, layoffs, old age, death), the suffering of suffering (twisting an ankle, getting a headache, experiencing heartache), and the suffering of conditionality (a fun vacation leads to dissatisfaction with daily life; a promotion doesn’t give you the contentment you thought it would; finding your soulmate fails to bring you the lasting happiness you expected).

The Second Noble Truth—there is a cause of suffering—explains that suffering is caused by attachment, which stems from our fundamental ignorance or misunderstanding of reality. We suffer because we hold on to the belief that things are permanent, satisfying, and independent when they are actually impermanent, unsatisfying, and interdependent. We get hurt from breakups because we cling to the relationships, expecting them to last. We are disappointed when our higher paychecks stop giving us satisfaction. We struggle with aging because we see our bodies as solid and independent when they’re actually fluid and interdependent.

The first two Noble Truths might make life appear hopeless, but this realistic appraisal of our human experience is ultimately hopeful, as it makes way for the Third Noble Truth—the possibility of ending suffering. Since there is a cause of suffering—our ignorance of reality—it is possible to end our suffering and find happiness. We can free ourselves.

This brings us to the Fourth Noble Truth—there is a path to end suffering. Known as the Eightfold Path, it provides guidelines to achieve inner freedom and happiness.

The Eightfold Path is:


	Right view

	Right intention

	Right speech

	Right action

	Right livelihood

	Right effort

	Right mindfulness

	Right concentration



The Eightfold Path focuses on three areas: developing wisdom (prajña), living ethically (śila), and cultivating mental discipline (samādhi). Right view and right intention relate to developing wisdom. Right speech, right action, and right livelihood pertain to ethical living. Right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration involve the cultivation of mental discipline.

While the Eightfold Path has the potential to transform our lives, we can realize this potential only if we embrace its principles as a way of living. And that’s where this book comes in—it offers daily teachings designed to help you weave the Eightfold Path into the fabric of your life.

Though the Buddha taught only orally, his students recorded his teachings, and following his death, they spread his philosophy across India. In the centuries that followed, Buddhist philosophy expanded across Asia into areas we know today as Sri Lanka, Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, China, Japan, Korea, Bhutan, Nepal, and Tibet, and to the Middle East, to regions we now call Pakistan and Afghanistan. As Buddhist philosophy spread, it adapted to the cultural and religious contexts of each region, giving rise to various schools of thought, such as Tibetan Buddhism, Chan Buddhism, Zen Buddhism, and Theravada Buddhism. Despite the diverse forms Buddhism has assumed in different cultural settings, the fundamental principles of the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path remain central to all. At its heart, Buddhism is one man’s philosophy that has been contemplated, practiced, and elaborated upon by countless masters, teachers, scholars, and philosophers through the centuries.

Our intention with this book is to bring the invaluable teachings from Buddhist philosophy—which can at times seem esoteric and inaccessible—to anyone looking to work on themselves, tame their mind, or feel a little freer. You don’t have to be Buddhist or have prior knowledge of Buddhism to benefit from the lessons in these pages. The only prerequisite is that you have the intention to work on yourself.

THE GAP BETWEEN MODERN-DAY MINDFULNESS AND BUDDHIST PHILOSOPHY

Over the past century, thanks to the efforts of the Dalai Lama and other renowned Buddhist masters, such as Chögyam Trungpa, Thich Nhat Hanh, and Suzuki Roshi; mid-century American authors, including Alan Watts, Jack Kerouac, and Allen Ginsberg; and more recent authors, like Pema Chödrön, Sharon Salzberg, and Jon Kabat-Zinn, Buddhism has become more popular than ever in the West.

In the past few decades, Buddhism has even been evaluated by the scientific community. A series of groundbreaking studies by psychologist Richard Davidson at the University of Wisconsin–Madison revealed that, compared to non-meditators, experienced meditators exhibited heightened levels of gamma waves and significantly higher activity in the prefrontal cortex (an area of the brain associated with attention, resilience, presence, and happiness). Two of the participants in these studies, Buddhist monks Yongey Mingyur and Matthieu Ricard, had such exceptional results that each of them has, at one time or another, been dubbed “the happiest man in the world,” fueling global interest in meditation.

Due to the contributions of these individuals and many others, meditation and mindfulness—two core practices of Buddhism—have become mainstream in the twenty-first century. Meditation centers, mindfulness retreats, meditation apps, and workplace mindfulness programs are ubiquitous today. While this widespread popularity has brought many benefits, the depth and complexity of these practices and the full potential that they have to offer has gotten lost along the way. For some, these practices have been reduced to just another self-care tool—a quick fix for stress or a little productivity boost. For others, they are merely aspirational—people believe they might be helpful, but they feel too out of reach or impractical amid their busy lives.

Yet mindfulness and meditation and, in a wider context, Buddhist philosophy have so much more to offer than that. What the Buddha taught to his students and the teachings that are in this book are not mere self-care, purely aspirational, or impractical—they’re essential mind-training principles you can apply to your life right here and now. The principles of Buddhist philosophy have the potential to transform every aspect of your life—they can help you gain an accurate understanding of reality, overcome emotions that keep you trapped, and expand your capacity to care for others. They provide a framework you can use to lead a great life—one in which you are more compassionate, have greater resilience, can go with the flow of change, and feel lighter and more joyful. And it’s something that we can practice in the midst of our day-to-day lives. We don’t have to move to the country or leave our job or take a break from everything we have going on. Instead, we can continue to live our lives and use each experience as an opportunity to practice.

THE DAILY BUDDHIST: 366 DAYS OF WISDOM FOR HAPPINESS, INNER FREEDOM, AND MINDFUL LIVING

For the reader with a busy and active life, this book provides daily doses of Buddhist wisdom arranged in a bite-size format with practical action steps. Inspired by the Buddhist tradition of daily practice as well as popular daily reads of our time, this book offers 366 quotes from Buddhist masters—one for each day of the year and an extra one for leap year—along with a thought-provoking reflection that’s accessible, digestible, practical, and modern.

Drawing from Buddhist texts spanning twenty-five hundred years, this book presents instructions from nearly forty masters from both classical Indian Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism. Within these pages you’ll find excerpts from Buddhist classics like The Dhammapada (a compilation of the Buddha’s most insightful teachings); the aforementioned work by Śāntideva, The Bodhicaryāvatāra; Nāgārjuna’s Letter to a Friend (advice to an ancient Indian king on how to govern wisely and live ethically); Milarepa’s Hundred Thousand Songs (a collection of spiritual songs with instructions, insights, and meditation techniques); Patrul Rinpoche’s The Words of My Perfect Teacher (a comprehensive guide to foundational Buddhist concepts and practices); and the contemporary Mindfulness in Action by Chögyam Trungpa (which teaches how to bring mindfulness into work, relationships, and daily activities). You’ll also hear from distinguished Buddhist masters like Tilopa, a highly unorthodox tantric master who emphasized direct experience above scholarly pursuits; Kamalaśīla, an Indian Buddhist scholar who was instrumental in establishing the monastic tradition in Tibet; Asaṅga, an Indian philosopher revered for his profound insights into the nature of consciousness; and Machik Lapdrön, the only woman spiritual leader to found her own Buddhist practice.

We’ve divided the book into four parts, each addressing a particular theme designed to help you explore and practice the core elements of the Eightfold Path—wisdom, ethical living, and mental discipline.

The four parts of the book are as follows:

Part I, Reflection on Life and Death: Gaining wisdom through the study of impermanence, interdependence, and the nature of mind

Part II, Looking Inward: Investigating your inner world and training your mind by fostering diligence, overcoming negative emotions, and cultivating awareness

Part III, Extending Outward: Expanding your scope of care by practicing the exchange of self and others, unconditional generosity, and compassion toward yourself and others

Part IV, Practice: Engaging in ethical living through body, speech, and mind and developing mental discipline with meditation

Each of the four parts consists of three chapters, forming twelve chapters in total, which align with the twelve months of the year. Within each chapter you’ll focus on a particular facet of the theme, and each day will introduce a new perspective or action. All the foundational principles of Buddhist philosophy are prominently featured: emptiness, impermanence, interdependence, mindfulness, meditation, vigilance, diligence, compassion, sympathetic joy, loving-kindness, equanimity, generosity, and ethics.

How you read the book is up to you. You can read it front to back or you can start with the day of the year you are currently on and work your way through along with the calendar. But before diving into your first page, we encourage you to read the introduction for whichever theme you choose to embark on first (in Part I, Part II, Part III, and Part IV respectively). This will provide the context to help you get the most out of your daily reads. When you read this book—in the morning, at night, or on your lunch break—is your choice. However, many readers report that reading it first thing in the morning helps them set the tone for the day and better incorporate the teachings into their daily lives.

The goal of this practical yet comprehensive approach to Buddhist philosophy is to help you find your own path to happiness. It’s our hope that this book unveils for you the wisdom of Buddhist philosophy so you can use it to live more freely and openly. With this aspiration, we welcome you to begin your journey.
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Part I

Reflection on Life and Death

Imagine how much harder life would be if we didn’t accept the existence of gravity—if we constantly tried to fight it. Groceries would feel like they were resisting us; climbing stairs would become an infuriating ordeal; and dropping ice cream would be even more devastating. But we accept gravity for what it is. We don’t pretend it doesn’t exist just because it’s sometimes inconvenient, and this acceptance allows us to make peace with it.

Just like the law of gravity, other universal truths define our reality, such as the fact that everything is always changing and that every action has a corresponding consequence. While conceptually we don’t deny these truths, we struggle to internalize and embody them. When you lose a job, a relationship comes to an end, or fall turns into winter, you experience not only the pain of change but also the added suffering that comes from clinging to the way things were. When you fail to accept the true nature of reality, it leads to confusion and suffering.

This is why, for centuries, Buddhist masters have begun their journey toward enlightenment by reflecting on the nature of reality, examining how the world works, and observing the mind’s interpretation of it. And that’s where we’ll begin here. We’ll reflect on the nature of reality through the lens of life and death. In this process, we’ll seek to gain insight and wisdom into the disparity between our perception of reality versus how things really are, and we’ll see how removing this discrepancy is the route to eliminating suffering and finding lasting happiness.

In the months ahead, we’ll inspect our external world through two foundational principles of Buddhist philosophy: impermanence and interdependence. We’ll contemplate the changes happening all around—the rip in your favorite pair of jeans, the signs of aging in your body, the transience of relationships, and the fleeting nature of life. We’ll also reflect on the law of interdependence—how all things arise from causes and conditions—by investigating where emotions come from, how you acquire your taste for something, all the factors that go into producing your morning paper, and how even your smallest actions can make a big impact. We’ll then examine our internal reality by studying the nature of the mind—how your “thinking mind” traps you in fear, how your reactive emotions block your true nature from shining through, why your mind is master, and how to tap into your “wisdom mind.”

Your journey through Part I—January, February, and March—looks like this:

January: Reflection on Impermanence

February: Reflection on Interdependence

March: Reflection on Nature of Mind

Every day, you’ll have an opportunity to reflect on the true nature of your external and internal realities so that you can begin to see things not as they appear but as they really are.

Are you ready to start accepting the gravity of life’s universal truths?
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January 1

You Are Alive. Rejoice!

To wake up in good health is an event which truly deserves to be considered miraculous, yet we take it completely for granted.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE1

From the moment we wake up, we are consumed by thoughts of what we want and how we’re going to get it. Even in our dreams, we may catch ourselves grasping for things we have yet to obtain.

In the midst of all this striving, we completely overlook that we have already obtained the greatest gift: life. We forget the fact that there will come a day when we won’t wake up.

However, today, you did wake up. So put down this book and take a look around. Inhale deeply. Wiggle your toes. Smile to yourself. Take a moment to celebrate this stroke of luck, this unparalleled good fortune.

You are alive. Rejoice!
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January 2

The Speed of Life

The Three Worlds are as impermanent as autumn clouds,

Beings, dancing through birth and death are likewise.

Life, passing by like a flash of lightning, moves as swiftly

As water cascading from a mountain top.

—MIPHAM RINPOCHE2

Just as the seasons move swiftly from winter to spring to summer to fall, our lives move swiftly from birth to adolescence to adulthood to death.

And yet, despite this undeniable truth, we live our lives as if we’ll be around forever. We spend countless hours each day scrolling mindlessly through social media. We binge Netflix shows we barely like. We work eighty-hour weeks in jobs that feel meaningless.

Why do we do this? Because we think that, at some point in the future, we’ll have time to really start living.

When you take a moment to contemplate the fleeting nature of your life—how the past ten years have passed in a flash and how the next ten will pass just as swiftly—you create a sense of urgency to live fully now.

Time is passing. Live immediately.
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January 3

I Once Had a Pot and Now I Don’t

This clay pot so important, the whole of my wealth,

Becomes my lama* in the moment it breaks,

Teaching impermanence, how amazing!

—MILAREPA3

Milarepa, a renowned Tibetan yogi, lived an austere life alone in the mountains to escape the distractions of daily life. His sole possession was a pot that he used to cook his meager meals. One day, as Milarepa stepped out of his meditation cave, he slipped and dropped his pot. He watched it roll down the mountainside and shatter.

Rather than feeling devastated over the loss of his only possession, Milarepa was filled with inspiration. In that moment, he recognized the shattering of the pot as an example of the impermanence of all things.

We all have possessions that are dear to us—a favorite watch, the latest iPhone, a new car. The more value we place on the item, the more we are trapped by the fear of losing it. But like Milarepa’s pot, these items are inherently impermanent and we are bound to lose them sooner or later.

When we ignore the impermanence of our possessions, we imprison ourselves. But by recognizing the impermanence of all things we can set ourselves free.
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January 4

A Sweet Flash of Memories

In a dream one person enjoys one hundred years of happiness and then awakes, while another awakes after being happy for just a moment.

Surely the happiness of both ceases once they have awakened. That is what it is like at the time of death for the one who lives long and for the ones whose life is short.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA4

Recall a happy experience from your past. What comes to mind? It might be a blissful semester abroad or that time you landed a big promotion. As you reflect on this experience, notice that regardless of how long it lasted, whether for one minute or one month, it is now merely a sweet flash of memory.

Śāntideva, the renowned eighth-century Indian philosopher, reminds us that our lives are no different. Whether you live for thirty, sixty, or ninety years, when your time is up, all the past decades will appear as a photo reel of experiences.

This reveals the sobering reality that your life, no matter how long or short, is composed only of the present moment.

So if the present is all there is and all that matters, how will you show up for it?
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January 5

The Fight Against Mortality

Though the time of death is uncertain, it will come.

Death is the natural property of living beings.

Even those who live for 100 years die in the end.

—ĀRYADEVA5

In 2016, American businessman James Strole established the Coalition for Radical Life Extension. Its mission: to jump-start scientific research to greatly extend human life, not just by a few years but by decades or even centuries, ultimately making death optional. Strole is not alone in his attempt to find a “cure” for human mortality; some of Silicon Valley’s wealthiest business magnates are pouring money into this fight against death.

But is the fight against mortality a fruitful one? Even though the average human lifespan has risen from below forty to above seventy in the past two centuries, no human has ever escaped death.

While it’s worthwhile to strive for a long, healthy life, we must be careful not to cling to the idea of living forever. If nature is any indication, all things come to an end. Even a star that has lived for billions of years at some point fades into oblivion.

How might your life be different if you shift your focus from trying to live for a long time to trying to live now?
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January 6

Living in Tomorrowland

Who’s sure he’ll live till tomorrow?

Today’s the time to be ready,

For the legions of Death

Are not on our side.

—THE BUDDHA6

Tomorrow I will call my parents. Tomorrow I will say “I love you” to my partner. Tomorrow I will be present with my child. Tomorrow I will be kind to myself.

Each day, we delay the meaningful things in life believing that tomorrow will offer us a fresh chance. Fortunately for us, tomorrow has always arrived. But just because tomorrow has come every day does not mean that it will arrive again in the morning. In fact, we can say with absolute certainty that one day, tomorrow will not come.

So ask yourself: What have I been putting off until tomorrow? Who have I been meaning to call? How do I want to show up on this day?

Today you can choose to change your ways. You can choose to stop living in Tomorrowland. Take the sentence below and fill in the blank with a meaningful action that you’ve been putting off, then use today to pursue it like there is no tomorrow.

Today, I will _________________________________________.
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January 7

As Solid as Drawings on Water

Your past joys and sorrows are like drawings on water:

No trace of them remains. Don’t run after them!

But should they come to mind, reflect on how success and failure come and go.

—TOKMÉ ZANGPO7

The former high-school jock still brings up the big play in the state championship game ten years ago. The coworker still holds a grudge for getting beat out for a promotion six months prior. The friend who broke up with his girlfriend a year back refuses to move on.

We all carry our past successes and failures with us like baggage we can’t put down. We let events that happened once upon a time define us. But in reality, that moment is gone and exists only in memory. And perhaps even the memory of the event is tainted due to the passage of time.

When you find a past experience consuming your present, rather than getting swept away by the emotions it brings, simply watch it with curiosity. Notice that the incident exists only in your memory and that it’s fueled by the emotions you give it. Slowly you’ll see that past experiences are like drawings on water with no substance of their own.
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January 8

The Crowd Always Disperses

Families are as fleeting as a crowd on market-day;

. . . Don’t bicker or fight!

—PADAMPA SANGYE8

Each weekend, your local farmers’ market bustles with vendors shouting out prices and patrons filling their bags with produce. But hours later, the market closes, the patrons disperse to their homes, and the vendors close up their stalls and drive off. By sundown, not a trace of the market or the crowd that gave it life remains.

While it may be easy for us to grasp the fleeting nature of a farmers’ market, we don’t always realize the fleeting nature of our relationships. Think about your parents and siblings—they were once a prominent, daily part of your life, and now you see them only a few times a year.

Yet we disagree on petty things and hold on to resentments with parents, siblings, and partners. Why do we do this? It’s because we assume they will always be around and we can resolve our family matters in the future. But our relationships, just like the market, will eventually end. The crowd always disperses.

So today, choose to resolve any differences with your family and show compassion toward them for the time you have together.
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January 9

You Can’t Manipulate Time

Look how quickly yesterday and today, this morning and tonight, this year and next year, all pass by one after the other.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE9

We like to believe we can manipulate time. In the summer, we encourage time to slow down so we can hold on to those warm summer nights. In the winter, we urge the frigid dark months to pass, convincing ourselves that life and our rotten moods will be better as soon as spring blooms.

But, as we should know by now, it is futile to put any effort into hurrying time along or trying to slow it down. No matter how much we tighten or loosen our grip, time passes by just the same.

So rather than trying to manipulate time to suit your whims, why not give yourself permission to sink into this moment right here?


OceanofPDF.com



January 10

You Must Leave It All Behind

When that time approaches O’ King, you have to go alone—

Wealth, beauty, relatives and friends cannot accompany you.

—JAMYANG KHYENTSE WANGPO10

How much of our lives do we spend clinging to that which we’re afraid to lose? We cling to our wealth as if it’ll keep us secure forever. We cling to our appearances in an effort to maintain youth. We cling to our loved ones with the hope they’ll be with us always.

And yet none of these things accompany us when we die. Even a king, someone who has everything one could wish for, must leave his queen, his riches, his kingdom, and all his power behind when he dies.

This doesn’t mean we should value nothing. But we can stop deluding ourselves and acknowledge that nothing we have will last forever. In the end, just like the king, we have to leave it all behind.
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January 11

Time Flies

Our time passes like lightning in the sky;

It goes quickly, lightly, swiftly, like a fast-running mountain stream.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA11

The earth is four and a half billion years old. Dinosaurs ruled it for a whopping one hundred sixty-five million years, but they have long been extinct. It was six million years ago that early humans started walking the planet. Human civilization as we know it today formed over six thousand years ago.

Reflect on these astronomical numbers for a moment. Now look at your own life. Look at how quickly the decades of your life have passed already. The popular expression “Time flies” captures this phenomenon well. Despite this, we tend to rush through our lives, bolting from one day to the next.

You can’t slow the pace of time. But you can slow down. Take a breath. Take your time.

Experience your now before it passes you by.
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January 12

My Blue Jeans

See the full moon so bright and round,

Few days later it will not be found.

It proves its transient nature.

Think, then to find the law profound.

—MILAREPA12

Change is gradually occurring all around us, yet we rarely notice it.

Wearing your favorite pair of blue jeans day after day, you don’t detect their decline. Then one day you’re surprised to find a rip.

Like your jeans, nature is not a solid entity but rather a dynamic process. If you pay attention to the phenomena occurring around you—the changing moon, the worn-out jeans, your aging skin—you will see the profound lesson of transience in them all.
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January 13

Let Your Impermanence Guide Your Action

Think about death and impermanence for a long time. Once you are certain that you are going to die, you will no longer find it hard to put aside harmful actions, nor difficult to do what is right.

—GESHE POTOWA13

Reflect on the last time you let anger, jealousy, or fear grab hold of you. Maybe in the heat of an argument you said something that deeply hurt your partner, or maybe you caught your children misbehaving and regrettably lashed out at them.

We may excuse our harmful actions on the premise that we’ll have time later to set things right. But picture an extreme scenario: What if, before you can make things right, death intervenes, and you never get the chance to make up with your partner or apologize to your children?

If we can sincerely acknowledge the truth that death is certain, we may find it easier to be kind and deliberate in our daily actions.

So today, take a moment to reflect. Ask yourself: How might I act in each moment knowing the truth of my impermanence?
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January 14

Even the Colosseum Crumbled

Whatever comes together is impermanent and is bound to come apart.

Whatever is built is impermanent and is bound to collapse.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE14

The Roman Colosseum, the ancient world’s largest amphitheater, was completed in AD 81. At the arena’s prime, eighty thousand spectators piled into it to watch gladiator fights and animal hunts. It was the most celebrated stadium on earth. Yet today, nearly two thousand years later, the Colosseum exists only as a dilapidated ruin for tourists to marvel at.

Now consider the various physical structures and objects that are dear to you—your house, your car, your coffee maker. Just like the Colosseum, they will deteriorate in time.

Don’t be disheartened by this. Instead, use this reflection as an opportunity to loosen your grip on all the things you hold on to too tightly in your mind.

All things are impermanent. Even the Colosseum crumbled.
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January 15

Riches to Rags

Of the powerful, rich, and prosperous people who only last year were the most eminent in the land, many this year are already just names. Who knows whether those whose present wealth and importance makes them the envy of ordinary folk will still be in the same position this time next year—or even next month?

—PATRUL RINPOCHE15

At the start of 2008, Irish businessman Seán Quinn was reportedly the richest person in Ireland, with an estimated net worth of £3.7 billion. He had made his billions through a series of investments in plastics, hotels, and banks. Quinn’s financial success likely made him an object of great inspiration and perhaps even greater envy. However, during the 2008 financial crisis, due to a series of misfortunes, Quinn’s net worth plummeted to below £50,000 and he was forced to file for bankruptcy.

No amount of money or power can prevent change, and Quinn is just one example. How many formerly powerful politicians are now powerless and forgotten? How many celebrities from a decade ago are irrelevant today? Your situation and status can change at a moment’s notice.

When you sincerely reflect on the transient nature of status, you protect yourself from being either too proud of or too despairing about your circumstances.

Sure, you can go from rags to riches. But you can just as quickly go from riches to rags.
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January 16

A Single Mustard Seed

Have you ever, on earth or in the heavens,

Seen a being born who will not die?

Or heard that such a thing had happened?

Or even suspected that it might?

—THE BUDDHA16

There once was a woman in ancient India who lost her only child. Unable to cope with his death, she clutched her infant’s body to her chest and went around the village looking for a means to revive him. After many failed attempts, she was filled with hope when a villager pointed her to the Buddha’s home. Upon arriving at the Buddha’s doorstep, she begged him to help her bring back her child. Sympathizing with her pain, the Buddha replied, “There is only one way to resolve your pain. Go into the village and find me a mustard seed from a family in which there has never been a death.”

With newfound zeal, she went looking for such a family. But by sundown, she was softened by the realization that her loss wasn’t unique. Every family had suffered the pain of losing a child, parent, spouse, or sibling. This understanding allowed her to accept the loss of her son.

Undoubtedly, the pain of losing a loved one is greater than any other. However, it is the nature of all lives to be impermanent. Sincere recognition of this truth can help us cope with a loss otherwise too painful to bear.
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January 17

Friends Come and Go

They are friends in a moment, enemies the next. At an occasion for being pleased they get angry. The multitude of people are impossible to satisfy.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA17

It is human nature to want to please your friends. However, this desire can become destructive when you base your self-worth on your friends’ approval.

As life conditions change, your friends’ feelings toward you may change as well. Let’s say you become successful. Some of your friends may celebrate with you; others may be envious. Who’s to say your friends today will be part of your life just five years from now?

Recognize this and cherish the friends you have, but free yourself from the need to please them. Friends come and go.
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January 18

One Hundred Years from Now

Of all the people who were alive more than a hundred years ago, not a single one has escaped death. And in another hundred years from now, every single person now alive throughout the world will be dead. Not one of them will be left.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE18

Henry V, king of England from 1413 to 1422, famously defeated the French in the Battle of Agincourt and later succeeded in combining the French and English crowns. As an almighty king in medieval Europe, Henry V likely felt invincible. But in the summer of 1422, just two years after uniting England and France, Henry V, then thirty-five, died of dysentery.

We often read about the deaths of historical figures like Henry V but rarely reflect on how their mortality mirrors our own. When you consider that neither Henry V nor anyone in his kingdom was able to escape death, you’ll have the sobering realization that death awaits all of us. Kings, billionaires, pop stars, engineers, and office clerks—in a hundred years or so, we’ll all meet the same end. Reflect on that for a moment.

The aim of this reflection isn’t to be morbid. The point is to awaken you to the urgency and preciousness of life. None of us have forever to live, so why not start living now?
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January 19

You Are a Traveler

You are like a traveller in this life; don’t build a castle where you are just resting a while.

—PADAMPA SANGYE19

Imagine renting a vacation home. Would you take the time to redecorate it? Of course not. After all, you’re just a traveler passing through.

In the same way, if we zoom out, we may see that we are also travelers in this life. We travel from one phase of life to the next until eventually the lease runs out.

Despite this, we dedicate our entire lives to building and preserving our “castles”—going to incredible lengths to maintain our homes, appearances, careers, reputations, and material possessions.

But sooner or later, we have to leave them all behind. Sure, until then, we will continue to decorate our homes, maintain our relationships, and keep up our appearances, but why not adopt a renter’s mentality and do so with less gravity and more levity?
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January 20

The Sands of Time

Because the length of one’s life cannot be determined, it is impossible to know whether or not the time that has passed is short or long in relation to the time that has yet to pass.

—ĀRYADEVA20

According to the United Nations, in 2019, the global average human life expectancy was 72.6 years.21 Whether we realize it or not, we use stats like these as a basis to segment our lives into phases, assigning different priorities to each phase. In your twenties and thirties, you may focus on building your career and growing your family. During this time, you might put off things that are meaningful to you—such as pursuing a passion, traveling, engaging in hobbies, or exploring spirituality—until later in life.

But since there is no way of knowing how long you have left, you can’t necessarily rely on arriving at the later stages of life.

There is no magical hourglass to show how much of your life remains, but you can be certain that the sands of time are always flowing down.

What will you stop putting off until later in life?
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January 21

Don’t Fight the Change in You

Watching the four seasons change . . . you can see how everything is impermanent.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE22

Look at the wrinkles on your hands. Feel the skin on your face. From one day to the next, they seem unchanged. But what about compared to last year? Or a decade ago? Can you recognize yourself in an old photograph?

Change can be difficult to detect, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t happening. On the contrary, change is constant. It’s inevitable.

The next time you catch yourself wishing for things to stay the same, recognize how fruitless, even silly, this is. Accept and celebrate the dynamic nature of life as it is.

Don’t fight the change in you.
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January 22

I Can’t Get No Satisfaction

Material objects are like clouds and mist; never think they might last.

—PADAMPA SANGYE23

For those of us who live in a capitalist society, it’s easy to believe that material objects can provide lasting satisfaction. We constantly chase the shiny and beautiful. We buy a brand-new car or treat ourselves to a fancy purse, hoping to feel satiated.

But the shiny new car eventually loses its luster; the fancy purse finds its way to the back of the closet. After a while, the objects we craved so badly stop satisfying us. We move on to newer objects, only to get disappointed yet again.

However, if we pause to examine this pattern, we will see that material objects have never and will never provide us with lasting satisfaction.
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January 23

I Want to Be Forever Young

You like long life but you dislike old age.

—ĀRYADEVA24

Modern medicine and the health-care industry are focused on extending the human lifespan. Simultaneously, the $130 billion skin-care industry works tirelessly to bring “anti-aging” solutions to their customers. This phenomenon represents people’s desire to live long lives and their aversion to old age.

Let’s think about this for a moment. How can someone simultaneously live a long life yet not grow old? The two go hand in hand.

When we acknowledge this absurdity, we can begin to appreciate aging as a welcome part of a long life.
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January 24

You Can’t Negotiate Your Lease on Life

In a moment life breaks its promise. The body is like an object on loan.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA25

A man on his deathbed wants nothing more than to say his final goodbye to his wife, who has stepped away to run an errand. She will likely be back in a minute, but he cannot delay death even for a moment. Such is the nature of life.

Having spent your entire life in your body, you feel a sense of ownership toward it. But your body is merely an object on loan. And when your lease is up, you have no ability to negotiate a new one.

Each moment you spend in your body is a rare and precious gift. Take the opportunity now to cherish it fully.
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January 25

Settle Your Quarrels Before It’s Too Late

There are those who do not realize that one day we all must die. But those who do realize this settle their quarrels.

—THE BUDDHA26

In comedian Steve Martin’s memoir Born Standing Up, he tells the story of his rise from obscurity to worldwide superstardom. But, as Martin shares, his ascent to the top of the entertainment world did not improve his personal life. Despite fame and success, he still had a difficult and distant relationship with his parents.

Their strained relationship continued for decades until he received advice from a friend whose father had been killed crossing the street and whose mother had committed suicide. “If you have anything to work out with your parents, do it now,” his friend said. “One day, it will be too late.”27

This pushed Martin to realize the inevitability of his parents’ death, in front of which his pride stood small, and Martin began a fifteen-year effort to reconcile with his parents. The quest eventually brought Martin closer to his mother, and he even exchanged a rare “I love you” with his father before he passed away.
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January 26

Everything Comes and Everything Goes

The Buddha once said, “Birth and death

Are like sunrise and sunset—

Now come, now go.”

—MILAREPA28

Have you ever been baffled by the naivete of a child who refuses to go to sleep? Night after night, she protests, kicking and screaming, “I don’t want to go to bed!” It’s as though she’s forgotten that each time she goes to sleep, she wakes up to a fresh new day of play.

Despite being “wise adults,” we aren’t too different from these naive children. For instance, we may feel down when the weekend yields to Monday or when fall turns into winter. Just like children, we lose sight of the ever-changing nature of reality and suffer a great deal from it. We forget that everything comes and everything goes.

So today, take notice and truly accept the changes constantly happening all around you.
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January 27

Living in the Future

Although we know that we are going to die one day, we do not really let our attitudes to life be affected by the ever-present possibilities of dying. We still spend all our time hoping and worrying about our future livelihood, as if we were going to live forever.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE29

What consumes your mind at night when you are trying to fall asleep? What keeps you from relaxing during a family vacation? What thoughts hijack your attention when you are reading your favorite book?

Perhaps you are worrying about not meeting your work quota or wondering when you’ll meet your soulmate or stressing over how to tackle your insurmountable to-do list. We constantly squander our present by hoping and worrying about our future.

The next time you find yourself obsessing over what’s to come, bring yourself back to the present. Bring your mind to where your body is. What do you see? What do you hear?

This will help free you from the trap of living in the future.
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January 28

Tomorrow Is Not Guaranteed

Breathing gently, people enjoy their slumber. But between one breath and the next there is no guarantee that death will not slip in.

—NĀGĀRJUNA30

At 2:46 a.m. on March 11, 2011, a devastating tsunami hit Tōhoku, Japan, tragically killing over nineteen thousand people. The night before, when the people of Tōhoku went to bed, they might have set their alarm to rise early, confident that they’d have tomorrow to resolve the incomplete business of today. But they never got the chance to carry on with yesterday’s business.

We go through life naively believing that our next breath is guaranteed. We put off the pursuit of our dreams to some future date. We postpone spending time with family until we are less busy. We delay expressing our love to our loved ones.

But while it may seem that tomorrow comes day after day, it is certain for all of us that one day, there will be no tomorrow. How will you live today knowing that tomorrow will not always be guaranteed?
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January 29

The Saturday-Morning Hangover

The pleasure-yearning human body is an ungrateful creditor.

Whatever good you do it,

It always plants the seeds of pain.

—MILAREPA31

It’s Friday night, and after a week of hard work, you want to treat yourself to some fun. You go out for dinner and have a few drinks. It’s a great time all around.

But that night in bed you toss and turn. The food that tasted so good going down isn’t sitting well in your stomach. The alcohol still running through your system has you staring at the ceiling. Saturday morning you wake up feeling groggy and hungover.

The whims of our bodies—whether the cravings are for food, security, or stimulation—can, if unchecked, enslave us. What’s worse, the very things we pursue in hopes of pleasure can cause us suffering.

So recognize this ungrateful creditor that is your body and be discerning about how you respond to the demands it makes.
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January 30

Don’t Neglect Today for Tomorrow’s Plan

“Here shall I live during the rains, here in winter and summer”—thus thinks the fool. He does not realize the danger that death might intervene.

—THE BUDDHA32

You’ve got it all figured out. You’ll max out your retirement savings, invest in your children’s education, and put the rest in the stock market. When you retire, you’ll sell your house, buy a place for spring and summer in New England, and spend the winter months down in Florida.

As pragmatic people, we plan for the future and are comforted by the security that our wise planning will afford us. But as sensible people, should we not equally acknowledge the chance that we might not make it to the future we’ve so meticulously mapped out for ourselves?

It’s good to plan for the future. Just make sure you’re not neglecting today for the hypothetical tomorrow.
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January 31

Take a Breath

Life flickers in the flurries of a thousand ills,

More fragile than a bubble in a stream.

In sleep, each breath departs and is again drawn in;

How wondrous that we wake up living still!

—NĀGĀRJUNA33

Take a deep breath. Do you feel that? That’s your lifeline.

The average human takes about twenty-two thousand breaths a day. And due to its automatic nature, breathing is something we tend to take completely for granted.

But each time you breathe out, is your next breath guaranteed? Each day about one hundred and fifty thousand people around the world don’t get a next breath.

So take one more deep breath in and let it out. Revel in the fact that today, you are still breathing. What a gift.
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February 1

Always Becoming

Just as a created seed produces a created sprout, all impermanent things arise from [other] impermanent things.

—ĀRYADEVA1

Impermanence (everything is always changing) and interdependence (all things arise from causes and conditions) are two foundational principles in Buddhist philosophy.

One way to understand this is by picturing human life on a continuum. Years ago, your mother—an impermanent being—gave birth to you. And years before that, your grandmother—another impermanent being—gave birth to your mother. And thanks to both of these miraculous interdependent occurrences, you—another impermanent being—walk on this earth today. We cannot have human life without the interdependence of impermanent things.

So why does this matter? Because we spend our lives thinking of ourselves as permanent beings. We say, “I am who I am!” But who you are is changing constantly due to all the biological changes, mental developments, and external events occurring throughout your lifetime. Are you the same person today that you were last year? How about five years ago? Twenty years ago? Of course not.

You are always becoming—and that’s just the nature of reality.
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February 2

Links on the Same Chain

To see what you have done before, look at what you are now.

To see where you are going . . . look at what you do now.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE2

How does your body feel right now? Is it comfortable or does it ache? What does your home look like? Is it nice and tidy or does it need some serious spring cleaning? How about your relationships? Are they rich and rewarding or are they fading fast? By taking a quick inventory of your life, you’ll notice that some things are working out great, some need improvement, and some are completely falling apart.

The current conditions of your body, your home, your relationships—every part of your life—are the consequences of your past thoughts and actions. Your back aches from years of computer work. Your home is neat thanks to daily maintenance. Your relationship with your sister is declining due to poor communication. In all areas of life, what you are now is a result of what you’ve done before. With this same logic you can hypothesize what your future will look like. To know where you are going next, consider what you do now. This may seem like a big responsibility, but it can be empowering to know that you create your tomorrow through your thoughts and actions today.

The past, present, and future are dependent on each other, just like links on the same chain. One link leads to the next. What link will you forge today?
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February 3

Peel Back the Layers

If ignorance is predominant in you, its remedy is to meditate on dependent origination.

—GAMPOPA3

In the West, if someone calls you ignorant, you don’t take it very well. You think that it’s an insult to your knowledge or know-how. But the Buddha taught that ignorance, what’s known in Sanskrit as avidya (a term we also discuss on May 26), isn’t a lack of knowledge in the worldly sense; it’s a misunderstanding of reality. This is something all of us struggle with—we mistakenly see things as solid and separate rather than interconnected, which contributes to the confusion we experience.

Let’s say your present success makes you proud and haughty. These feelings are based on your misunderstanding that your wits and hard work alone made you successful. But let’s peel back the layers of all the causes, conditions, and past experiences that brought about the success—your parents’ dedication to you, that kind teacher from high school, the partner who encouraged you to go for it, and being in the right place at the right time on multiple occasions. When you see the interdependence of all the conditions that brought about your present situation, you are no longer ignorant, believing that you made all this happen; rather, you see that you are a part of an intricate series of interconnected events.

Whenever you are feeling inflated or deflated by how things are in your life, reflect on how your avidya, or ignorance, is fueling this feeling. There’s a million layers to every situation. To remedy your ignorance and the confusion it causes, peel back and examine the layers.
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That’s So Me

After apprehending the form

Of a previous object,

Which the senses have already apprehended,

The mind regards it as pleasant.

—NĀGĀRJUNA4

“That’s my taste.” “That’s my vibe.” “That’s my type.” These are expressions we use to describe our preferences for things like a style of clothing, a certain car, or a type of person. Often without realizing it, we form our identities around these preferences. You might even catch yourself saying something like “That’s so me.” But where do these preferences actually come from?

In Buddhism, it is believed that preferences arise not from who we are but from a collection of factors known as the five skandhas. These are (1) form, (2) feeling, (3) perception, (4) mental formation, and (5) consciousness. When you come into contact with a person (form), you may get a pleasant feeling. You then have the perception that you had a pleasant experience. Based on that perception, you form a judgment (mental formation) that you like this person. This creates an imprint in your consciousness and makes you think, This person is my type.

Based on this experience, when you come into contact with people like them in the future, your mind will regard them as pleasant too. That’s how you develop your taste, your vibe, or your type for anything.

The next time you find yourself thinking, That’s so me, reflect on the five skandhas and recognize that your preferences are merely a product of your past experiences—they aren’t you.
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The Tip of the Iceberg

Even if one sees a friend or an enemy behaving badly, one can reflect that there are specific conditioning factors that determine this, and thereby remain happy.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA5

Have you ever had a friend who always seems to avoid splitting the bill? He ducks out when it’s his turn to buy a round and hops in your Uber without offering to pay. This is one of your favorite people but his penny-pinching drives you mad, and you are left feeling bothered and confused. You conclude that his stinginess is a choice or, worse, that he’s taking advantage of you.

But might your perspective of your friend’s poor behavior be a limited one? After all, have you ever considered what experiences and conditioning factors may have contributed to your friend’s frugality? Maybe he didn’t have a lot of money growing up, or maybe his parents unknowingly conveyed a sense of lack.

We can see only a tiny percentage, the tip of the iceberg, of people’s experiences; we don’t have enough information to fully understand their behavior. Much of who people are and why they are the way they are lies deep below the surface.

The next time you witness someone’s bad behavior, can you remain unfazed, knowing that what you see is only the tip of the iceberg?
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February 6

The Truth Will Set You Free

“All conditioned things are impermanent”—when one sees this with wisdom, one turns away from suffering.

—THE BUDDHA6

The second of the Buddha’s Four Noble Truths is that the cause of human suffering is attachment. We grow attached to all sorts of things—to our bodies, our jobs, our identities, our money, our relationships, our thoughts. But why does attachment to these things lead to suffering? Because when you are attached to someone or something, you wish for them to stay the way they are. And this defies a fundamental truth about reality—the existence of something in its current state necessitates the end of its previous version. Since everything is connected, change is inevitable.

Now, you may argue that you know that all things change. But while you may know this intellectually, it’s worth asking yourself: Do you know it emotionally? Are you disappointed when you look in the mirror and see your aging skin? When you realize one phase of your life is over for good, are you okay with that? When your kids go off to college, can you handle it? Notice how the answers to these questions shake your confidence in just how well you’ve internalized the truth that all things change.

It’s okay. Having your confidence shaken like this every once in a while is a good thing. In fact, it’s the only way to begin the journey of freeing yourself from the suffering that life’s changes can bring. To turn away from suffering, work on internalizing the interconnected changes occurring all around you.
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The “Realness” of Your Emotions

The defilements do not dwell in objects, nor in the collection of the senses, nor in the space in between. There is nowhere else for them to dwell, and yet they churn up the entire universe. This is but an illusion!

—ŚĀNTIDEVA7

In Buddhist philosophy, defilements are understood as the negative emotions that cloud the mind. They are those mental companions that are so hard to shake—fear, anger, anxiety, jealousy, greed, and desire. When these defilements take hold, they seem real and solid, but this is an illusion.

Imagine someone who has a fear of birds. Let’s examine the “realness” of the fear. Does the fear stem from birds being inherently scary or dangerous? No. How could it? Many people aren’t afraid of birds. Even the person with the phobia may realize that birds are mostly harmless to humans. So is the defilement of fear inherent to that person? Not quite. There are plenty of things the person doesn’t fear.

What this tells us is that fear is not real or solid. It doesn’t reside in the object of the fear and it certainly doesn’t reside within the person. It is an illusion that takes hold because we entertain it. This is true for all our defilements—fear, anger, anxiety, jealousy, greed, and desire. They are the all-too-real illusions of the mind. If you can recognize your defilements as the illusions that they are, you’ve taken the first step toward preventing them from shaking up your entire universe.
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February 8

Your Morning Paper

Any phenomenon which arises in dependence on another dependent phenomenon should be known not to exist in the manner of its appearance.

—NĀGĀRJUNA8

When you open a newspaper, what do you see? You see headlines, photographs, stories, and advertisements. You see ink. You see paper. But take a second look. Can you see what your newspaper was before it was a newspaper? Can you see the pine tree? Can you see the rain and soil that nourished it? Can you see the printing press that rolled the ink onto the paper and made it into what you hold in your hand today?

All things, including your morning paper, arise in dependence on other dependent phenomena. While things appear to be solid and static, they are fluid and dynamic. All things—including you and me—arise out of a dizzying combination of various causes and conditions. When we look at ourselves in the mirror, we appear solid—but we’re anything but.

Nothing is as solid as it appears.
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The Hostage and the Captor

If, disregarding the principal cause, such as a stick or other weapon, I become angry with the person who impels it, he too is impelled by hatred. It is better that I hate that hatred.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA9

When was the last time you lashed out in anger toward someone? Reflect on that experience. Were you in control? Or were your emotions controlling you?

Now, let’s say a friend snaps at you. Do you think she is in control? Or are her emotions controlling her? Surely, just as you can be taken over by your emotions, the same is true for your friend. Just as hostages are ruled by their captors, we can be held hostage by our own emotions.

That’s what Śāntideva is saying here. When someone does you wrong, it is not sensible to point the finger at the person. It is more accurate to point the finger at the person’s captor, the underlying emotion, recognizing that you too have been held hostage.
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The War of the Stray Dog

Do not take lightly small misdeeds,

Believing they can do no harm:

Even a tiny spark of fire

Can set alight a mountain of hay.

—THE BUDDHA10

On October 18, 1925, a Greek soldier, who was allegedly chasing a stray dog, ran across the border into the Bulgarian town of Petrich, where he was shot down by a Bulgarian officer. The incident became a rallying cry for the Greeks; they soon invaded Bulgaria and occupied the town. Before the conflict was over, more than fifty people, most of them innocent Bulgarian citizens, had been killed. And for what? A misunderstanding over a stray dog? One officer’s misguided reaction?

A single shot can start a deadly battle. A snide remark can ignite a fight. One honk can bring about road rage. A thoughtless gesture can end a friendship. Don’t take small misdeeds lightly. Every negative action, no matter how small, has the chance to ignite a fire that we might be unable to extinguish.
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The Dead Sparrow and the Living Puppy

Sparrows fly in single file. Like them,

Life, Death and Bardo* follow one another.

Never apart from you

Are these three “visitors.”

—MILAREPA11

We mourn death and celebrate life. If you are walking down the street and spot a dead sparrow on the ground, you are saddened by it. On the next block, you see a puppy scurrying by, and your spirit picks up again. This may seem like a natural response, but is it?

What we fail to realize is that death and life are two sides of the same coin. One cannot exist without the other. From the very moment a puppy is born, it is approaching death. And this is exactly what it means to be living—to progressively change, grow, and evolve. Each step in this evolution necessitates the end of the preceding stage. The birth of the puppy marks the death of its fetal stage, just as its transition to a full-grown dog signifies the death of its puppyhood. Death is essential for life to occur.

So the next time you witness death or new life, take a moment to recognize the interconnectedness between the two.
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A Ripple of Envy

When I have done an action in the world

And I experience its result,

Then I should not envy that person

Who has acquired power and happiness.

—CANDRAKĪRTI12

Your colleague gets a big award. Your sister finds her soulmate. Your neighbor buys a fancy car. When these things happen, do you feel 100 percent happy for the other person? Or do you feel a ripple of envy within you? It’s okay. We’ve all been there.

But have you ever considered how illogical it is to feel this way? Right now, reflect on something that you’ve accomplished or acquired. Didn’t your own action or a series of actions bring these things into your life? Surely they didn’t arise out of thin air. So why envy others who, through their own actions, acquired what they desired?

The next time you feel a ripple of envy rise within you, can you reflect on Candrakīrti’s words and calm the waters?
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Pay It Forward

From seeds no bigger than a mustard grain

Grow vast ashoka trees, which in a single year

Can put out branches each a league in length.

But even greater is the growth of good and evil.

—JIGME LINGPA13

The expression “Pay it forward” was popularized by author Catherine Ryan Hyde in her 1999 novel of the same name that was later turned into a hit movie. After the movie’s release, the idea of paying it forward—repaying an act of kindness to someone other than the original benefactor—became a worldwide sensation. Since then, Pay It Forward Day has been established in over seventy countries and it’s estimated that the movement has inspired over five million acts of kindness.

Many of today’s biggest movements and charities—Amnesty International, Habitat for Humanity, the Make-A-Wish Foundation, among others—started out as a single idea for positive change.

Ideas are seeds that, when nurtured, can grow into massive movements. But it’s not just good ideas that can spread—ideas of corruption, division, and injustice can spread just as easily. So, as responsible human beings, we must choose the types of seeds that we want to nurture.

Can you find one small way to pay it forward today?
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There’s More Than Meets the Nose

What if the sandalwood smells good? How does that affect the body? Why are you attracted towards one thing by the scent of something else?

—ŚĀNTIDEVA14

As you stand in line at the coffee shop, you notice the person in front of you is wearing a beautiful fragrance. She smells great, you might think. Suddenly, almost unconsciously, you find yourself categorizing the person as attractive, put together, and maybe even desirable.

But isn’t it silly to judge someone based on the scent she’s applied? Do we know anything about the person beneath this beautiful fragrance, something that doesn’t actually define her? It’s like judging people’s net worth by their wardrobe or their trustworthiness by the way they look.

We are consciously or unconsciously making judgments about people all the time. If we want to be accurate in our judgments, we need to assess the connection between cause and effect. Since the effect of applying perfume is simply smelling pleasant, we must be careful not to let this superficial impression influence our overall judgment of the person’s true character.

A person may smell great, but there’s more than meets the nose.
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Don’t Long for the Impossible

One who longs for the impossible is tormented and his hopes are shattered.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA15

What is impossible? Not landing a man on the moon. Not FaceTiming someone on the other side of the planet. So, then, what truly is impossible? Impossible is finding lasting happiness in the attainment of something you desire—getting that new job, starting a family, buying a house, retiring. Isn’t it true that every time you hit a milestone you hoped would bring lasting happiness, you ended up disappointed, realizing it wasn’t your happily-ever-after?

So if we can’t look to life’s milestones for happiness, where can we find it? As counterintuitive as this sounds, we can find the conditions for happiness in giving up the hope that we’ll find it by attaining what we desire. It’s not up ahead or over there. It’s here.

Want true fulfillment? Stop longing for the impossible.
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The Dominoes of Life

There is no independent existence for anything at any time anywhere. Consequently, there is nothing permanent at any time anywhere.

—ĀRYADEVA16

How did you become you? How did your habits become your habits? How did your chair become your chair? Human beings, human behavior, material objects—everything, in fact—become what they are due to the coming together of their distinct causes and conditions. A wooden chair might appear solid, but picture it across its lifetime. What was it before it became a chair? A pile of wood. A tree. A sapling. A seed.

The same is true for us. We appear solid and permanent, but our physical bodies and our behaviors are a result of past causes and conditions. The way you sit in your office chair shapes your posture; the friends you’ve had shape your interests; your inner dialogue shapes your self-worth.

With all things in this universe—and in our lives—one domino knocks over another, and that one knocks over another, and on and on. The continuum never ends. Things are always changing. This might seem scary, but upon further reflection, you should feel relieved. You no longer need to cling to the way things were or the way things are now.

Let go and begin to trust that the next domino will fall into its place.
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Neither Wholly Good nor Wholly Bad

There never was, there never will be, nor is there now, a person who is wholly blamed or wholly praised.

—THE BUDDHA17

Bring to mind a person whom you dislike. What qualities of his come to mind? His negativity? His moodiness? His selfishness? His smugness? Can you name any of his good qualities? Do you believe he even has any?

Now let’s expand this scenario beyond just your point of view. Think about all the other people in this person’s life—his best friends, parents, partner, and children. Do you think they all share your opinion or might some of them see the person as kind, loving, funny, and even pleasant to be around? This expanded perspective can create a small crack in your conviction that this person is wholly bad. And through this same logic, we can see that the opposite is also true. Those whom we admire and see as wholly good—parents, partners, and best friends—have flaws that we can’t (or choose not to) detect and have people in their lives who dislike them.

In any given situation, there are many causes and conditions that determine how we judge people’s behavior and character. This realization can help us see people in their complexity so that we don’t fall into the trap of making absolute judgments—positive or negative—about anyone.
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Small Deed, Big Impact

Do not take lightly small good deeds,

Believing they can hardly help:

For drops of water one by one

In time can fill a giant pot.

—THE BUDDHA18

In 2001, the East African country of Malawi was in the midst of a devastating famine. The village farms were unable to produce crops due to flooding and a subsequent drought. Facing the possibility of starvation, a villager named William Kamkwamba, just fourteen at the time, searched for a way to save his family.

From a book he found at the local village library, William got the idea to generate an energy supply by creating a windmill—a technology unheard of in his village at the time. “I used a bicycle frame, a pulley, and a plastic pipe,”  19 William explained years later. With his simple windmill, William powered household appliances and built others to pump water, leading to a successful harvest that saved his family. Eventually William’s windmill invention spread throughout Malawi and saved the lives of hundreds of people in his village and beyond.

When William was building the windmill, he couldn’t have fathomed the vast positive impact his small deed would have. It wasn’t until his idea was actualized that people realized its ultimate potential. This rule applies to us too. We can never know the impact any small deed will have until we finish carrying it out.

What’s one small deed you can do today?
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Not Always on Time

Since many factors cooperate in producing an effect, it is impossible to identify any one factor as the cause. The effect of an action involves not only the nature of the action itself, but also the nature of the individual committing the act and the circumstances under which it occurred.

—ĀRYADEVA20

It’s a Thursday night and you find yourself sitting alone at a bar. Your friend Sam is running late to meet you. Feeling awkward and growing frustrated, you’re convinced that Sam is late because he has no respect for your time. The actual situation, however, is more complex.

As it turns out, Sam was about to leave on time, but his boss held him up. He then missed his train and the next one was delayed. When Sam finally arrives and tells you what happened, you quickly shift the blame from Sam to his boss. But then you learn that she needed to hand over a pressing project to Sam because she was going on leave to care for her ill mother. Now, don’t be quick to blame yourself for being insensitive either. Many circumstances in your past have culminated in making the experience of waiting alone at a bar uncomfortable for you.

Our entire lives are made up of these interconnected experiences. When we recognize this, we correct our narrow perspective and realize that each experience is the result of a complex network of causes, conditions, and patterns.

Remember this the next time you find yourself jumping to conclusions when a friend disappoints you.
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To Be Medicine or Poison, That Is the Question

A person who does good is like a medicinal plant;

All who rely on him benefit.

A person who does harm is like a poisonous plant;

Those who rely on him are destroyed.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE21

In 2002, Kobe Bryant led the Los Angeles Lakers to their third straight NBA championship. In the same year, reigning MVP Allen Iverson and the Philadelphia 76ers had high hopes but fell short, losing in the first round of the playoffs. At one low point, Iverson received a suspension from his coach for being late to practice and took his frustration out on his team members: “We talkin’ about practice. . . . How the hell can I make my teammates better by practicing?” As talented as Iverson was, he never led his team to a championship.

Consider the success of all the great sports teams in history. What propelled them to victory? One of the elements, undoubtedly, was great leadership. The star player brought out the best in the team, just as the late Kobe Bryant did for the Lakers. Now, what about those talented teams that failed to live up to expectations? Look no further than the leaders at the team’s core.

Great leaders are like medicine. They heal and strengthen all those who rely on them. Bad leaders are poisonous, weakening and possibly destroying all those they lead. This principle applies far beyond the basketball court—to the corporate world, political organizations, spiritual communities, and in our families. Good leaders heal. Bad leaders harm.

We’re all leaders in one capacity or another. Which type of leader will you be?
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Before It Was This, It Was That

Whatever is dependently arisen

This has been explained as empty.

—NĀGĀRJUNA22

Śūnyatā, the Sanskrit word often translated as “emptiness,” is perhaps the most misunderstood term in Buddhism. When people in the West hear something described as empty, they assume it means that it’s nothing or that it doesn’t exist. But this isn’t what śūnyatā means at all.

Look around your environment right now. You may see a table, walls, a clock, a window, or your car sitting in the driveway. All of these things appear to be solid, but they are actually empty of intrinsic nature—there isn’t a single thing that makes the clock a clock or the car a car. They all depended on many factors to appear in their current form. Your car was once a bunch of separate materials—metal, rubber, steel, plastic, aluminum. Even the raw materials themselves can be broken down into countless molecules and atoms.

Everything depends on something else for its existence, which is why everything is empty. The same is true of your possessions, your body, your relationships, your thoughts, and your emotions. There are innumerable causes and conditions that brought them into being.

Things aren’t as solid as they seem.
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Your Favorite Piece of Clothing

Examining the nature of everything in all its multiplicity,

You will destroy the delusion of clinging to any of it as real.

—LONGCHENPA23

What’s your favorite piece of clothing? You know, that item you meticulously iron, are careful not to shrink in the wash, stress over when it gets stained, and cling to, believing it to be irreplaceable. Now, have you ever wondered why you find this item so special? Did you get a compliment when wearing it once? Did an influencer or a clever advertisement convince you it’d make you look cool? Does it have a logo that represents its price and therefore your desired status?

Maybe it’s a combination of all these things or something totally different. In any case, when you examine the multiplicity of causes that make this item special, you realize that there isn’t any one thing to cling to. Every experience, idea, and concept—the compliment, the ad, the logo—is layered, one on top of the other, to make this object your favorite piece of clothing.

To reduce your tendency to cling to anything—your possessions, your money, your job, your reputation, your status—break down all the different factors that make it mean so much to you.
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Can You Grant Yourself Peace?

One’s mind finds no peace, neither enjoys pleasure or delight, nor goes to sleep, nor feels secure while the dart of hatred is stuck in the heart.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA24

You feel justified hating those who have wronged you. You curse them out. You flip them the bird. You tell all your friends what they did to you. Caught up in your own fury, you even feel good about it—at least temporarily.

But in those moments when you’re lying awake in bed consumed by racing thoughts, you find yourself unsettled. Something just doesn’t sit right. A person whom you swore you wanted to forget about is disturbing your peace.

In a situation like this, you might think it’s the person who is causing you torment. But the person is nowhere to be found. You are completely alone. So is it the person tormenting you, or is it the hatred itself? That person might have wronged you, but you are the one allowing the hatred to linger.

The next time you find yourself in this scenario, can you release the hatred you feel and grant yourself some peace?
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What Makes You You?

Is it the axle? Or the wheels, or the chassis, or reins, or yoke that is the chariot?

—NĀGASENA25

What makes a chariot a chariot? What makes you you? It is a human tendency to label everything—your computer, your refrigerator, your pen, your friend Harry, and yourself. While these labels serve a practical purpose, nothing exists as a simplified solid thing.

Of course you respond to your name and identify with it, but what part of you is this label actually referring to? You may be tempted to point to your heart, your personality, your memories, or your mind and say that this one thing makes you you. But if your friend Harry had a heart transplant, would he still be Harry? If your grandfather developed Alzheimer’s and lost his memory, would he still be your grandfather? You would likely argue yes in both cases.

If you break down and examine every ounce of yourself, every molecule, you will find that there is not one thing that makes you you—you are a group of interrelated parts that are all subject to shifting and changing. Just as there isn’t one core element of a chariot—not the axle, or the wheels, or the chassis, or reins, or yoke—that makes it a chariot, there isn’t one core element that makes you you.
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You Reap What You Sow

The effects of our positive or negative actions may not be immediately evident and identifiable; but nor do they just fade away. We will experience each one of them when the right conditions come together.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE26

Every action produces a result. Sometimes the result is immediate: You stub your toe and feel the pain right away. Other times the result takes a little while to show up: You plant a tomato seed and have to wait months for the tomato plant to bear fruit. And the results of other actions stay dormant for years until all the right conditions come together—for example, the discipline you acquire from playing a sport in high school contributes to success in your career decades later.

Whether the results are immediate or delayed, you can be sure that your actions, regardless of their nature and magnitude, will inevitably produce “fruit” when the right conditions come together. As the saying goes, “You reap what you sow.” What seeds will you sow today?
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Taj Mahal on the Moon

A pleasing object does not exist inherently because some persons develop attachment towards it, others develop hatred towards it, and still others develop closed-mindedness towards it. Therefore such qualities of the object are merely created by preconceptions, and these preconceptions also do not exist inherently because they develop from superimposition.

—NĀGĀRJUNA27

In photography, to superimpose something on something else means to put one image on top of another, often for dramatic effect—like superimposing the image of the Taj Mahal onto the moon. When we see an image like this, we can appreciate the art while recognizing that it clearly doesn’t represent reality.

In everyday life, we superimpose our ideas onto people and situations all the time—for example, you might superimpose your fear of strangers onto your new neighbors, making you wary of them. But, unlike viewing an image of the Taj Mahal on the moon, in life situations like this, you fail to recognize that your judgment of your new neighbors is based on your superimposed preconceptions rather than on the truth.

What you experience in the world depends not only on objective reality but also on your subjective preconceptions of it—your upbringing, past experiences, and societal conditioning. When you realize this interdependence, you can separate objective reality from your subjective truth, opening up the possibility of seeing things as they truly are.
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The Potentiality of Our Actions

When the eagle soars up, high above the earth,

Its shadow for a while is nowhere to be seen;

Yet bird and shadow still are linked. So too our actions:

When conditions come together, their effects are clearly seen.

—JIGME LINGPA28

Buddhist philosophy hinges on the principle that all conditioned things and events in the universe come into being only as a result of the interaction of various causes and conditions—one thing inevitably leads to another. The only catch is that we never know when or how or in what form an action’s corresponding effect will appear.

The shadow of an eagle may temporarily seem nonexistent, but when the right conditions come together, its shadow will be seen again—the eagle and its shadow are inextricably linked. So too are all the conditions in our lives. As soon as an action occurs, it produces the potential for an effect. And then, at an unpredictable moment and in an unforeseen way, the effect will materialize once all the necessary conditions align.

We like certainty, but certainty isn’t always available. We never know when or how the results of our actions will appear. But one thing’s for sure: No matter what we do, when the right conditions come together, their effects will be clearly seen.
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February 28

Always Examine the Object of Your Desire

Some are attracted to it; some hate it; and some are confused by it. Therefore, desire is without a [real] object.

—ĀRYADEVA29

Bring to mind an ex-partner of yours. At one point you were attracted to them—heck, you might even have loved them. At the same time, one of your friends might have secretly, or not so secretly, disliked them. And yet another friend might have been confused as to what you saw in them. And today, years later, even you are confused as to why you once found this person so desirable.

When you are attracted to a person or object, you assume that there’s something inherently desirable about them. You see an attractive person, a fancy bag, or a piece of fine art, and you think that it’s obviously desirable. But the same person, bag, or artwork that appears desirable in your eyes can be undesirable in the eyes of someone else. The desirability of any of these things depends solely on the subjective value you place on it—not on the intrinsic quality of the object itself. By recognizing that desires are subjective and always changing, you can begin to loosen the hold any desirable object has on you.

Always examine the object of your desire.
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February 29

More Than Meets the Eye

Whatever transgression and evil deeds of various kinds there are, all arise through the power of conditioning factors, while there is nothing that arises independently.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA30

If you’re like most people, at some point in your childhood, you had to face the neighborhood bully. He teased you, called you names, rubbed your face in the dirt, or worse. And as the recipient of this torment, you held resentment toward him. Even as an adult, you might still harbor this ill will and find it difficult to forgive those actions.

If Śāntideva were here with us today, he’d ask you to consider what causes and conditions led to that bully becoming a bully. Was he neglected by his parents? Bullied by older siblings? Was he insecure? Confused? Misguided? Everything, including a bully’s actions, arises from numerous conditioning factors.

While you may not fully excuse the bully for the bad behavior, by reflecting on the conditions that may have led to his mistreatment of you, you can begin to see the true complexity of the situation.

Remember, in every situation—no matter how black-and-white it may appear—there’s always more than meets the eye.
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March 1

The Old Frog and the Ocean

The mind is like the midst of space. It is inconceivable.

—TILOPA1

To explain the nature of mind to his students, Buddhist master Patrul Rinpoche told the story of an old frog who’d lived all of his life in a small well. One day, a frog from the ocean came to visit him.

“Where do you come from?” asked the old frog.

“From the great ocean,” replied his visitor.

“How big is the ocean?”

“It’s huge.”

“You mean about half the size of this well?”

“Bigger,” replied the frog from the ocean.

“Is it as big as this well?” questioned the old frog.

“There’s no comparison.”

“That’s impossible! Take me to see it.”

They set off together to see the ocean. When the old frog from the well saw the ocean, he was so shocked that his head exploded.

The true nature of the mind is vast beyond our conception. Yet, like the old frog, we have a limited understanding of what the full scope of the mind is because we’ve only ever known our own little well—a mind made up of our thoughts, emotions, knowledge, plans, and schemes. We spend so much time within the boundaries of our well that it can be hard to fathom the idea of another, unexplored part of the mind. But, like the great ocean or limitless space, the true nature of the mind is boundless.

While this may be hard for us to comprehend, knowing that the ocean is out there is the first step to discovering it.
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March 2

Reclaim Control of Your Mind

The afflicted mental states, which originate with the fluctuation of thoughts, are the absence of introspection.

—THE BUDDHA2

We all like to be in control. When you sense that someone—whether it’s your partner, parents, boss, or the government—is trying to control you, you resist it with all your might. But there’s one thing you fall under the control of all the time without even knowing it—your thoughts. You might have a thought that you’re unworthy of love, or that you should yell at your kids or worry about an upcoming deadline. You let these thoughts direct you this way or that because you believe that you are listening to your mind.

But your thoughts are not your mind. Thoughts fluctuate around in your mind, but they are not the mind itself. They are just momentary chatter, that when left unchecked give rise to troubled mental states. Your mind, on the other hand, is the open awareness—the vast space in which these thoughts bounce around in.

If you can internalize this distinction, you will see that you don’t have to obey every thought that pops into your head. Instead, you can practice observing your thoughts—simply being aware of them. This type of introspection helps you weaken the control your thoughts have over you.

The next time you see a thought bouncing around in your mind, practice introspection and watch it with curiosity. Notice how simply observing your thought breaks the control it has over you.
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March 3

Beyond the Ordinary Mind

This clear and luminous nature of mind is as unchangeable as space.

—ASAṄGA3

Nature of mind, known in Tibetan Buddhism as rigpa, is thought of as one’s innermost essence, a state of pure awareness. It’s the natural way of being. It’s clear, luminous, and spacious. But rigpa is hard for us to access because it’s obscured by the ordinary mind, or, as it’s known in Tibetan Buddhism, sem. Sem is the part of the mind that desires, plans, controls, shows aversions, and gets upset. It’s the clouds of distracted thoughts, reactive emotions, and dualistic thinking. But no matter how confused you are or how lost you might feel, beyond the clouds of sem is the vast blue sky of rigpa, unchanged and pure.

Even if you’ve never had a glimpse of it, rigpa is within you. It’s the very nature of your mind, just waiting to be uncovered.
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March 4

Mind Is Master

Since mind precedes all things,

it is often said, “Mind is master.”

—NĀGĀRJUNA4

Is there anything we experience in life that isn’t influenced by our minds? How we interpret reality, the way we feel about particular people, the actions we take in response to given situations, our moods, our perspectives, our perceptions—every single thing we experience is shaped by our minds. If you go through a difficult breakup, are disrespected by a colleague, become ill with a rare disease, it’s your mind that will determine whether you succumb to the situation or allow your challenging circumstances to help you grow.

Your mind is master over your entire world—your feelings, emotions, thoughts, speech, and actions. This is why there’s nothing more important than training your mind. When your mind is trained with wisdom, reason, strength, clarity, awareness, understanding, then everything else in your life follows suit.

Don’t take this mind-training thing lightly—what could be of greater importance?
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March 5

Maintaining the Mind

To maintain mindfulness and vigilance all the time, to take upon yourself full responsibility for whatever happens, never to let even a single negative thought run loose, and to use the teachings to tame your mind. If you can do all that, you will be doing yourself a favor.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE5

What happens when someone doesn’t maintain a house? As the years go by, things inevitably fall apart. The gutter gets clogged. The pipes rust. The exterior wears down. Without proper upkeep, the house deteriorates, eventually and tragically becoming unlivable. When you pass these dilapidated homes on the side of the road, you might even think, Wow, I’d never let that happen to my house.

While we may be diligent in maintaining our house and other assets in our life—our car, appearance, career, relationships—we often neglect the most vital asset of all: our mind. But without proper maintenance, like an old house, our mind is prone to breaking down. It can become fragile, lazy, distracted, confused, or overwhelmed. And if the mind goes, then everything else in our life crumbles too. Relationships fall apart. We can’t find motivation for the things we used to care about. Activities that previously brought us joy aren’t fun anymore. Our life, no matter how beautiful it is, just doesn’t do it for us.

The mind is the foundation that supports everything in your life. If you maintain it diligently with mindfulness, avoid letting negative thoughts direct your actions, and take full responsibility for yourself, your mind can be a happily livable home for you.
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March 6

That Top-of-the-Mountain Feeling

By simply relaxing in this uncontrived, open and natural state,

We obtain the blessing of aimless self-liberation of whatever arises.

—DUDJOM RINPOCHE6

There was once a Buddhist master who had a very thickheaded disciple. The master tried again and again to introduce him to the nature of the mind, but he did not get it. At last, the master said, “Look, carry this bag of barley up to the top of the mountain. Don’t stop to rest. Just keep going until you get to the top.” Having faith in his master, the disciple picked up the giant bag of barley and began walking up the mountain. He walked and walked.

Finally he reached the top, dropped his bag, and collapsed to the ground. He was exhausted but deeply at peace. All his resistance dissolved and his chattering mind became quiet. Everything seemed to stop and he relaxed into an open, natural state. At that instant he realized the nature of the mind. He ran back down and yelled to his master, “I’ve got it! I’ve really got it!” His master smiled knowingly. “So you had an interesting climb up the mountain, did you?”

Just like the thickheaded disciple, we can also experience the nature of mind. Maybe you’ve had glimpses of it without even realizing. It might’ve been in that moment of feeling happily depleted after a long run, or when you watch the sunset and the whole world seems to stop, or when you look into the smiling eyes of your child. It’s in these fleeting moments of absolute clarity, stillness, openness, and spaciousness. Whenever you can relax into this place, you can taste the liberation of your true natural state.
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March 7

Get Your Mind in Shape

If my mind is weak, even a minor difficulty is oppressive.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA7

When we’re out of shape, even the simplest physical activity can feel like a monumental task. A short run leaves us exhausted. Climbing a few flights of stairs has us out of breath. One company softball game can leave us sore for a week. Since we’ve neglected our bodies, any type of physical exertion creates difficulty.

Although it might not be as obvious, the same principle applies to the mind. If you don’t take the time to nourish and strengthen it, your mind can become weak. And with a weak mind, even the smallest events can knock you for a loop. A surly email, a minor business deal falling through, or even an unexpected change in your day can feel disproportionately challenging. When your mind is weak, everything feels like a struggle—even the things that shouldn’t.

If minor setbacks feel like crushing blows to you, it’s a sign that you need to strengthen your mind. How? By examining and working on its shortcomings, triggers, confusions, and weaknesses. By carving out time for consistent contemplation, rest, reflection, and meditation. The more time and effort you dedicate to training your mind, the more mentally resilient you become.

Get your mind in shape and all of life’s reps become easier.
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March 8

Listen for Your Wisdom Mind

Rely on your wisdom mind, not on your ordinary, judgmental mind.

—THE BUDDHA8

Would you rely on the opinion of a judgmental friend? No, why would you? She makes judgments about everything and everyone quickly and often arbitrarily. Why then do you rely on the guidance of your judgmental mind—the part that jumps to conclusions, sees the worst in people, instantly labels people as good or bad, and even judges you? Like a judgmental friend, your judgmental mind, known in Buddhism as the ordinary mind, leads you astray.

So what part of your mind should you rely on for guidance? Your wisdom mind, as the Buddha called it, is the part of your mind that’s not limited by dualistic thinking. It doesn’t jump to conclusions and categorize things as good or bad, right or wrong, friend or enemy, us versus them, this way is better than that way. It goes beyond the limits of dualistic categorization and seeks to actually understand. The wisdom mind is open, objective, and fair. It’s in touch with the true nature of reality.

The tricky thing is that your wisdom mind is not as loud and in your face as your judgmental mind, so you have to deliberately listen for what the wisdom mind has to say. The next time you are looking for guidance and you hear your judgmental mind pipe up, allow some time for its chatter to subside so that your wisdom mind has a chance to be heard.
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March 9

The Luminous Nature of Mind

[The mind] is like the luminous heart of the sun,

Which could never be obscured even by the darkness of a thousand eons.

—TILOPA9

You yelled at your kid. You flipped someone off in traffic. You cheated on a test. You made mistakes. You have regrets. You’re not perfect. Who is? But no matter how many mistakes you’ve made or how much time you’ve spent living in confusion, redemption is possible because the true essence of the mind—the part of you that’s kind, loving, understanding, and wise—cannot be tainted. Just as the sun maintains its radiance even when it’s eclipsed by the moon or covered by clouds, your natural mind remains luminous and pure even when it’s concealed by your confusions. Not even your darkest actions or your years of living ignorantly can obscure your true nature.

So no matter how many times you’ve messed up in the past, don’t give up on yourself. Your true essence is within you, waiting to radiate through.
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March 10

Don’t Take the Bait

Mind is like a fish-hook, because it conceives of what is suffering as happiness.

—THE BUDDHA10

You’re feeling disorganized, so you build a nice daily routine. And to your surprise, within a few days, you’re sticking with it. You wake up at 6:00 a.m., hit the gym, have breakfast, meditate, work, go for a walk, study, and repeat it all again the next day. It feels good. You’ve finally gotten your life straightened out. You’re happy with yourself.

Then one day, your friend calls you first thing in the morning. It’s been forever since you’ve connected, so you pick up. But while you’re on the phone, you find yourself growing frustrated as the minutes tick past. You’re unable to get over the fact that this is your gym time. You’re now going to have to cut it short and then speed through breakfast. Meditation is out the window. And though you love your friend, you find that you can’t be present on the call with him. You just can’t stop thinking about how he’s getting in the way of your new routine.

This is how your mind hooks you—it grabs onto something, becomes attached to it, and the next thing you know, you’re unable to let it go. The very thing that you thought would bring you happiness brings you suffering—your routine, your home, your diet, your favorite sports team, your lifestyle. And, not knowing any better, you take the bait, thinking that the harder you bite down, the more happiness you’ll find. But don’t you see what happens when you bite too hard? Happiness flips to suffering. You become hooked.

Always watch out for the fishhook of your mind. Don’t take the bait.
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March 11

Invite Your Demons to Tea

If you do recognize your own mind,

All adverse conditions will arise as friends.

—MILAREPA11

There’s a Buddhist legend about a demon god named Mara who tried to prevent the Buddha from reaching enlightenment. Over the years, Mara visited the Buddha many times, showing up as different forms of negative emotions—anger, jealousy, lust, fear, greed, desire. He tried in every way possible to tempt the Buddha to indulge in these emotions.

Each time Mara visited, instead of trying to ignore him or chase him away, the Buddha did something unusual—he invited Mara to tea. He’d ask him to sit down and make himself comfortable, and the Buddha would fill his cup and listen attentively to what Mara had to say. Mara would eventually leave, but throughout the visit, the Buddha remained calm and free. Because the Buddha understood his own mind, Mara wasn’t an obstacle to his enlightenment but an aid.

When Mara pays you a visit in the form of negative emotions or fear-based stories, don’t indulge him, but don’t chase him away either. Invite him to stay for tea like the Buddha did. Listen to him, be polite, and eventually he will leave. On Mara’s way out, you can even thank him for helping you understand your demons a little more and assisting you in overcoming them.
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March 12

Shaping the Mind

With the discipline of restraint, one guards the mind from nonvirtue.

—THE BUDDHA12

When you’re young and your brain is still developing, every single experience—each conversation you have, TV show you watch, behavior you witness from your parents—leaves an impression on your mind and shapes who you become as an adult. And even in adulthood, the mind—thanks to the neuroplasticity of the brain—continues to be shaped.

What this means is that no matter how you want to mold your mind—whether it’s to be more content, peaceful, resilient, or compassionate—you must constantly guard it from harmful thoughts, actions, and behaviors. This requires you to practice restraint when it comes to the information you consume, who you spend your time with, what thoughts you allow to linger in your mind, and what actions you engage in. By restraining your mind from indulging in unvirtuous behaviors, you remove obstacles and create space for the mind to mold into the state you desire.

Your mind is, by nature, malleable. It is always being shaped. Do you have the discipline to practice restraint so it can take the shape you intend?
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March 13

Outer and Inner Distraction

If you are distracted outwardly by crowds and bustle, your virtuous activities will be dispersed. If you are distracted inwardly by thoughts, afflictive emotions will rise up.

—ZURCHUNGPA13

In our twenty-first-century world, distraction is everywhere. A friend texts you to go get a drink. HBO rolls out another documentary. Your kid has a soccer tournament seemingly every weekend. You might spend years living this way without realizing you never have the bandwidth to work on yourself—to meditate, to truly connect with yourself, or to practice spirituality.

One day, you might recognize this and think that all you need is a little break from these worldly preoccupations. So you carve out some time to be alone. You pick a Saturday to turn off your phone to unplug or you send your kids out with your partner for the afternoon. You expect tranquility but find that even though you’re alone, you’re still distracted—this time by your thoughts. They keep you very busy or put you “in a mood” or make you feel anxious or restless or lonely.

The more work you do on your mind, the more you’ll realize that it’s not just outward distraction that can preoccupy you. If your mind is consumed by uncontrollable thoughts, even the most extreme isolation or the serenest location won’t help you find what you’re looking for.

Whether you’re in the midst of your busy life or in a pocket of solitude, remain aware of your mind’s capacity to be distracted.
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March 14

Put Out the Fire of the Mind

The mind burns like a forest fire.

—THE BUDDHA14

Did he forget our anniversary? I’ll give him the silent treatment. Did she just cut me off? I’ll tailgate her. Did my colleague just ignore me in the elevator? Well, two can play at that game.

If you did all the things your mind told you to do, what would your life look like? Would you be able to hold on to your relationships? Would you like the way you treated other people? Would you be happy with how you’ve treated yourself? Like a forest fire, the mind, if uncontrolled, has the capacity to destroy every part of our lives—our relationships, career, and well-being.

To live intentionally and show up in the way we aspire to, we must learn to control the fires within the mind. The next time you sense a spark—an angry thought, a jealous urge, or a wave of self-loathing—can you put it out before it causes any damage?
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March 15

Help Your Fears Disappear

If this elephant of mind is bound on all sides by the cord of mindfulness,

All fear disappears and complete happiness comes.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA15

Think of something you’re afraid of: Public speaking. Going broke. Being alone. Snakes. Heights. The dark. Now ask yourself where this fear originated. From a past event? From something someone once told you? Why do you think it exists in you still?

It might appear as though the source of your fear lies outside of yourself, that it’s due to some person or event. But how is it that two people can experience the same negative life event but only one goes on to develop a crippling fear? An external event might be a trigger, but ultimately your fear originates from your own mind. One negative experience of public speaking or getting stood up on a date can create temporary pain, but it’ll turn into a lasting fear only if you allow it to.

This is where mindfulness comes in. Mindfulness helps you tether your mind so it doesn’t run wild and conjure up unnecessary fear. This is how you can prevent that one painful speech from turning into a lifelong fear or that one jerk from making you feel like no one will ever love you.

Help your fears disappear. Tie down your mind with the cord of mindfulness.
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March 16

Don’t Let Your Mind Break Bad

Whatever harm an enemy may do to an enemy, or a hater to a hater, an ill-directed mind inflicts on oneself a greater harm.

—THE BUDDHA16

In the hit television series Breaking Bad, Walter White—a high-school chemistry teacher turned small-time methamphetamine chemist—expands his operation and establishes a drug empire, battling for turf, money, and power. Walt faces many enemies, like Tuco Salamanca, Jack Welker, and Gustavo Fring. Each tries to take Walt down, but in the end it’s Walt’s own mind—his desire for power, his greed, and his ego—that leads to his demise and the destruction of his business, his family, and his life.

While few of us will ever “break bad” like Walter White, we can still learn from his story. Like Walt, you may have haters in your life, people who, for whatever reason, root against you. Some of them may even try to get in your way. And though you may think it’s smart to spend your energy protecting yourself from them, it’s really your own mind that you should work to protect yourself from. If your mind is not sound, if your mind is corrupt, then it will do more damage to you than any hater or enemy ever could. So you must take control of your mind and prevent it from being overrun by desire, greed, envy, anger, or hatred. If you don’t, like Walter White, you can become your own worst enemy.

Protect yourself against your mind. Make sure it doesn’t break bad on you.
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March 17

Shine Bright Like a Diamond

Mind is intrinsically radiant and has never been contaminated by adventitious impurities, so its natural expression is the great purity.

—ZURCHUNGPA17

When a diamond is extracted from the earth it looks nothing like what we see in a jewelry store. It’s unpolished and unrefined. On its way from the diamond mine to a store near you, it goes through an intense purification process of stain removal, polishing, and reshaping. Finally, it arrives in the shop fully transformed into a clean, faceted, sparkling diamond. But this transformation is possible only because the diamond is intrinsically radiant. The purification process simply brings out the diamond’s true nature.

The Buddha taught that although the mind is tainted by confusion, its true nature, like a diamond’s, is intrinsically pure. This is the reason why working so hard to get in touch with the true nature of your mind is worthwhile. If your mind were naturally impure, transformation wouldn’t be possible and there would be no point in striving, but it is not. There might be a lot of work to do to remove your stains—selfishness, greed, anger, anxiety—but with the right effort, purifying your mind is possible.

Just like a diamond, your mind is naturally pure. Your true brilliance is within you waiting to shine through.
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March 18

A Flash of Lightning

Mind is like lightning, gone in a moment, not persisting.

—THE BUDDHA18

What occupied your mind yesterday? Last week? Last month? Last year? What will occupy your mind tomorrow? Over the course of our lives, we experience billions of mental events—thoughts, perceptions, feelings, dreams, and epiphanies. All of them—whether it’s a worry about money, a rush of joy, or a feeling of embarrassment—are momentary and independent. However, your memory turns these fleeting events into a lasting narrative. Your mind can take an isolated mental event, such as a concern about finances, and transform it into a lifelong worry.

When you’re so entangled in these stories that you’ve threaded together, it might seem like the narratives are true. But if you take a moment to investigate your mind carefully, you will see that every thought, feeling, and perception comes and goes like a flash of lightning. They occur but do not persist on their own.

If you can see each event—an anxious thought, a feeling of humiliation, an impression that you’re unattractive—as the flash of lightning that it is, you can start to free yourself from your own self-created narrative.
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March 19

Let Your Intellect Take a Back Seat

The logical mind seems interesting, but it is the seed of delusion.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE19

We tend to place immense value on intellect. It’s why we revere Einstein, Goethe, and Newton. It’s the reason we strive for higher education. It’s why we spend so much time and energy consuming knowledge. We figure that the more we know, the better off we are.

So, naturally, we expect that to attain an enlightened mind, we need to have great knowledge. The smarter we are, the better we’ll be at it. But when it comes to developing the mind, there’s a possibility of being too smart for one’s own good. Your intellect can actually trip you up. When you intellectualize everything—analyze, second-guess, and try too hard to understand things—you don’t allow your experiences to touch and transform you. In an attempt to make sense of things, you confuse yourself further. This prevents the true nature of your mind from being uncovered.

When working with your mind, let intellect take a back seat. Try to experience situations without overanalyzing or trying too hard to make sense of them. It’s from this place that you can get in touch with the true nature of your mind in all of its beautiful simplicity.
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March 20

Plastic Bag Drifting Through the Air

Mind is like the wind; it goes far away and cannot be grasped.

—THE BUDDHA20

Have you ever been in your car, your bedroom, a coffee shop, or on a run and found your mind has taken you somewhere else? Maybe to an embarrassing event at last week’s meeting or a random moment in your high-school history class or a dream vacation that may or may not happen.

The mind is like the wind. It blows you this way and that, like you’re a plastic bag on a breezy day. Without any change in your external reality, your mind can take you to the happiest place or the darkest one. But you don’t have to get blown around like that—you can use your body as an anchor to stay in place.

Wherever you are right now, notice how your body keeps you in the present moment regardless of where your mind tries to drift. The next time you feel that plastic bag start to fly away, take note of where your body is—in your car, in your bedroom, in a coffee shop, on a run, wherever you are at the time—and you’ll come back to where you belong.
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March 21

Dispel Your Demons

Take a demon as a demon and it’ll harm you;

Know a demon’s in your mind and you’ll be free of it.

—MILAREPA21

Milarepa, an eleventh-century Tibetan Buddhist yogi and poet, spent most of his life living in a cave. One day Milarepa went out for a walk, and when he returned, he found his cave full of demons. His first thought was Let me chase them away! He went after them, but the demons were totally unfazed. The more he tried to scare them off, the more comfortable they seemed. Realizing this wasn’t working, he tried to give them teachings. He took a seat and read them texts on impermanence, interdependence, compassion, and kindness. After a while he looked up and saw that the demons were still there, staring at him.

At last, Milarepa let out a deep breath of surrender, realizing he couldn’t trick the demons into leaving or changing their ways. “It looks like we’re going to be in here together,” he said. “I open myself to whatever you have to teach me.” At once, all the demons but one disappeared, the biggest and most frightening one of all. So Milarepa let go even more. He offered himself completely to the demon. “Eat me if you wish,” he said. At this, the demon vanished into space.

Like Milarepa, we all have our demons. They can take the form of guilt, shame, anger, anxiety, sadness, paranoia, jealousy, or something else. When they show up, we try to chase them away, but where are we trying to chase them to? They dwell within us. The only way to be free of them is to recognize our demons as our own creations and surrender to them, as Milarepa did.
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March 22

The Buck Stops with You

By oneself is evil done; by oneself is one defiled. By oneself is evil left undone; by oneself is one made pure. Purity and impurity depend on oneself; no one can purify another.

—THE BUDDHA22

If your friend told you to cheat on a test and you did and got caught, who’d get in trouble? If your neighbor suggested you start a business and you did, who would reap the rewards? You can point fingers at or tip your hat to those who influenced you—enemies, friends, parents, teachers, and mentors—but in the end, you are the one responsible for what you do.

Former US president Harry S. Truman famously had a sign on his desk in the Oval Office that read The Buck Stops Here. This served as his reminder that, although many members of his cabinet influenced his actions, he made the final decisions for his country and had to accept the consequences of those decisions. He held himself—no one else—accountable.

While you may not hold the fate of a country in your hands, you do hold the fate of your own life. If you want to purify your mind, if you want to live a virtuous life, it’s up to you and only you. No one else can do it. The buck stops with you.
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Everything Is Borrowed

“I am not, I will not be.

I have not, I will not have,”

That frightens all the childish

And extinguishes fear in the wise.

—NĀGĀRJUNA23

We live in constant fear of losing what we have—our money, our possessions, our status, our youth. So we exhaust ourselves obsessing over how to protect what’s ours. But take a quick inventory of the possessions you have with you right now: Your phone. Your coffee cup. Your laptop. Your jewelry. This book. Your home. Now ask yourself: What will become of these things in one hundred years? What about a thousand years? What will become of me? As twentieth-century author Christopher Isherwood once said, “We must remember that nothing in this world really belongs to us. At best we are merely borrowers.”

When you reflect on this fact, your mind—sensing the inevitability of loss—might recoil in fear and try to cling even tighter to what you have. This is your childish mind at work—the irrational part that fails to reason and attempts to hold on to the things you’re bound to lose. But if you allow yourself to lean into the fear and sincerely confront the truth of your situation, then you can access your wise mind—the one that’s tuned into the true nature of reality. When you tap into your wise self, you realize that since everything in this life is borrowed, you have nothing to lose. How freeing is that?
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March 24

You Wouldn’t Cry Over a Sandcastle

Children can’t help crying when

Their sand castles come crumbling down.

My mind is so like them

When praise and reputation start to fail.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA24

A sandcastle always crumbles sooner or later. Either a wave swallows it or someone’s foot crushes it or a wandering seagull lands on it. After all, it’s made of sand. It’s the very definition of temporary. As adults, we know this, but little kids don’t. And when their sandcastles get ruined or washed away, they cry. They just don’t know any better.

Śāntideva observes that praise and reputation, two things we work so hard to build, are no sturdier than a child’s sandcastle. A sudden change in people’s opinion can turn you from popular to an outcast. One honest mistake and you can lose someone’s trust for good. A new colleague joins your team, and you may find that person is now getting the praise you used to receive. Whatever your current status is, it’s insubstantial, shaky, and likely to crumble any day. Yet, just as children cling to their sandcastles, we cling to our reputations, only to feel disappointed when things inevitably change.

One day when your status starts to slip or praise starts to dwindle and you find yourself getting upset, remember the sandcastle. Your reputation isn’t built to last. It’s made of sand. Can you accept it when it gets washed away?
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March 25

You Are the Open Sky

Mind is like the sky, obscured by adventitious reactive emotions.

—THE BUDDHA25

One minute, you’re in a great mood. The next minute, a text message upsets you. An hour later, you’re stressing over tomorrow’s meeting, and you’ve completely forgotten about the text. Then a friend sends you a funny meme, and you’re laughing.

Just as the weather changes outside—sunny one moment and rainy the next—your emotions change rapidly and often unpredictably. What you fail to realize when you’re in the midst of one of these weather patterns is that you are not your emotions—you are the awareness that these emotions pass through. You are the open sky.

The next time you are in the midst of a negative emotion—anger, frustration, envy, sadness, or something else—practice watching it as the sky would watch a passing storm. This practice can help you access the clarity and spaciousness of your mind even in the throes of your intense emotions.

To weather any storm, remember: You are the open sky.
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March 26

Don’t Let Water Turn into Stone

When wind hits water and whips it up,

even soft water can turn to stone.

When whipped up by thoughts,

formless confusion can become solid and hard.

—SĀRĀHA26

Kids on the playground make up all kinds of nasty stuff about other kids—that they’re dumb, weak, ugly, soft, lame. When you first go through experiences like this, it’s confusing. Am I really what they say I am? It just doesn’t feel right. But over time, your own insecure thoughts start adding to their narrative and you start agreeing with them: Maybe I really am what they say I am. And soon you start accepting what those kids in school said as your truth. Their untrue words combined with your reinforcing thoughts took their baseless opinion of you and whipped it up into your reality.

When someone makes up a story about you or you make up one about yourself, be careful not to whip it up into your truth. Your mind can turn water into stone, so always question the narrative: Who is saying this? Is there any truth to it? What is the actual truth?
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March 27

Mind Your Mind

Desires and needs all come from yourself; keep to the very nature of mind.

—PADAMPA SANGYE27

Have you ever wanted something badly because everyone around you had it? Your friends had it. Your coworkers had it. And all of a sudden, you needed it. In these scenarios, it might feel like all the people around you are the cause of your desire. They’re the reason you want it.

But think back to a time when you didn’t want something even though everyone else had it. Maybe it was a certain fashion trend you couldn’t get into or a new gadget you thought you could do without. While we are all susceptible to outside influences, our desires and needs come from within—from our own minds. In every situation, we have the final say. The moment we recognize this, we’re no longer at the mercy of our external environment. The marketers can’t play us. Our friends can’t persuade us. We are the ones in ultimate control of our desires.

The next time you see an influencer flashing designer jewelry or your friend rocking those new kicks, remember: They don’t decide what you desire—you do. Rather than minding what they’re doing, mind your own mind. That’s the best way to control your desires.
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March 28

Don’t Let Your Mind Rob You

Mind is like a thief, stealing all your wholesome actions.

—THE BUDDHA28

I’m in a hurry, I don’t have time to stop and help them. Why should I apologize to my partner? He was wrong too. She wasn’t there for me when I needed her, why should I be there for her now?

We think of our mind as an ally, helping us to navigate through life’s situations, but it doesn’t always have our back. At times, our mind can rob us of our potential to show up as our best selves. It has the capacity to overthink, overexaggerate, and overreact. It can drive wedges into our relationships and create drama where there’s nothing. How many times has it gotten you into trouble with the people you love the most? Hasn’t it told you stories that weren’t even true? Doesn’t it worry about scenarios that never come to fruition?

When your mind feels threatened, it does whatever it can to protect itself. It makes up all sorts of stories, stirs up negative emotions, and might even convince you to do something harmful. This is the thief at work. To stop your mind from stealing your potential to do good, you must start by paying attention to when your mind flips to fear-based thinking. As soon as this switch happens, your mind can no longer be trusted. It’s turned into a thief. And you should, to the best of your ability, stop listening to it.

Your mind doesn’t always have your back. Don’t let it rob you of your goodness.
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March 29

The Problem with Passion

As rain does not penetrate

A well-roofed house,

Passion does not penetrate

A well-developed mind.

—THE BUDDHA29

In the West, we’ve come to believe passion is a good thing. It means we’re enthusiastic. It means we’re eager. We see passion as contributing to success and, ultimately, happiness. But does passion always serve us?

The word for passion in Pali is raga, and in Buddhist philosophy, raga refers to an uncontrollable craving, desire, or attachment. It’s when you’re so passionate about something that you start to lose control—when passion for your career turns into workaholism or when passion for your favorite hobby turns into an unhealthy obsession. This is why the Buddha encourages us to develop our minds. A well-developed mind—one that’s aware, disciplined, patient, stable, and in control—has the ability to contain passion. When we train our minds in this way, we can pursue our ambitions without getting carried away by them.

Right now, recall something that you’re really passionate about. Do you have control over how your passion occupies your mind? Are you driving your passion, or is your passion driving you?
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March 30

You Can’t Escape Your Shadow

Fore-run by mind are mental states,

Ruled by mind, made of mind.

If you speak or act

With clear mind,

Happiness follows you,

Like a shadow that does not depart.

—THE BUDDHA30

How do you feel when you lie to a loved one, cheat on a test, or wish harm on someone else? Do you feel instantly guilty? Disheartened by your behavior? Repelled by your thoughts? When you think, speak, or act in impure ways—regardless of whether you experience immediate consequences—you aren’t able to maintain a happy state. You become uneasy and restless. Your conscience follows you around like a shadow on a sunny day.

So if we want happiness, if we want well-being, we need to think, speak, and act, as the Buddha says, “with clear mind”—having awareness of our intentions, discernment of judgment, control of our emotions, and compassion for others. This is how we create a shadow that we’re happy to have following us. Since our mind leads the way for everything we do, we must work from there first.

Want to be accompanied by a shadow you’re happy with? Work on developing clarity of mind.
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March 31

Beyond the Clouds

The nature of mind, which is like the sky,

Is obscured by concepts like thick southern clouds.

—MILAREPA31

Have you ever gotten on a plane on a cloudy day? When you’re still on the ground, it can feel like there’s nothing above but thick clouds. But then the plane takes off and breaks through the clouds, revealing that the clear blue sky was there all along.

This is also the case with the mind. The natural mind is obstructed by concepts: This is good. That is bad. I should feel this way. I could act that way. These relentless judgments, comparisons, and analyses cloud your perception, not giving you a chance to experience reality as it actually is. You can’t even drink a cup of coffee or smell a rose without a flood of expectations and opinions clouding the experience. You think, This coffee should be enjoyable, or This rose doesn’t smell like I thought it would, and in doing so, you miss the simple, real experience of just drinking the coffee or smelling the rose.

But like the blue sky, beyond the thick clouds of concept, the true nature of your mind is spacious and clear. And you can start to glimpse it when you choose to see through these concepts and approach every experience—whether it’s drinking your morning coffee or smelling a rose in your garden—with a fresh, open perspective.
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Part II

Looking Inward

Amid the hustle and distractions of everyday life, we rarely if ever take the time to become familiar with our own minds. Our mind is like a stranger living just upstairs: We realize we should probably get to know it better—become properly acquainted—but we’ve put it off for so long that it feels too daunting to make an effort now. Sure, you could go on treating your mind as a stranger, but the truth is, this stranger runs your life. And if you don’t become acquainted with it, your thoughts, feelings, emotions, and impulses will continue to run you rather than the other way around. So it’s in your best interest to get to know it—to become more aware of your thoughts, understand your emotional triggers, and learn to be more patient with yourself.

Our theme for Part II, Looking Inward, is about doing just that. It’s about exploring and gaining insight into our inner worlds so we can become better friends with ourselves and gain better control of our minds. To do this, we’ll focus on cultivating patience with both ourselves and our practice by adopting a long-term mentality, internalizing our quest for inner freedom, being diligent in our efforts, and remaining resolute on our mind-training journey. We’ll strive to manage our negative emotions by examining the faults in our desires, dispelling irrational fears, letting go of grudges, overcoming anger with non-anger, and viewing all life experiences as our teachers. We’ll also work to expand our awareness by observing our “monkey minds,” remaining aware of our patterns, using the power of mind to keep pride and anger in check, and training our minds to be present.

Your journey through Part II—April, May, and June—looks like this:

April: Cultivating Patience and Diligence

May: Antidote to Negative Emotions

June: Fostering Vigilance and Awareness

Each day, you’ll have the opportunity to become more acquainted with your mind, to better understand its innermost workings, and, through diligent effort, to make it your ally. It’s never too late to make a new friend or get to know your mind.

Start getting acquainted with yours today.
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April 1

Aspiration and Application

No intelligence, no power,

No wealth or strength can help

Someone without diligence—

He is like a boatman whose boat

Has everything but oars.

—JIGME LINGPA1

In Buddhism, there are two steps necessary for progressing on the spiritual path: aspiration and application. We start with an aspiration to improve our situation, but it is only by diligently applying ourselves that we can fulfill that aspiration.

This means that if you choose to pursue any of the teachings in this book, you are going to have to put in the work to reap the benefits. There are no shortcuts. No intelligence you possess, money you have, or status you’ve obtained can help you work on your mind. The only way to enjoy the fruits of these teachings is through sincere and persistent effort.

Aspiration may give you direction, but only diligent application can get you to your destination.
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April 2

The Big Six

Generosity and discipline, patience, diligence,

Concentration, and the wisdom that knows thusness—

Those measureless perfections, make them grow.

—NĀGĀRJUNA2

Pāramitā is a Buddhist term that can be translated as “perfection,” and it is made up of the six qualities Nāgārjuna lists here: generosity, discipline, patience, diligence, concentration, and wisdom. You can think of them as supreme qualities that those looking to develop their mind are encouraged to strive for.

The pāramitās help us step out of our egocentric mentality and into a wiser and more compassionate state of being. It is through striving to adopt these six core qualities that one begins to go beyond ignorance and limited self-centered motivations and starts to be of true benefit to oneself and others.

Throughout this book, you’ll learn how you can develop these six qualities, but for now, just take note of them. Circle them on the page or jot them down in your notebook. These are the six qualities you’ll need in order to cultivate genuine wisdom, compassion, and lasting happiness for yourself and others.
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April 3

Don’t Take the Easy Way Out

Easy is life for the shameless one who is impudent as a crow, is backbiting and forward, arrogant and corrupt.

—THE BUDDHA3

You know what’s easy? Gossiping about neighbors. Boasting about accomplishments. Making a snarky remark when a polite one would do. All of these things are much easier, not to mention a lot more fun, than demonstrating restraint and remaining humble. Which is why, for many of us, these behaviors have become our default. And to make matters worse, our culture rewards it. Our gossip gets us attention. Our accomplishments get us Likes. And our snide jokes get laughs.

But is this the right way to be? The Buddha would argue that it is not. It’s lazy and shameless. And, worse, the more we do it, the more it feeds into our existing patterns. Doing what’s right is harder than doing what’s easy. It requires us to pay close attention to our behavior, take responsibility for how we affect others, and practice great self-restraint. It may not be easy, but it is certainly worthwhile.

Will you do what’s easy or will you do what’s right?
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April 4

The Key to Your Inner Freedom

Freedom will depend on you alone

And there is no one else, no friend can help.

—NĀGĀRJUNA4

You read books like this one, attend seminars, go on retreats with like-minded people, and seek counsel from wise mentors. You ask the right questions, take thorough notes, and are moved and inspired by all the information you acquire. Then what?

You return back to your life and find your situation exactly as it was before. This is because the real work starts at home. All the external resources can comfort you and even support you along your path, but your inner freedom depends solely on you. You must put in the work. It’s uncomfortable. It’s scary. And it takes courage. But it’s only through the process of diligently working on your mind, day in and day out, that inner freedom becomes possible.

The bad news is that nobody out there holds the key to unlocking your inner freedom. The good news is that the key lies within you.


OceanofPDF.com



April 5

Steady Beats Sporadic

It will get you nowhere to practise sporadically, only when you have time.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE5

Research has shown that consistent meditation is far more beneficial than sporadic practice. By sitting in meditation for as little as five minutes per day, you can literally change the structure of your brain and significantly reduce negative emotions such as stress, anxiety, loneliness, and anger. However, the key here is consistent practice.

You wouldn’t expect to build muscle from going to the gym only once a year, and in the same way, you can’t expect to make meaningful progress in any area of your life by working on it only when you’re in the mood.

It’s no accident that this book gives you one lesson a day. By making the practice of working on your mind a consistent habit, you can put in small amounts of daily work in the short term to experience big changes in the long term.

Steady beats sporadic every time.
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April 6

Dive in Headfirst

The elephant, tormented by the noonday sun,

Will dive into the waters of a lake,

And likewise I must plunge into my work

That I might bring it to completion.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA6

When a task lands on your plate, how do you handle it? Do you procrastinate? Do you view it as a burden? Do you stress over it? Even though we understand a task must be done, we tend to make it bigger, scarier, and harder than it has to be.

This kind of mindset only adds resistance to the process. But if we truly accept that a task must be done, then we can stop ruminating over it and just plunge into it. This same thinking applies to taking on intimidating mind-training practices like meditation. Even if you’re not enthusiastic about it, by changing your thoughts and language around it, you can change your attitude too.

The next time you find yourself hesitating at the edge of the pool, remember, the water isn’t as cold as you think it is. Just dive in.
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April 7

Be a Control Freak

One is one’s own protector, one is one’s own refuge. Therefore, one should control oneself, even as a trader controls a noble steed.

—THE BUDDHA7

Merriam-Webster Collegiate Dictionary defines control freak as “a person whose behavior indicates a powerful need to control people or circumstances in everyday matters.” Whether people identify themselves as control freaks or not, many of us have an unhealthy obsession with trying to govern external situations. We may try to control our partners, our children, or our employees. We think that if we control others, our lives will feel more under control.

But while we’re focused on trying to control our external environments, our own thoughts, moods, and emotions are perpetually out of our control. Some days we may wake up with dark clouds looming over us and aren’t sure how to get out from under them. We try to change this or that but are ultimately forced to weather the storm until it’s over.

If we can redirect our efforts from controlling others to controlling our own minds, we can slowly begin to be more deliberate about how we think, act, and feel. This is the only way to find the control that we are seeking.

So, actually, it’s okay to be a control freak—as long as the person you’re controlling is you.
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April 8

Practice in the Parking Lot

There is nothing which remains difficult if it is practised. So, through practice with minor discomforts, even major discomfort becomes bearable.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA8

When you’re learning how to drive, everything feels difficult. You press the brake too hard and the car slams to a halt. You hit the accelerator with too much force and the car jerks forward. Your turns are too wide or too sharp—everything’s awkward and hard.

The same is true when you learn any new skill, including how to be patient with others. When you first attempt to practice patience with difficult people or in frustrating situations, it can feel impossible. At the beginning, you may fail more times than you succeed.

But recall how you learned to drive. You practiced in a parking lot before you got on the highway. Through practice, even daunting tasks like parallel parking and driving in heavy traffic became manageable. You can use a similar approach to cultivate the skill of patience. Start by practicing patience in everyday scenarios, like waiting in line at the coffee shop. This will equip you to find patience in previously unbearable situations, like when the airline sends your luggage to the wrong city.

Without consistent practice, you’ll feel unequipped to handle any situation. With practice, every situation becomes manageable.

Today, find a way to practice in the parking lot.
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April 9

The Path Isn’t Easy

Difficult is life for the modest one who always seeks purity, is detached and unassuming, clean in life, and discerning.

—THE BUDDHA9

In the West, we often have an almost idealized image of Buddhism. We imagine sitting on a meditation cushion after yoga class in a calm and tranquil state. It’s easy. It feels good. It’s relaxing.

While this might be part of the picture, the true practice of Buddhism is far less glorious and a whole lot messier. It involves uncomfortable things like studying your distracted mind, battling your unrelenting ego, being compassionate toward people you dislike, and confronting your feelings.

In other words, the path is difficult. It requires modesty, honesty, discernment, and diligence. By understanding this from the outset, we can be more realistic about what the path involves and enter it feeling more prepared.

The path isn’t easy, but it’s worth it.
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April 10

Patience, Young Grasshopper

Nor austerity to be compared with patience.

Steep yourself, therefore, in patience.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA10

Austerity is the discipline of giving up unnecessary comforts and indulgences. Patience, then, as described by Śāntideva, represents the greatest form of austerity—relinquishing your indulgent hopes and expectations around the timing and magnitude of an outcome.

When we embark on any long and arduous journey, we need to adopt a patient mindset to sustain us along the path. In the beginning, we are propelled into action by the lofty aspiration of one day reaching our goal. However, if we try to control how and when the results we desire materialize, we can get disheartened and discouraged. In these moments, we must rely on our patience to sustain us.

In every pursuit, especially those that are meaningful, challenging, and prolonged, steep yourself in patience.
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April 11

Generosity Isn’t About Us

Never getting irritated, even when asked over and over again for alms, is patience. Giving readily, without ever thinking how tiring or difficult it is, is diligence.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE11

Have you ever given money to a beggar and not received the expected “Thank you” in return? Or given your time to help a colleague and not gotten the appreciation you thought you deserved?

When your generosity is not met with the expected response of gratitude, you can grow upset or even resentful. I’ll think twice before giving to that person again, you think. When you attach specific hopes and expectations to your giving, you can get disappointed or grow weary when those expectations are not met.

Now think about how generous you can be with your own children. When you do something for them, your focus is solely on their needs. Your generosity toward them is unconditional and relentless. Regardless of how your children respond, you are willing to give to them for as long as they are in need. This is because you have taken yourself out of the equation. It’s all about them.

The key to generosity, whether it’s with your child, a colleague, or a complete stranger, is to give with no conditions. Generosity isn’t about the giver. It’s about serving the person in need.
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April 12

To Infinity and Beyond

As long as space endures,

As long as there are beings to be found,

May I continue likewise to remain

To drive away the sorrows of the world.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA12

As we travel down the path of service, it’s easy to become discouraged by a problem that feels too big to handle: climate change, poverty, world hunger, animal cruelty. No matter how long we fight for a cause or how much impact we make, there is always more to do.

When we’re feeling discouraged and considering giving up, we can find inspiration in Śāntideva’s aspiration. Unfazed by the magnitude of the suffering he witnessed, he vowed to drive away the sorrows of the world for as long as life remained on earth. His ambition exemplifies the ultimate dedication to compassion and service. No matter what, he would never give up.

If, like Śāntideva, we can expand the scope of our aspiration and establish a firm determination, then the amount of time and effort we put into a cause becomes irrelevant. We don’t get discouraged because there is no end to our aspiration.

Can you vow to be of service to infinity and beyond?
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April 13

Ain’t No Destination; the Journey Is Everything

The essence of diligence is to take joy in doing positive actions.

—NGAWANG PELZANG13

Perhaps one of your goals in picking up this book is to train your mind and find more inner peace. Such a lofty pursuit requires consistent effort over an extended period—365 (or 366) days is really just the beginning. And despite your dedication to this goal, your motivation is bound to fluctuate. However, if you can acknowledge and find joy in your everyday effort and the micro-progress it yields, you can sustain yourself along the journey.

In all your great pursuits, always celebrate the moments of micro-progress. That’s how you fuel your engine and keep chuggin’ along.
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April 14

Discerning Progress from Setbacks

If, as we study, reflect and meditate, our ego grows bigger and bigger, our patience becomes more fragile than a baby’s skin, and we feel even more irritable . . . these are sure signs that our study, meditation and reflection have taken the wrong direction.

—GESHE CHEKAWA14

Walking a spiritual path is a delicate journey, and, unlike many endeavors in life, discerning progress from setbacks isn’t always straightforward. For instance, as you study, reflect, and meditate, you naturally expand your knowledge and understanding, enabling you to perceive things that you previously couldn’t. This might seem like a sign of advancement on the path. But it is not always the case. If your growing knowledge gives rise to pride, irritability, or impatience toward those whom you deem less knowledgeable, then you have faced a setback and your efforts have taken a wrong turn.

As you travel down the path of spirituality, it is imperative to constantly look out for these potential setbacks and diligently guard your mind against them.
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April 15

Your Patience Teacher

If an enemy is not honored because his intention is to hurt, for what other reason will I be patient with him, as with a doctor who is intent on my well-being?

—ŚĀNTIDEVA15

We appreciate the value of supportive people in our lives but tend to overlook how dealing with challenging individuals can actually help build character and patience. Difficult children create patient parents. Challenging employees create composed managers.

Despite any positive impact challenging people may have on our lives, we struggle to appreciate them because we know that it was unintended. However, it is precisely their lack of intention to benefit us that makes the development of our patience possible. If they had been well-intentioned, we would have had no need for patience.

Whenever you encounter challenging people, silently thank them. They are your teachers and the subject is patience.
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April 16

Long-Term Mentality

If by renouncing a lesser happiness one may realize a greater happiness, let the wise man renounce the lesser, having regard for the greater.

—THE BUDDHA16

A healthy diet has innumerable benefits. It boosts immunity, lowers the risk of heart disease, and helps us live longer. Despite the fact that this is common knowledge, how often do we let ourselves slip into unhealthy eating habits? It’s because eating unhealthily is convenient and, at least in the short term, more enjoyable. But does this momentary pleasure justify missing out on the greater happiness of long-term health and vitality? Surely not.

The same applies to training our minds, pursuing our dreams, and maintaining meaningful relationships. If you want lasting fulfillment, instead of giving in to your mind’s every whim for short-term gratification, you must train it to identify, prioritize, and pursue that which is of greater long-term benefit.

At all times, ask yourself: What greater happiness am I sacrificing for this immediate pleasure? This will help you take the wiser route of renouncing the lesser benefit for that which is far greater.

Long-term thinking beats short-term thinking every time.
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April 17

Don’t Bet on Your Failure

Wasting time as underestimating potential refers to a defeatist attitude. . . . Such discouragement is unnecessary.

—GAMPOPA17

“I’m not cut out for this.” “This might be possible for others but not for me.” For the majority of us, these types of limiting beliefs are all too common. Sometimes they stem from past experiences and other times they arise without any substantial basis in reality whatsoever.

Regardless of why these limiting beliefs occur, we must be wary of them because they promote a defeatist attitude. It’s like we are counting ourselves out before the game has even begun. By not trying, we guarantee our failure, which falsely proves to us that we were right all along and perpetuates the cycle of our limiting beliefs. To break this cycle, we must begin to challenge ourselves. Let’s try this now.

What’s an area in your life where you feel inadequate? Ask yourself how much effort you sincerely invest in it. If your answer is “Not much” or “Nada,” this shows the obstacle isn’t your inadequacy—it’s your underestimation of your potential and your lack of effort.

Don’t bet on your own failure. Instead, get busy diligently working toward your goal and find out for yourself what you are capable of.
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April 18

Dig One Well Deeply

After first assessing the full implications, one should either begin or not begin. Surely, not beginning is better than turning back once one has begun.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA18

If you were to dig a well to create a water supply for your home, you’d have to dig anywhere from ten to hundreds of feet through dense soil and solid rock. The tricky part is you can never know how deep you’ll have to dig when you get started. And if you give up before you hit water, you get nothing. The only way to succeed is to keep digging.

In a world of infinite options, we rarely apply ourselves with this type of commitment and vigor. Rather than going all in on one thing, we scratch the surface of many things. The problem is if we dig only shallow holes, we’ll never hit water. To reach water, we must commit to one area and dig deep.

This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t scout out your options. You absolutely should. Before you start anything new, assess it. Analyze it. Ask around. Turn it inside out. If you’re not convinced it’s for you, don’t take it on. But if you do decide to take it on, be prepared to fully commit.

The water is down there. Pick your spot and start digging.
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April 19

Be Unshakable

Unshakable diligence means not being distracted from the task by impediments due to thoughts, afflictions, or sufferings.

—GAMPOPA19

What is something you’ve accomplished that your younger self would’ve thought was impossible? Maybe you got that dream job you thought you were underqualified for, finished a marathon without any running experience, or overcame an addiction you thought you would never conquer. But somehow, someway, you pulled it off. What you once thought was impossible is now your reality.

Now reflect on how, against all odds, you were able to do it. Think back to the obstacles you had to overcome, the moments of doubt you had to withstand, and the hardships you had to endure. Had you allowed those obstacles to deter you, you wouldn’t have been able to achieve the impossible. You had what Buddhist master Gampopa called “unshakable diligence.” You persevered despite everything that stood in your way and made it happen.

What’s something that currently feels out of reach to you? Maybe you’d like to get your anxiety under control or tame your distracted mind. Achieving these things or any other worthwhile pursuits will require the same kind of unshakable diligence. The good news is, as proven by your track record, you are more capable than you realize.

You’ve been unshakable before and you can be unshakable again.
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April 20

Take Your Medicine

All doctors use painful treatments to restore health. It follows that to put an end to many sufferings, a slight one must be endured.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA20

Don’t let the clichéd image of someone meditating peacefully by a river fool you. Meditation is anything but easy. Confronting our neurotic thoughts is one of the most difficult tasks we can take on. In fact, a 2014 study21 showed that 67 percent of men and 25 percent of women chose to administer a mini–electric shock to themselves over sitting quietly with their own thoughts for more than five minutes.

If you’ve ever tried meditation, you’re likely to find this statistic simultaneously funny and true. When you sit in meditation for even a few minutes, you get a glimpse of your chaotic mind. Thoughts pour over you like a waterfall. Feeling overwhelmed, you might want to avoid your mind altogether and go back to your comforting world of distraction.

But just like an unpleasant pill or a painful shot that you must endure in order to restore your health, the discomfort of meditation must be endured in order for you to take command over your mind and, in turn, over your life.

The next time you’re sitting in meditation, remember this: You’re not sitting there to feel bliss. You’re sitting there to take your medicine.
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April 21

Achieving Your Version of Olympic Gold

What is diligence? It is the antidote to wasting time.

—GAMPOPA22

American swimmer Michael Phelps started swimming competitively at the age of seven. According to his coach Bob Bowman, Phelps didn’t miss a day of practice from age eleven to sixteen. He practiced on weekends, holidays, and his birthday, averaging over four hours a day. This incredible diligence not only helped him gain an advantage in the pool but also prevented him from wasting time on unhelpful habits outside of it. Phelps’s unmatched dedication paid off, as he went on to become the most decorated Olympian of all time.

While you may not be striving to win a gold medal, it’s worth asking yourself what your version of winning gold looks like. Maybe you want to have a loving relationship with your partner, be present with your child, tame your distracted mind, or find contentment in yourself. Once you’ve identified your own quest for gold, ask yourself how you can go at it with Olympian-level diligence—on weekends, on holidays, and on your birthday. With this level of diligence you will not only focus all your energy on your pursuit but also no longer waste time on things that hold you back.

This is the essence of true diligence—the key to achieving your own version of Olympic gold.


OceanofPDF.com



April 22

What’s One Dirty Spoon?

One should think of nothing else other than that which one has decided to undertake, with heart fully involved there, until it is completed.

For in this way everything is done well. Otherwise neither this thing nor the other would be.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA23

When you’re doing the dishes, where is your mind? Are you focused on the task at hand or are you thinking of something else? If it’s the latter, it’s no wonder that when you pick up a spoon later that day, you find it inexplicably dirty. A scattered mind leads to poor work while simultaneously robbing you of the present moment.

You might argue that doing the dishes is a minor chore that has no real consequence. After all, what’s one dirty spoon? But what happens when you bring this same lack of awareness to your studies or your work or the family dinner table? A scattered mind produces scattered results.

To do anything truly well, you must ensure that your attention is in absolute alignment with your actions. With your focus sharp and your heart fully involved, you will do everything well. It doesn’t matter if you’re washing a spoon or working on mastering your mind.

Focus only on the task at hand.
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April 23

When You Slip Up, Don’t Give Up

A pinch of salt can give its salty taste

To a little water, but not to the Ganges stream.

So know that, likewise, minor evil deeds

Can never change a mighty source of good.

—NĀGĀRJUNA24

Every year when the holidays come around, many people start to watch their weight. Determined to avoid gaining ten pounds by the new year, they restrict themselves from enjoying the holiday meals that mark the season. But what were their diets like the rest of the year? If they had been eating healthily, then surely a few big holiday meals wouldn’t make much of a difference. Our health and fitness depend on what we do on a consistent basis, not on those one-off occasions.

In all aspects of life, this holds true. When, through consistent effort, we create positive momentum around a good habit, meaningful cause, or positive movement, then small obstacles or setbacks cannot undo our progress.

Whether it’s your diet, creative pursuit, or spiritual practice, you must be diligent. You may slip up on some days (we all do), but that doesn’t mean all your good work was for nothing.

So forget about what you didn’t do yesterday and focus on showing up today.
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April 24

Apply Diligence Inside and Out

Through diligence, the pleasures of existence are achieved.

—ASAṄGA25

You’ve always wanted to go to Patagonia. It’s been on your bucket list for as long as you can remember. And, thanks to your diligence in planning and saving, the trip has finally arrived. You get there and it’s beautiful. Despite the fact that your dream has come true, you find it hard to enjoy yourself—you’re anxious about your mounting emails, frustrated with your travel companions, and stressed about your delayed return flight. All you want is to be there cherishing the experience, but you find you can hardly be there at all.

How could this be the case? While you did a great job making the trip happen, you overlooked a vital part of the preparation: You forgot to tame your mind. In life, we pursue achievements with great diligence, thinking they will bring us fulfillment. However, even if we check off all the things on our bucket lists, if we have not learned to tame our minds, deal with difficult emotions, and be present, the experiences will not be as fulfilling as we had hoped.

So, yes, write down your bucket list and work toward it. But know that checking off the items on that list is not as urgent as diligently taming the mind that is the lens through which you’ll experience that bucket list and, by the way, the rest of your life.
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April 25

Find Your 85 Percent Stride

Make your efforts steady and constant.

Make your mind like a good bowstring, neither too loose nor too tight.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE26

Carl Lewis was the most dominant sprinter of the twentieth century. In a career that spanned nearly twenty years, he won nine Olympic gold medals and set the world record for the hundred-meter race. What’s even more incredible is that he won most of his races coming from behind. Studying Lewis’s racing style, one coach noticed something about his technique. While the other runners overexerted themselves as they neared the finish line, running with strained muscles and clenched fists, Lewis stayed relaxed and unstrained throughout the entire race—cruising to victory.

Lewis’s record-breaking technique is now known as the 85 percent rule. It suggests that operating at 85 percent is conducive to success because it allows the body and mind to stay relaxed, calm, and steady.

So, in any endeavor you take on in life, whether it’s a new job, relationship, or spiritual practice, make sure your effort is neither too strained nor too lax.

Find your 85 percent stride.
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April 26

Becoming an Elder

One in whom there is truthfulness, virtue, inoffensiveness, restraint and self-mastery, who is free from defilements and is wise—he is truly called an Elder.

—THE BUDDHA27

In many societies, the more years people have, the more authority and respect they enjoy. This is based on the assumption that more life experience equates to more wisdom. Think about the respect parents expect from their children due to the fact that they are the elders and, according to them, simply “know better.”

But do more time alive and a greater accumulation of experiences automatically equate to wisdom? According to the Buddha, they do not. A true wise person—an elder—is truthful and virtuous and has gained a level of self-mastery. Certainly just going through life, year after year, cannot help us become elders in this sense. However, if we utilize our life experiences to practice and acquire these qualities, then the years we’ve accumulated can amount to greater wisdom.

Don’t just get older—become an elder.
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April 27

Bring on the Challenge

One should not turn away from difficulty, because by the power of practice the very thing one once feared to hear becomes something without which one has no delight.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA28

Over thousands of years, the human brain has evolved to scan for danger to ensure survival. And since we are the fortunate descendants of those who survived all the perils of history, we are the most paranoid ones of all. This is why our brains are always on the lookout for threats, instinctively steering us away from anything perceived as challenging or dangerous. Despite being highly sophisticated, the human brain can be surprisingly primitive, often struggling to distinguish between real threats and beneficial challenges. As a result, your brain can misinterpret healthy challenges as danger and dissuade you from pursuing them.

Let’s try a quick experiment: Think of something that you fear. It can be anything from sitting alone with your thoughts in meditation, being vulnerable with a loved one, or showing up at the office as your true self. Feel the weight of your discomfort as you consider your fear. Do you notice how your brain attempts to protect you by telling you to disengage and go back into your shell? This is your primitive mind’s misguided way of protecting you. Now see if you can make the choice to persist in spite of it.

With diligent practice, over time you can free yourself from the constraints of your mind’s misperceptions, allowing you to take on healthy challenges that contribute to your growth, fearlessness, and happiness.
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April 28

Mastering Your Mind

Formerly this mind wandered about as it liked, where it wished and according to its pleasure, but now I shall thoroughly master it with wisdom as a mahout controls with his ankus an elephant in rut.

—THE BUDDHA29

At times you might think it’s fine (or even fun) to let your mind wander. You daydream about a beautiful home you want to buy and fantasize about your upcoming vacation. You reminisce about your childhood. You might tell yourself that you are letting these thoughts occur by choice, but this is an illusion. Think about the difficult moments when stressful thoughts run incessantly through your mind. Is this also by choice? The truth is, when you allow your mind to wander as it pleases, you are not in control.

Just as an elephant master, also known as a mahout, must tame his elephant to keep it under control, you must tame your mind to do the same. It can take years to tame an elephant. And your mind, believe it or not, is even wilder. Achieving any level of success will take great diligence, but if you stick with it, the benefits will be worthwhile.

Imagine a life where your mind doesn’t run you—you run it.
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April 29

The Echoes of Praise and Criticism

See the equality of praise and blame, approval and disapproval, good and bad reputation, for they are just like illusions or dreams and have no true existence. Learn to bear them patiently, as if they were mere echoes.

—LONGCHENPA30

No matter what we decide to do with our lives, we are bound to hear plenty of opinions from others. Those in our corner may show us approval and praise, while those who don’t get our vision may subtly (or not so subtly) express their disapproval. How do we make sense of these conflicting viewpoints and persevere anyway?

To stay true to our path and to ourselves, we must try to see external opinions for what they are—insubstantial and inconsequential. The very fact that two people can hold contradicting opinions on the same matter shows that both opinions are shaky and unreliable. Just as an echo is only a reflection of a sound that soon fades into nothing, praise and criticism from others are merely opinions and will, if we allow them to, fade away without any lasting impact.

Whether praise or blame, approval or disapproval, they are all mere echoes that will soon fade. Learn to bear them with patience.
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April 30

Keep Swimming Upstream

Stood in the midst of the hosts of defilements, one should be a thousand times more hotly proud, invincible to the hosts of defilements, as a lion to herds of deer.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA31

It’s easy to swim with the current. It’s when you try to swim against it that your strength and courage will be tested. Many of the themes we talk about in this book—choosing stillness over stimulation, picking presence over distraction, practicing restraint over indulgence—are examples of going against the current.

As you begin to apply these principles to your life, both internal and external forces may try to push you downstream. Your mind may be flooded with doubt or succumb to laziness. Your friends might discourage your efforts or tempt you back into your old ways. But when you’re working toward achieving something that’s truly worthwhile—like realizing your true potential, finding your rightful path, taming your mind, or upgrading your life—holding firm in the face of the obstacles that you come across is the only way to stay diligent on the path.

Today, when you put down this book and reenter the world, remember that all this deep internal work requires you to remain firm, courageous, and resolute. With determination, you can keep swimming upstream toward the life you deserve.
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May 1

The Thief in an Empty House

Thoughts come and go like a thief in an empty house . . . in fact there is nothing to be gained or lost.

—PADAMPA SANGYE1

One of the greatest insights we can gain from the practice of meditation is how fleeting and fickle our thoughts can be. If you sit still with your eyes closed without stimulation for as little as a minute, you witness a myriad of thoughts bouncing around in your head. You think about your next meeting. You remember something you need at the grocery store. A childhood memory enters and exits. You feel happy, then agitated, then annoyed, then calm. Finally, when you open your eyes and the meditation is over, you realize that while all that was going on in your head, your external reality remained relatively unchanged.

These experiences in meditation demonstrate what eleventh-century master Padampa Sangye is saying here—that your thoughts are of no consequence on their own. They are like thieves who barge into an empty house, rummage around, look for a way to disrupt things, then leave without doing any real damage.

Right now, watch your mind like a curious bystander. Without judgment or attachment, notice how thoughts arise, linger for a moment, and vanish. One thought makes way for another. Each of these thoughts, while insubstantial, has the potential to trigger strong emotions in you. However, if you can recognize the inconsequential nature of these thoughts, you can stop letting them rob you of your peace.

Let the thieves in. There’s no damage to be done.
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May 2

From the Buddha to MLK

Hatred is never appeased by hatred in this world. By non-hatred alone is hatred appeased. This is a law eternal.

—THE BUDDHA2

In the 1950s and 1960s, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. led the civil rights movement in America. King, famous for his captivating speeches and policy of nonviolence, led sit-ins, protests, and marches throughout the United States. In his Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech, King cautioned his audience, “Violence as a way of achieving racial justice is both impractical and immoral. . . . It is impractical because it is a descending spiral ending in destruction for all.”3

King, like other advocates of nonviolence such as Gandhi and Mandela, understood the spiral of destruction caused by violence and called on his followers to fight violence with nonviolence. Twenty-five hundred years before MLK marched to Washington, DC, the Buddha preached a similar message—to meet hatred with non-hatred.

Violence is the fire that grows from the flames of hatred. If people stoke the flames, hatred will grow and violence may follow. But if we can put out the flames of hatred through tolerance, forgiveness, and understanding, we can create a better world for all.

The next time you feel this flame flicker within you, ask yourself how you can put it out before you start a fire.
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May 3

Be Like a Log

When the urge arises in your mind

To feelings of desire or angry hate,

Do not act! Be silent, do not speak!

And like a log of wood, be sure to stay.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA4

Recall the last time you felt genuinely angry. Maybe you were triggered by something your partner said or something your child did. In the heat of the moment, how did you react? If you’re like the rest of us, you probably reacted in a way that you later regretted.

Anger is a powerful emotion that often overwhelms us, leaving us with little control over our immediate reactions. By the time we regain our composure, it’s often too late. The key, then, is to create some space between the intense emotion and the response.

To achieve this, Śāntideva offers a practical and accessible solution. When you experience anger bubbling up inside you, refrain from acting quickly and adopt the stillness of a log. This will buy you time for your anger to subside and your mind to regain control. From this new place, you now hold the power to choose how you want to respond to the situation.

Regain control—be like a log!
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May 4

Don’t Obey Your Thirst

One never feels that one is rich enough;

Contented, he should wear humble, cotton clothes.

He may thus conquer much desire and craving.

—MILAREPA5

Have you ever bought a new pair of jeans and then realized that you needed a new shirt and sneakers to complete the look? There’s actually a name for this phenomenon: the Diderot effect. When you acquire something new, it makes you feel like you need additional items to go with the new one.

This phenomenon is testament to the fact that giving in to desire doesn’t provide contentment; rather, it leads to even more desire. It’s like drinking soda. You think it’ll quench your thirst, but it only makes you thirstier.

So rather than relentlessly chasing after more, Milarepa says, we should adopt a humble approach to life and resist the temptation to indulge our desires. If you can change your habits to live more modestly, you will gradually limit your cravings, giving you a greater sense of contentment with what you have.

Don’t obey your thirst.
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May 5

Na Aap Ka, Na Baap Ka

If he had not received that gift it would have remained in the donor’s house. In any case it is not yours, so what matters it whether it was given or not?

—ŚĀNTIDEVA6

The well-known Hindi saying Na aap ka, na baap ka, which loosely translates to “Neither yours nor your father’s,” is used to express the sentiment that there’s no point in caring or worrying about something that doesn’t and will never belong to you.

Though often used casually, Na aap ka, na baap ka carries a profound reminder for all of us, particularly when we feel envious of something someone else has. Consider this scenario: A friend at another company gets promoted, and you find yourself filled with envy. But why should your friend’s promotion bother you? Even if the friend hadn’t received the promotion, it still wouldn’t belong to you.

The next time you find yourself caught up in a feeling of envy toward something someone else has won, remember the saying Na aap ka, na baap ka and find contentment within.
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May 6

Fear the Right Things

Those who see something to fear where there is nothing to fear, and see nothing to fear where there is something to fear—upholding false views, they go to states of woe.

—THE BUDDHA7

Kids have all sorts of irrational fears. They can be afraid of loud noises, strangers, ghosts, or the dark. As adults, we reassure them and tell them, “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” because, after all, there isn’t. At the same time, kids often place themselves in harm’s way—putting their fingers in electrical sockets, touching hot pans, and reaching for sharp objects—because they don’t know what could actually cause them harm.

But don’t adults also suffer from unfounded fears and ignore valid fears? We allow baseless fears, like public speaking or what other people think of us, to dominate our lives and consume our mental space. Meanwhile, we inadvertently place ourselves in harm’s way by neglecting our mental and physical health.

In the end, we’re no different than kids. We worry about all the wrong things and neglect the things that really matter.

So, as a sensible adult, can you counsel yourself the way you would counsel a child?
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May 7

See the Teacher in Everyone

If there were no-one with whom to get angry, with whom could you cultivate patience?

—PATRUL RINPOCHE8

Can you count the number of people in your life who have made you angry? Depending on your age and your general level of agitation, you might be counting for a very long time.

This reveals that anger is not contingent on any one person but rather is a tendency that lives within you. So when someone makes you angry—a rude driver, a cocky colleague, or a difficult client—rather than growing frustrated, you’d be better served to use the situation as an opportunity to practice patience and self-control.
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May 8

For a Little Bit of Money

Of all great wealth, contentment is supreme . . .

So always be content; if you know this

Yet have no wealth, true riches you’ll have found.

—NĀGĀRJUNA9

Near the end of the 1996 crime drama Fargo, police chief Marge Gunderson drives along a snowy highway after arresting Gaear Grimsrud. After a long manhunt, Marge had found Grimsrud, who had just killed two people, one whom he had been paid to kidnap and the other his own accomplice.

As the emotionless Grimsrud sits in the back of the police car, Marge can’t help but wonder aloud why he committed these crimes. “And for what?” she asks. “For a little bit of money. There’s more to life than a little money, ya know. Don’t ya know that?”

Grimsrud’s desire for money and the destruction it caused stands in stark contrast to the contentment Marge experiences in her own life. In the final scene, Marge and her husband, Norm, lie in bed together in their humble home. Marge turns to him and says, “Heck, Norm, you know, we’re doing pretty good.”10

No amount of wealth can give you the feeling of contentment. If, like Marge, you can be content with whatever you have, you can be truly wealthy.

Always endeavor to amass the greatest of riches—contentment.
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May 9

Don’t Stop Believing

Some detest me. Why am I exultant when praised? Some extol me. Why am I depressed when criticized?

—ŚĀNTIDEVA11

You’re a believer. You believe it when people praise you, so you take absolute delight in their compliments. You believe it when people criticize you, so you feel down when you hear their disapproval. Your feelings vacillate between delight and despair, as does your self-worth.

But here’s the issue: You can be praised and criticized for the same thing. Some people love whatever you did. Some people hate it. It’s impossible to know whom to believe. So rather than letting your chest puff out in pride when you get praised or feeling dejected when you get criticized, realize how conflicting and often baseless people’s opinions can be. With this logic, you can remain unfazed by what others say about you. You don’t have to be a believer anymore.

Don’t stop believing.
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May 10

Post-First-Date Blues

From attachment springs grief, from attachment springs fear. For one who is wholly free from attachment there is no grief, whence then fear?

—THE BUDDHA12

You had an incredible first date. The chemistry was undeniable, and the conversation flowed effortlessly. As you said goodbye, you both agreed to meet again soon. You went to sleep happy, confident that you’d receive a text the next morning. But the next day, as minutes turned into hours, you found yourself constantly checking your phone. You replayed the previous night in your mind, analyzing every word and move. You tried to distract yourself with work and exercise, but it did no good. The whole week, you were a hopeless wreck.

But why is it that this person you just met has such a hold on you? You don’t feel the same angst when a friend doesn’t text you back. When you become too attached to a person or an outcome, your mind creates false expectations about the happiness they’ll bring. With this comes the fear of it not happening and grief if it doesn’t.

Naturally you will continue to go on first dates, but perhaps you should reflect on how the attachment to both the person and the outcome causes unnecessary distress. With this understanding, you can approach the situation with more lightness—not placing too much pressure or value on it.

Free yourself of attachment, and you’ll free yourself from the post-first-date blues.
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The Other Side of Achievement

Your future projects and plans are like nets cast in a dry river bed:

They will never bring what you want.

—TOKMÉ ZANGPO13

Malcolm James McCormick, better known by the stage name Mac Miller, was an American rapper and producer who soared to fame in 2010 at the age of eighteen with the release of his breakthrough mixtape K.I.D.S. The next year, his debut album, Blue Slide Park, topped the Billboard 200 chart and launched Miller into rap superstardom before his twentieth birthday.

Mac Miller’s lyrics always told you how he was feeling. And it was telling to watch how drastically his lyrics changed from the period leading up to his fame to the period after he achieved it. As an upbeat teenager rapping on K.I.D.S., he sang about his dreams of fame, money, and a rock-star lifestyle. Eight years later, on Swimming, he rapped in slow, melancholic tones about how his fame and success hadn’t brought him the happiness and contentment he’d thought they would. Mac was telling all of us what awaits on the other side of achievement.

Mac’s story highlights the insubstantial nature of our future aspirations. We might dream big and chase after those visions with everything we’ve got, but if we tie our happiness and entire sense of self-worth to achieving them, we’re bound to get disappointed. While we can continue to strive for great things, we should remember that the fulfillment we seek—happiness, peace of mind, or contentment—won’t come from the achievement alone.
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The Bare Necessities of Life Will Come to You

For one who does not hope for anything, there is fulfillment unimpaired.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA14

If we’re not careful, we can spend our entire lives chasing one thing after another, convinced that just one more thing will finally make us content. But have you noticed how the object of your desire is constantly changing? As soon as you acquire that one thing, you are on to the next. Your longing is impossible to satisfy. Failing to learn from these experiences, you continue to spend your life in relentless pursuit.

However, if we recognize that it’s not the absence of something but rather the longing for it that troubles us, we can see that releasing our unnecessary hopes and desires is essential for our well-being and contentment.

The next time you find yourself postponing your contentment as you pursue that next thing, be honest with yourself. Acknowledge that even as you strive for it, you don’t have to delay your well-being because of it. In those moments, it may help to remember the advice from The Jungle Book’s lovable bear, Baloo, in his song, “The Bare Necessities.”

Don’t spend your time looking for contentment where it can’t be found. All those things, can’t you live without them? Realize this as true, and true fulfillment will come to you.
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You Will Laugh Again

The darkness that has accumulated over a thousand eons is dispelled by the illumination of one lamp.

—TILOPA15

“Will I ever laugh again?” Carrie asks Miranda in Sex and the City just after Mr. Big stands Carrie up at their wedding. She’s heartbroken and can’t imagine ever finding happiness.

We all have these times in our lives when it feels like we’ll never laugh again. Your partner dumps you out of nowhere. Someone you love dies. Sometimes sadness shows up for no apparent reason at all. But as any Sex and the City fan knows, Carrie did laugh again, and you will too. Maybe it will be that moment when an old friend cracks an inside joke or when you’re watching The Office and Dwight falls for one of Jim’s pranks or when your dog comes home from the vet in a goofy head cone. Though you can’t be sure when that moment will be, it will happen. You’ll break out of your malaise and into unexpected laughter. In an instant, your life catapults from black-and-white to color.

When things feel hopeless, keep the faith. Know that at any moment, one illumination, like a moment of uncontrollable laughter, can dispel the darkness that came before it and bring you back into the light.
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May 14

Give Freely and Be Free

What is given is for the destruction of craving.

What remains in the house increases craving.

—THE BUDDHA16

Do you have an item in your home that holds a special place in your heart? Maybe it’s your white couch, your La-Z-Boy chair, or a vintage vase. You take great care of it, thinking it brings you joy. But when guests are over, do you find yourself anxious about someone spilling something on the furniture or knocking over your vase? Now, think of a time when you gave something of yours to a friend or family member. Do you still worry or even think about that item? Of course not. It’s the other person’s now, and you’re free of it.

What we hold on to and try to protect increases our craving and creates an undesirable tightness in us. But when we give, we free ourselves from craving and release that tension. Of course, it’s neither practical nor desirable to give away all your belongings, but there’s a more sustainable approach: If you adopt a mindset of mentally sharing and releasing your possessiveness, you can welcome the idea of your belongings being used not only by you but by others as well. This shift allows you to relish these items without being imprisoned by the fear of them being damaged or lost.

So give freely and often, both literally and mentally.
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May 15

You Don’t Have to Accept Their Gift

Overcome the angry by non-anger; overcome the wicked by goodness.

—THE BUDDHA17

One day the Buddha was delivering a sermon while seated under a tree surrounded by his disciples. During it, a surly young man, upset by the pacifist lifestyle of the Buddha and his followers, approached and began lobbing insults and swearing at him. Unperturbed, the Buddha maintained his composure, listening attentively without showing any distress.

The young man continued his tirade of insults but grew weary and frustrated by the Buddha’s lack of reaction. Eventually he demanded a response. In a calm manner, the Buddha replied, “You offered me a gift and I chose not to accept it.” Perplexed, the young man countered, “I haven’t given you a gift; I have only been insulting you.” The Buddha clarified, “It was your decision to offer me your gift of anger, which I chose not to accept.” This gracious response softened the young man’s heart and led him to recognize the Buddha’s true wisdom.

When presented with the “gift” of anger, we have the tendency to accept it, multiply it, and hand it out to others. But just like the Buddha, we can reject these gifts.

Can you graciously decline the next “gift” someone offers you?
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May 16

The Antidote of Abstinence

Know this, O good man: evil things are difficult to control. Let not greed and wickedness drag you to protracted misery.

—THE BUDDHA18

What’s the best cure for alcoholism? Abstinence. The same is true for any addiction—gambling, drugs, caffeine, workaholism, materialism, or social media. Abstaining is always the best way to protect ourselves.

We naively dabble in these temptations because we underestimate the grip they can have on us and overestimate our ability to remain in control. Initially, managing the temptation might be relatively easy. But the more we succumb to it, the stronger its hold becomes, making it increasingly challenging to take back control.

If you never start going down a wrong path, you’ll never have to find a way back from it. Can you exercise wise judgment and maintain abstinence from the outset?
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May 17

Mastering the Happiness Paradox

All the misery the world contains

Has come through wanting pleasure for oneself.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA19

Have you ever been scrolling through social media on a cold winter morning, seen photos of someone enjoying their beach vacation, and felt a pang of envy? We’ve all been there. This happens because we want all the good things to come to us, not to others.

One of life’s great paradoxes is that while we all seek happiness for ourselves, this very pursuit often leads to discontentment. Yet if we shift our focus to bringing happiness to others, happiness finds us effortlessly.

Think back to the last time you did something kind for someone—when you baked something delicious for your family, sent a gift to a friend, or gave change to a homeless person. Reflect on how it made you feel. No matter the size of the gesture, it likely brought joy to both the recipient and yourself. Recognizing this happiness paradox helps us resist our instinctive urge to prioritize our own happiness and opens our hearts to others.

The next time you find yourself envying those vacationers on social media, pause. Instead of following your gut reaction, take a moment to mentally wish them well. Observe how this small shift replaces the tightness of envy in your heart with warmth.
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May 18

I See It; I Like It; I Don’t Need It

It is hard to avoid worldly attractions;

By adhering to humbleness,

Longing for vainglory is subdued.

—MILAREPA20

In today’s world, clever marketers well versed in human psychology meticulously devise ways to capture our attention. A mere five minutes browsing the internet or flipping through a magazine can expose you to countless temptations. Suddenly, things you didn’t even know existed become obsessions, consuming you until you finally obtain them. If we allow ourselves to be lured by these external forces, we risk getting trapped in a perpetual cycle of craving and acquiring.

So how can we free ourselves from the sticky web of temptation? Milarepa suggests adhering to a mindset of humble contentment, which in this context refers to recognizing what is enough. This means differentiating between what truly aligns with our needs, values, and sense of fulfillment and what does not. By adopting this type of mindset, we can resist the pull of temptation.

The next time an advertisement presents you with a shiny new object, try viewing it through Milarepa’s lens of humble contentment. Just because you see it and like it doesn’t mean you need it.
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May 19

Vanquish Pride with Pride

Those who uphold pride to vanquish pride, the enemy,

Are truly proud, victorious, and brave.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA21

Pride is an emotion rooted in self-deception, causing us to overestimate our importance and elevate ourselves above others. When overcome with pride, we fixate on protecting our status or sense of worth, making us self-conscious, defensive, and selfish. But ultimately this form of pride, which we can think of as “social pride,” is like unnecessary armor—hiding our vulnerability rather than allowing us to embrace it.

As an antidote for this social pride, Śāntideva presents a fascinating prescription: to vanquish pride by upholding pride. This type of pride comes from recognizing our inherent self-worth, which depends neither on external validation nor on comparison to others. Unlike social pride, which is based on faulty comparisons, this kind of pride acknowledges that one person’s worth is neither greater nor lesser than anyone else’s. By upholding such a pride, we no longer need the shallow armor of social pride.

Recognize your inherent self-worth and become truly proud.


OceanofPDF.com



May 20

The Ball’s in Your Court

Gather up all blames into one.

—GESHE CHEKAWA22

I don’t like my job because I have the worst boss. I struggle to find love because my parents are divorced. I have low self-esteem because my sister used to tease me.

We constantly blame other people for all the problems in our lives. We don’t like taking the blame. Who does? But blaming others, even if it seems justified, keeps you trapped and prevents you from recognizing your power to resolve the issue. You put the ball in another person’s court when it’s really in yours.

The next time you catch yourself blaming someone else for your problems, see if you can pause and reframe your mindset. Ask yourself: What can I do right now to reclaim my power and improve this situation?

This slight shift in perspective can help you stop feeling like a victim and become your own champion.

Remember, the ball’s always in your court.
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May 21

The To-Do List Treadmill

Worldly preoccupations never end until the moment we die.

But they end when we drop them—such is their nature.

—LONGCHENPA23

Do you ever feel overwhelmed by your seemingly insurmountable to-do list? If you’re not careful, your task list can take over your life, making your every thought and action revolve around it. What’s worse is that you hold on to a false hope that someday, once you check off every task on the list, you’ll finally be free.

But if you examine the pattern of past to-do lists, you will notice that as soon as you complete the tasks that are on it, new ones pop up to take their place. It’s as if you’re running toward some unattainable destination without realizing you’re on a treadmill.

Take a moment to notice whether you’re waiting for your to-do list to be complete to feel free. Recognize that there will be tasks to attend to for as long as you live, but the choice to feel free is available to you right now.
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May 22

I Was Drownin’, but Now I’m Swimmin’

Don’t wallow in self-pity.

—GESHE CHEKAWA24

Today’s quote is a lojong slogan, a concise mind-training motto. This particular slogan warns against a common but harmful response to sadness: wallowing in self-pity. When we experience deep pain, all we want is to find relief. But relief is exactly what we delay if we wallow in self-pity and become absorbed in feelings of sadness and helplessness. By focusing on feeling sorry for ourselves, we avoid confronting the situation with clear and courageous minds, blinding ourselves to solutions—both mental and practical.

The next time you face a difficult situation, be mindful of the urge to indulge in a pity party. Pause and ask yourself: Am I facing the problem or am I just stuck on feeling sorry for myself? If it’s the latter, shift your focus to the actual source of pain. Confront it with courage, and then your mind can guide you toward relief, whether through a shift in perspective, a practical solution, or compassionate acceptance.

It takes courage to stop drowning in self-pity and confront the issue head-on, but that’s the only way to start swimming toward the solace you seek.
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May 23

Give Up Your Grudge

To harbor such resentment leads to strife;

Give up your grudge and sleep will easily come.

—NĀGĀRJUNA25

After someone has wronged you, how long do you hold on to a grudge? A day? A month? A year? A lifetime? When we do this, we fail to consider how the grudge and the negative feelings that come with it take up our mental real estate and eat away at our peace.

Give up your grudge. Take back your peace.
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May 24

Beyond Victory and Defeat

Victory begets enmity; the defeated dwell in pain. Happily the peaceful live, discarding both victory and defeat.

—THE BUDDHA26

Today was a good day. Your team won and you’re filled with pride. You parade around town with your jersey on. You give high fives to your buddies and happily heckle the losing fans. But just last week when your team lost, you felt dejected and sad. You could hardly eat dinner. You were short with your partner and your kids.

How long will you let this cycle continue? You’re up one week, down the next; your emotions and well-being hinge on whether your team wins or loses. When they lose, you feel pain. When they win, you feel pride. In either case, you are letting your emotions get played by these games.

Some days you’ll win. Some days you’ll lose. But you can be the real winner if you remain humble, even-keeled, and at peace no matter the result.

Watch the game, but don’t get played by it.
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May 25

Show Yourself Some Love

Suppose something unpleasant does befall your rival. Would your satisfaction make it happen again? It will not happen without a cause, merely by your wishing it.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA27

Despite your best efforts, there will be people in your life who just rub you the wrong way. For these folks, you might catch yourself secretly celebrating their misfortunes. When they slip up, a tiny voice might even pop into your head and say, Ha! They got what they deserved!

But might you be doing yourself a disservice by harboring these negative thoughts? Think about it. When you root against your rivals, it does nothing to them, but it creates negativity and tension within you.

The next time you find yourself caught in the trap of spiteful thinking toward someone else, show yourself some compassion. Recognize the futility and disadvantage of these petty thoughts and free yourself from them.

It might be too hard to show them love, but can you at least show some to yourself?
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May 26

Not Here, There, or Anywhere

The best remedy is to know that nothing has any inherent reality.

—ATĪŚA28

We have a tendency to chase happiness through relationships, careers, and worldly comforts. We view these aspects of life as inherently valuable, so we attach our potential for happiness to their attainment and pursue them with great determination. Yet time and again, we find ourselves disappointed. Even after finding that ideal partner, securing a coveted position, or achieving financial stability, we discover that we are not free from suffering. Paradoxically, the more we cling to these external sources of happiness, the more pronounced our suffering becomes.

According to Buddhism, the primary cause of suffering is what’s known as avidya (a term we also discuss on February 3), which can be translated as “ignorance.” Here, avidya refers to ignorance regarding the true nature of reality. We ignorantly view our reality as being solid, unchanging, and consisting of inherent qualities. But the truth is nothing has a fixed and inherent quality. Everything is constantly shifting and changing. This is why, when we achieve a goal, we find that our suffering persists.

So how do we find happiness? Should we avoid all things desirable? No. Whether we chase after the things we desire or try to escape from them, our underlying ignorance endures. The true remedy, then, lies in internalizing the concept that nothing is solid or fixed. Everything is changing at all times—including our perception of what will satisfy us.
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May 27

It’s All Good

Whichever of two occurs, be patient.

—GESHE CHEKAWA29

Remember the last time you were eagerly waiting for something? Maybe it was a response to a job application or a text from someone you’d asked out. During that period of limbo, you probably felt unease, especially if you very much wanted a specific outcome.

In situations like these, there can be only two possible outcomes—you get the job or you don’t; the person you asked out says yes or no. Yet you bet your entire well-being on getting the outcome you want, causing a whirlwind of stress, angst, and insecurity as you wait. You are anything but patient, and it costs you.

Twelfth-century Buddhist master Geshe Chekawa advises us to train our minds to be patient with any outcome, to be okay with whatever occurs. By cultivating patience, we can remain at ease while awaiting the outcome and after it’s been determined. In other words, no matter what happens, it’s all good.

Your entire life is a series of limbos. You’re always waiting on something or other. Can you give yourself peace by choosing to be patient?
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May 28

Overcoming Your Inner Sloth

Sloth comes from idleness, indulging in pleasures, sleep, the longing to lean on others, and from apathy for the sufferings of cyclic existence.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA30

The English word sloth is a translation from the Latin word acedia, meaning “without care.” Physically, acedia represents a cessation of motion and an indifference to work—a kind of laziness or, in slang terms, being a couch potato. Mentally, acedia can show up in the form of apathy, which can be directed toward oneself or others.

In our twenty-first-century world of convenience, even with the best intentions, people can easily fall into sloth-like behaviors. We can click a button to order groceries, work from home and rarely leave our apartments, and walk right past someone in need of help because we’re glued to our phones. While it’s perfectly reasonable to take advantage of modern conveniences, if we overindulge, we run the risk of becoming lazy, isolated, and apathetic. So it’s on us to decide how we want to show up for ourselves and others.

Will you choose the comfortable numbness of acedia? Or will you choose to care and act?
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May 29

The Faults in Your Desire

Just as friendship between people who disagree does not last long, desire does not last long when the fault in all [things] is understood.

—ĀRYADEVA31

What is it that you currently desire? It could be a new necklace, a promotion, or a returned phone call. Now, reflect on why that thing is so desirable to you. Maybe you find it beautiful, think it’ll garner you praise and status, or hope it’ll simply make you feel better. But let’s go a layer deeper. Can you see how you’re focusing only on the positive aspects of acquiring this thing while overlooking its potential downsides?

Consider that the new necklace will soon lose its novelty, the promotion might lead to less time with loved ones, or the returned phone call might lead to grasping harder for the next one. Not to mention that readily achieving your every desire is bound to fuel an insatiable craving for more.

When you recognize the faults in your desire, you can begin to free yourself from its allure. With this awareness, even if you acquire the things you want, you do so from a place of understanding rather than ignorance.
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May 30

Blinded by Jealousy

A mind tainted with jealousy cannot see anything good in others.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE32

Jealousy really is blinding. A 2010 study from the University of Delaware found that women who were made to feel jealous suffered from “emotion-induced blindness.”33 In the study, heterosexual partners sat near each other at separate computers. The male partners were asked to rate the attractiveness of landscapes and then women while the female partners identified targets amid rapidly changing images. Afterward, the women were asked how they felt about their partners rating the attractiveness of other women. The results showed that the more jealous a woman felt, the less accurate she was at detecting the targets. In other words, her jealousy quite literally blinded her.

We all experience jealousy from time to time. When this happens, emotion-induced blindness sets in and we fixate on the qualities that make us jealous and overlook everything else. If you’re jealous of a person’s looks, you can’t see his kindness. If you’re jealous of a person’s wealth, you can’t see her generosity. When you let jealousy grab hold of you, emotion distorts your perception.

The next time you feel jealousy bubble up, ask yourself: What qualities of this person might my jealousy be blinding me to?
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May 31

Compare and Despair

There are those among whom I am the worst. There are those among whom I am the best.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA34

Have you ever felt like you’re not quite where you want to be in life? A quick scroll through Instagram can make you feel like everyone else is annoyingly ahead of you. You see a picture of someone with a cool job, a smiling family, a big house, and by this point in your life, you’d expected to have these things too.

But here’s a little secret: Everyone on your news feed feels exactly like you. Just like you, they’re comparing themselves to others on their feed who appear to have more than them. There’s a phrase that encapsulates this phenomenon well: Compare and despair. If you compare yourself to others who seem “ahead” of you, like those annoying people on Instagram, you feel envious and sad. And if you compare yourself to people who seem “behind” you, you feel inflated and proud. But there is no “ahead” and there is no “behind.” We are all, including you, exactly where we are.

Quit despairing by comparing. You are enough.
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June 1

Strive with Vigilance

Strive with vigilance.*

—THE BUDDHA1

These were the final words the Buddha uttered to his disciples before he took his last breath near Kushinagar, India, approximately twenty-five hundred years ago. Throughout his life, the Buddha imparted numerous teachings to aid his disciples in their spiritual journey. However, his ultimate instruction—to maintain vigilance—emphasizes the essential role vigilance plays in ensuring that all his other teachings are followed correctly.

The term vigilance is a translation from the Sanskrit word apramāda, which encompasses a range of English meanings, including the need to remain watchful of one’s senses, to exercise restraint, and to remember one’s commitments.

The Buddha’s final teaching, strive with vigilance, stresses how critical it is for his disciples and anyone aspiring to advance on the spiritual path to constantly remember their commitments to cultivating their minds and keep a vigilant eye on their thoughts, speech, and actions.

When you picked up this book, you must’ve had your own ideas about how the lessons within would help your mind progress. Whatever your aspirations may be, remember this: To bear the fruit of all the other lessons, you must first cultivate unwavering vigilance.
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June 2

Head, Shoulders, Knees, and Toes

This alone is the definition of awareness: the observation at every moment of the state of one’s body and one’s mind.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA2

One of the most frustrating paradoxes we face as humans is that, while we can only experience the present, our minds—without our permission—constantly wander between thoughts about the past and the future. Consequently, and tragically, we hardly ever truly live in the present moment. We don’t notice our backs until they ache. We don’t think about our teeth until they hurt. This is because we lack the skill of awareness. But the good news is, like any skill, through dedicated practice you can acquire awareness—the constant observation of your body and mind.

Let’s try to cultivate a bit of awareness now: Take a moment to scan your body. Bring your attention to the sensations in your forehead, your nose, your shoulders, your back, your hips, your knees, and your toes. Now, observe your mind. What are the thoughts, memories, emotions, and predictions that flow through it?

Once you’re done, give yourself a metaphorical pat on the back. You just spent a moment of your day in the essential practice of cultivating awareness.
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June 3

You Can’t Fill a Leaky Jar

What is heard, reflected upon, or cultivated in meditation, like water in a leaky jar, does not stay in the memory of a mind which lacks awareness.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA3

Have you ever found yourself scanning the pages of a book, only to snap back into the moment and realize you had no idea what you’d just read? When we do something without awareness, like a leaky jar, we can’t retain it.

To truly learn or retain anything, full awareness is essential. Consider relationships—without awareness, we can go from one relationship to the next repeating the same mistakes and creating the same pain over and over.

Each life experience can provide new knowledge that, if retained, can guide you toward making wiser decisions in the future. While life guarantees you experiences, growing from them is possible only if you fully participate in life with awareness.
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June 4

Real Drama, Real Life, Reality TV

He who avoids misunderstandings,

Amused at the play of his own mind,

Is ever joyful.

—MILAREPA4

We derive great entertainment from TV shows that are carefully crafted to provoke excitement, angst, suspense, and drama. This enjoyment arises from the delicate balance between a seemingly realistic storyline and your awareness of it as a fictitious drama.

But what we don’t always realize is that our minds are no less creative in fabricating elaborate dramas. Just like soap operas and reality TV, our minds conjure up convincing yet insubstantial stories all the time. For instance, you may find yourself lying awake in bed, staring at the ceiling, creating a story about how your colleagues think you’re a loser for the bad joke you made during that day’s meeting. Believing these baseless thoughts to be real, you allow them to bombard and exhaust you. But guess what—this storyline is true only in your mind. Just like the dramas on TV, it isn’t real.

Rather than getting swept up in the drama of your mind, try to recognize the pattern of your thoughts. Note how they arise, momentarily affect you, then naturally dissipate without any real-world consequence. By examining the insubstantial nature of your thoughts, you can remain joyful, seeing the stories in your mind as the made-up drama they truly are.

So grab some popcorn, sit back, and watch the drama of your mind unfold!
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June 5

Recognize Your True Enemy

Everyone becomes well-disposed when they are treated with kindness, but when defilements are honoured they cause suffering all the more.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA5

Defilements, translated from the Sanskrit word klesha, are mental states that cloud the mind and give rise to negative actions. They include emotions like anxiety, fear, anger, jealousy, greed, and desire. While kleshas can sometimes arise on their own, they are often triggered by people or external events.

Let’s say you’re in the middle of an argument, and you feel anger building up. It’s tempting to think the other person is the cause of your frustration, but the real cause is the defilement—your anger. Your kleshas are your true enemies. While you can potentially turn an adversary into a friend with kindness or by showing respect, defilements grow worse if you entertain or justify them. Imagine showing kindness to your anger—what good would that do?

We overestimate the harm other people can do to us and underestimate the harm caused by our own kleshas.

Always watch out for your greatest enemy—your defilements. Do not honor or entertain them.
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June 6

Body, Speech, and Mind

The wise are controlled in bodily action, controlled in speech and controlled in thought. They are truly well-controlled.

—THE BUDDHA6

The three doors of experience are body, speech, and mind. The actions we take (body), words we speak (speech), and thoughts we think (mind) shape who we are and how we show up in the world, so we must constantly monitor all three doors and ensure they’re in alignment.

Let’s consider an everyday example. A neighbor asks you for help moving a few boxes in his garage. Seeing his need, you agree to help. You spend thirty minutes on a Saturday carrying boxes and chatting with him. Your thoughtful action (body) and friendly conversation (speech) are aligned. But inside you find yourself distracted and even agitated: Why couldn’t he find someone else to help? I should be with my kids right now. In this case, your mind is not in alignment with your body and speech. This misalignment at best creates dissonance in an otherwise pleasant situation and at worst prevents you from showing up as your best self.

However, if you remain aware of your three doors, you can recognize when your thoughts are misaligned. This awareness helps you bring your mind back into sync with your body and speech. You might still work quickly to get back to your kids, but during the short time with your neighbor, you can be present and even appreciate the chance to help out.

In everything you do, stay mindful of your three doors. This vigilance enables you to bring your body, speech, and mind into harmony.
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June 7

The Most Important Vow of All

I should manage and guard my mind well. If I let go of the vow to guard my mind, what will become of my many other vows?

—ŚĀNTIDEVA7

We vow to always be there for our partners, to protect and raise our children, to take good care of our aging parents. These vows are often at the core of who we are as individuals. But are we always able to uphold our vows, or are there some days when we slip up? At any given time, you may find yourself letting your partner down, being unfair to your children, neglecting your parents. Why does this happen?

Sure, you could point the finger at external circumstances or people, but it would be more productive to point the finger at your own mind. Have you been vigilant in watching your self-centered tendencies? Have you been sincere in your efforts to be patient? Have you been disciplined in managing your adverse emotions?

To uphold your most important vows in life, first make the vow to guard your mind.


OceanofPDF.com



June 8

The Broccoli Between Your Teeth

The best teacher is one who attacks your hidden faults;

The best instruction is one aimed squarely at those hidden faults.

—ATĪŚA8

We all have blind spots. No matter how wise, kind, or well intentioned we think we are, there are things we do wrong that we can’t detect. We’re too close to our own situations to judge the accuracy of our own thoughts and actions. Of course we all prefer compliments to criticism, but we need people in our corner who will give us honest feedback. Since without a mirror, you can’t see the broccoli between your teeth, you need someone to point it out.

Whom do you have in your corner? Do they tell you of your hidden flaws or do they just stroke your ego? The best teachers will help you detect the flaws you can’t see for yourself. But they can do it only if you give them permission. The more defensive you are, the less willing people are to help.

The choice is yours. Do you want to correct your hidden flaws or live with that broccoli between your teeth forever?
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June 9

The Ultimate Victory

Though one may conquer a thousand times a thousand men in battle, yet he indeed is the noblest victor who conquers himself.

—THE BUDDHA9

Ashoka the Great ruled the Mauryan Empire in the ancient Indian kingdom of Magadha from 268 to 232 BC. His early life was marked by ambition and a thirst for conquest. He engaged in wars and military campaigns and expanded his empire through force and might, believing that victory on the battlefield was the pinnacle of achievement. His insatiable desire for territorial expansion eventually led to a devastating war with the kingdom of Kalinga, a conquest that resulted in the death of nearly two hundred and fifty thousand people.

Despite his victory, Ashoka was struck by a profound sense of loss and guilt when he saw the grim aftermath of the war. He realized that his ego, greed, and aggression had inflicted unfathomable suffering on thousands. From this moment, Ashoka redirected his focus inward, waging war against his inner afflictions. He devoted the rest of his life to upholding the principles of ahimsa (nonviolence), compassion, and moral responsibility.

Only by conquering his own ego and inner turmoil did Ashoka become a true noble victor, transcending the glorification of war and conquest.
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June 10

Don’t Get Mixed Up in Pride

When praise and honor come your way,

Be on the lookout for the arising of pride.

—MILAREPA10

You get a hundred Likes on an Instagram post. You receive an award at work. Your daughter wins a trophy in her softball league. How do you feel in these situations? Likely a mix of happiness, excitement, and pride. In moments like this, it’s pride that you need to watch out for.

When you allow pride to take root in response to praise, you risk solidifying your identity around what you are praised for—that popular Instagram post, the work award, or your child’s accomplishment. You might even start creating a persona around it, getting caught in an exhausting cycle of maintaining and protecting this new image. For example, you might let your child’s achievement define you, feeling a need to be seen as the parent of a star athlete.

However, if you can see the achievements and the praise that accompanies them as fleeting moments to enjoy rather than a defining aspect of who you are, you can continue to experience the positive emotions without letting your identity get mixed up in them.

When pride arises in you, don’t get mixed up in it.
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June 11

The Charioteer of the Mind

He who checks rising anger as a charioteer checks a rolling chariot, him I call a true charioteer. Others only hold the reins.

—THE BUDDHA11

In the chariot races of ancient Greece, the charioteers showcased their skill in navigating hazardous terrain by deftly guiding their chariots and teams of horses out of harm’s way. The most accomplished charioteers were able to maintain firm control of the reins, masterfully managing their horses and skillfully steering their chariots.

Now picture yourself as the charioteer and your emotions as the rolling chariot. When difficult emotions like anger bubble up, can you effectively manage your anger as the charioteer manages his chariot? Are you able to steer your response away from harm, or do you find yourself merely holding on to the reins while your anger takes over?

Those who can quickly spot and handle their negative emotions as they arise are true charioteers—they are the ones in control.
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June 12

Never Fly Too High

Puffed up with pride, you get completely carried away by appearances and start to think that you can do whatever you want. You have been completely tricked by negative forces. So, banish all self-centered beliefs and arouse the wisdom of egolessness.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE12

In Ovid’s version of the Greek myth of Daedalus and Icarus, a father and son are held captive by King Minos. To escape, Daedalus, the legendary inventor, creates wings made of feathers and wax so that he and his son can fly to freedom. As they’re about to fly off, Daedalus tells his son, “Let me warn you, Icarus, to take the middle way. The moisture will weigh down your wings if you fly too low, and if you go too high, the sun scorches them. Travel between the extremes.”

Daedalus and Icarus take off and soar beyond the reach of King Minos. Icarus, with the wind beneath his wings, begins to feel invincible. Disregarding his father’s warnings, he flies higher and higher. But as he nears the sun, the wax that holds his feathers together melts. He calls for his father, but Daedalus can’t find him. With his wings gone, Icarus falls to earth and drowns in the sea.

Don’t we all have a bit of Icarus in us? One good thing happens to us, and we puff up with pride. Our ego grabs hold and we forget we have limits. If we let our ego carry us away, like Icarus did, it can carry us into destruction—turning a good thing into a bad ending.

To guard against your ego, you must be watchful of it. If you feel yourself growing boastful or cocky, do yourself a favor by remembering the cautionary tale of Icarus. Don’t fly too high.
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June 13

I Am Reading

When walking, she knows “I am walking.” When standing, she knows “I am standing.” When lying down, she knows “I am lying down.” When sitting down, she knows “I am sitting down.” However her body is positioned, she knows it to be just that way.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA13

When you’re walking, where is your mind? When you’re lying down, where is your mind? As you’re reading this book, where is your mind?

Awareness is knowing what you’re doing while you’re actually doing it. If you’re walking your dog and your mind is on work, you are not aware. If you’re lying in bed and you’re thinking about last night’s game, you are not aware. If you’re reading this book and you’re thinking about today’s plans, you are not aware.

To practice awareness, mentally take note of what you’re doing while you’re doing it. Your mind will try to take you elsewhere, but each time you pull it back you’ll be a little bit more here. Let’s try it right now.

I am reading. I am reading. I am reading.

Welcome back!
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June 14

Don’t Swat It; Just Watch It

If one holds oneself dear, one should diligently watch oneself.

—THE BUDDHA14

When you’re lying in bed and you hear a mosquito buzz past your ear, what do you do? Instinctively, you jump out of bed, flip on the light, and look for the pesky mosquito. It doesn’t matter how tired you are. You act swiftly, eager to defend yourself from the potential bite.

We’re quick to defend ourselves from physical threats yet fail to defend our minds. We let other people’s opinions shape our self-worth. We let our negative thoughts send us spiraling out of control. Since we’re not on alert for these pesky thoughts, we get bitten again and again.

Each time a negative thought buzzes through your mind, imagine it as a mosquito. But instead of trying to swat it, watch it closely. The clearer you can see the thought, the less likely it is to bite you.
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June 15

Don’t Press Play—Press Pause

The best discipline is to pacify the mind.

—ATĪŚA15

Have you ever lashed out at someone in the heat of the moment only to regret it a second later? You can thank your amygdala for that. Your amygdala, a small almond-shaped structure nestled deep in the temporal lobe, operates as your brain’s fear center. When triggered, the amygdala sends you into fight-or-flight mode and disconnects from other parts of your brain, making it difficult for you to regulate your emotions or think logically.

In these heated situations, your best intentions and previously acquired disciplines cannot protect you. When this happens, take Atīśa’s advice and employ the best discipline of all—pacifying the mind. By calming your fear or anger just for a moment, you regain access to the rational part of your brain, allowing you to respond deliberately.

Whenever you feel triggered, rather than reacting right away, press pause. For a moment, do nothing. Take a deep breath if you have to—do anything that prevents you from making a snap reaction. Once the strong emotions have passed, with your amygdala disarmed, you can respond to the situation in a more calm and logical manner.

By cultivating the discipline of pacifying your mind, you regain control of yourself and your actions. What’s more empowering than that?
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June 16

Ignorance Isn’t Bliss

Ignorance, the worst of all taints. Destroy this one taint and become taintless!

—THE BUDDHA16

If not properly diagnosed, even minor ailments cannot be treated. But if a correct diagnosis is made, even a major disease like cancer can be treated. The same is true of our flaws. If we remain ignorant of them, they’ll persist and maybe even proliferate. Whether it’s a seemingly innocent habit like constantly deprecating oneself, being too stingy with money, or indulging in humble bragging, if we remain ignorant of our tendencies, correcting them is impossible.

To create the possibility of correcting your flaws, you must start by correcting your greatest flaw—your ignorance. Even if you’ve had a bad habit all your life, the minute you stop being ignorant of it, you can begin to think of ways to fix it. Open your eyes and be on the lookout for where your ignorance may lie.

The popular saying goes “Ignorance is bliss,” but one might more accurately say “Self-knowledge is bliss.”
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June 17

The Best Piece of Advice

The best instruction is always to watch your mind.

—ATĪŚA17

What is the best piece of advice you’ve ever received? We’ve all received advice that, given at the right moment, proves pivotal. But since life is full of many twists and turns, we constantly need to seek new advice for each curveball that’s thrown at us. How nice would it be, then, if there was one piece of advice that if followed could help you through all of life’s situations?

That’s what Buddhist master Atīśa offers here. Since it is our minds that determine our experience in all life scenarios, it is our minds that we must closely monitor. If we neglect to observe our minds, we may find ourselves engaging in any number of harmful patterns—dwelling in negative thinking, creating false narratives, becoming prideful, or resisting positive change. But if we remain aware of our minds in each moment, we can gain control over our thoughts, emotions, and actions through all of life’s situations.

Each day, in every moment, watch your mind. If you practice this mindful awareness consistently, it won’t matter what pitch is thrown at you. Whether it’s a fastball, a changeup, or a curveball, you’ll be ready to handle it.
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June 18

The Ultimate Protector

One truly is the protector of oneself; who else could the protector be? With oneself fully controlled, one gains a mastery that is hard to gain.

—THE BUDDHA18

Your parents can bail you out of trouble. Your friends can back you up in an argument. The bank can loan you money to get you out of financial difficulty. But no one can protect you from the inner turmoil that led you to these difficult situations. You must be the protector and commander of your own internal state.

You cannot externalize your power and rely on others to rescue you. They don’t hold the key to your internal well-being and don’t have the power to make lasting change. Only you do.

Embrace the truth that you are your own ultimate protector, and you’ll empower yourself to take charge of your mind and your life.
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June 19

Resolving External Obstacles Internally

To cover all the earth with sheets of leather—

Where could such amounts of skin be found?

But with the leather soles of just my shoes

It is as though I cover all the earth!

—ŚĀNTIDEVA19

At any given time you may be juggling a multitude of situations, people, and tasks that need to be handled in one way or another. Maybe your son is struggling in school, you recently got laid off from work, your sister is upset with you, or an important package got lost in the mail. You work to address each situation, believing that when it’s resolved, you will be at peace. But have you ever noticed that as soon as you resolve one issue, another one pops up? That’s simply how life works. If you wait for all your problems to be solved before you feel at peace, you’ll be waiting forever.

So what’s the alternative? Rather than looking for peace and happiness in the resolution of countless external situations, look for it at the real source—your mind. If you can train your mind to be resilient and self-sufficient, you can remain at peace as you work through any situation that comes your way.

Resolve the obstacles of your mind, and all external challenges will be resolved.
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June 20

Snap Back into the Present

Good is restraint over the eye; good is restraint over the ear; good is restraint over the nose; good is restraint over the tongue.

—THE BUDDHA20

A 2010 study21 from Harvard University found that, on average, people spend about 47 percent of their waking hours with their minds wandering, completely unaware of what they’re thinking. This means that most of us spend nearly half of our waking hours letting life happen instead of actively participating in it.

To be true participants in our lives, we must train our minds to be aware and present. For beginners who struggle to control their thoughts, this can be challenging, so the Buddha instructs them to start by practicing restraint over the eyes, ears, nose, and tongue, the windows to one’s experience of the world.

The next time you notice your mind wandering, redirect your awareness to what you see, hear, smell, and taste. This practice helps you use your senses to train your mind and snap yourself back into the present.
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June 21

Concentrate on What’s in Here

The intelligent should repeatedly draw the mind within away from external objects. Then he should tame it, seeing the virtue in concentration.

—ASAṄGA22

We spend most of our lives focused on what’s out there. We prepare breakfast, check emails, attend meetings, scroll through social media, help our kids with homework, and watch TV with our spouses. Because we are so focused on these external activities, we rarely pay attention to what’s inside. The result? We don’t know our own minds very much at all. This explains why we have little control over our thoughts, emotions, and the way we act. To regain control over our lives, we need to get to know the mechanism that shapes our every experience: the mind.

You can start by finding small pockets of time in your day—when you’re lying in bed in the morning, riding on the train, or sitting in meditation—to step back from the external world. Use these moments to direct your attention inward and get to know your mind a bit. Observe the thoughts that come up, the stories the mind creates, and the emotions they stir. At first, it can be uncomfortable to confront your busy mind. However, with practice, you’ll become more at ease with this discomfort, eventually finding peace and comfort within yourself.

Regularly carve out time to concentrate on what’s in here, and you’ll be better prepared to deal with what’s out there.
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June 22

Protect Your Mind

For if I carefully protect my wounds

Because I fear the pain of minor injuries,

Why should I not protect the wound that is my mind?

—ŚĀNTIDEVA23

Imagine walking through a bustling market with an injured arm. People are brushing up against you, elbow to elbow. What do you do? How do you navigate the situation safely? Driven by an innate desire to protect yourself from pain, you will channel every ounce of attention into safeguarding that vulnerable arm. Your focus will sharpen. Your mind and body will be alert.

While we would instinctively protect an injured arm, we forget that our minds are far more vulnerable and need guarding too. Without warning, your mind can perturb your peace with dizzying thoughts, turn your contentment into envy, or inflict intense yearning for something. These feelings can be triggered by the people you brush up against in your life or by your own mental confusion.

Why is it that we are quick to protect the body but forget to protect the mind? Protect your mind like you’d protect an injured arm—the mind is just as vulnerable.
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June 23

The Buffalo on Your Head

He who seeks another’s faults, who is ever censorious—his cankers grow. He is far from the destruction of the cankers.

—THE BUDDHA24

In Nepal, there’s a common saying: “You can’t see the buffalo on your own head but you can see the lice on someone else’s head.” This speaks to the human tendency to notice even the tiniest flaws of other people while overlooking the biggest flaws in ourselves.

Do we do this because it’s easier to point out flaws in others than it is to confront our own? Or maybe because pointing a finger at others deflects attention away from our shortcomings? Regardless of the reason, indulging in judgment and gossip not only spreads unnecessary negativity but also wastes time and energy that would be better spent working on ourselves.

The more you focus on other people’s flaws, the more you neglect your own. This lack of self-awareness causes your flaws to grow until, as they’d say in Nepal, you have a buffalo on your head that you don’t even know is there.

Are you ready to face your buffalo?
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June 24

Detaching Your Attachment

When encountering money and things of desire,

Be on the lookout for the arising of attachment.

—MILAREPA25

How quickly does something you purchase become yours? How soon after you acquire a new item do you start feeling protective of it? Before this thing came into your possession, you didn’t care about it because it wasn’t yours yet. But the moment something becomes yours, or even just captures your attention, you quickly develop a sense of attachment.

This is the kind of attachment that Milarepa warns us to guard our minds against, urging us to be on the lookout for its signs as they arise. When we get too attached to things, we invite undesirable consequences like envy, pride, and anxiety into our lives. But, if we remain vigilant, we can protect ourselves from these harmful tendencies before they take hold.

The next time you encounter something desirable, pay attention to any signs of attachment: becoming overly possessive, worrying excessively about losing it, or tying your self-worth to it. By catching these signs early, you can prevent attachment from taking root in your mind and enjoy the things you desire without clinging to them.
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June 25

Cultivating Inner Beauty

Not by mere eloquence nor by beauty of form does a person become accomplished, if he is jealous, selfish and deceitful.

—THE BUDDHA26

To gain validation and acceptance, people work tirelessly to improve their outward appearances and eloquence. They invest in makeup or go tanning or entertain thoughts of hair transplants or plastic surgery. They work to perfect the impression they make on others at cocktail parties, networking events, and dinner gatherings, carefully choosing their words and refining their delivery. These people believe that outward appearances and how they are perceived are what truly matter.

While outer beauty and eloquence may be easier to display and receive praise for, true accomplishment lies in cultivating inner beauty. After all, what is the value of beauty and eloquence if the mind is filled with negative emotions like jealousy, selfishness, and deceitfulness? Surely we don’t consider someone with a pretty face but a cruel heart as beautiful. And we don’t regard someone who is pleasant to listen to but deceitful as wise.

True accomplishment comes not from outward beauty or eloquence but from depth of character and wisdom. By striving to develop these qualities, you can become a truly beautiful person—inside and out.
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June 26

As Pure as Silver

One by one, little by little, moment by moment, a wise man should remove his own impurities, as a smith removes his dross from silver.

—THE BUDDHA27

Silver taken from a mine cannot be used until a smith removes its impurities, known as dross. Only then does the pure form of silver emerge. The same is true for the mind. Although the mind is inherently pure, temporary impurities—like confused thoughts, negative actions, and misguided habits—obscure one’s true self. And just as dross can be separated from silver no matter how intermingled, we can remove our impurities even if they feel inseparable from who we are. In fact, if we pay attention, we will see that every moment is pregnant with the potential for purifying our minds.

For instance, if you get angry and frustrated while sitting in traffic during your morning commute, acknowledge the feeling that you have and the physical sensations that come with it. Note your racing heart, shallow breathing, and rising body temperature. Address these physical signs by taking intentional breaths. As you do this, you’ll find the tension begins to fade, allowing a sense of calm to emerge.

When you do a practice like this, you’re removing a tiny mark of impurity, allowing more of your true essence to reveal itself.
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June 27

Your Head Is a Jungle

Meditation aims to bring this mind, which gives rise to all faults and flaws, under control and then it aims to make it serviceable. Serviceability means that you can direct your mind as you wish toward a virtuous object of meditation.

—TSONGKHAPA28

In Buddhism, the term monkey mind describes a restless, volatile, and uncontrolled state. In this state, we become easily agitated and struggle to stay present. Our thoughts bounce from past memories to future predictions. If something unexpected happens, we react wildly. Picture a wild, untamed monkey bouncing around in your head. Welcome to your monkey mind.

One way to begin taming your monkey mind is through consistent meditation practice. By sitting quietly with your own mind for a few minutes each day, you can study the monkey’s behavior. Over time, as you learn its ways, you can begin to tame it and bring it under control. Once tamed, the monkey can actually be a helpful ally. You can direct the monkey as you wish rather than having it direct you.

If your head has turned into a jungle, it’s time to get it under control. It’s a long process, but what’s the alternative? To let the monkey jump around forever? Start by carving out five minutes today to study your monkey mind.

Sit with it. Watch it. Tame it. Direct it.
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June 28

First Seek Tranquility

Realizing that one well-attuned to insight through tranquility can destroy the defilements, one should firstly seek tranquility.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA29

Since the time of the Buddha, meditation has been a primary tool for self-transformation. The traditional practice, which we also explore on December 23, involves two interdependent steps: śamatha (tranquility) and vipásyanā (insight).

The practice begins with śamatha, in which a practitioner calms and stabilizes the mind, often by focusing on breathing. Once the mind is stable and free from distractions, the practitioner can move on to vipásyanā, the reflective stage of insight meditation. The ultimate objective of this practice is to mature the mind and gain an understanding not of the way things appear but of the way things really are.

We can use this approach beyond meditation too, in everyday life. When we’re thinking through problems or processing conflicting emotions, by first calming our mind through focused breathing, we can create the space conducive for insight to arise.

Whether in meditation or in daily life, achieve tranquility first, and insight will follow.
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June 29

Don’t Look Too Far Ahead

If you walk looking mindfully one yoke’s-length in front of you, your mind will not be confused.

—THE BUDDHA30

Picture yourself driving at night on an empty highway with only your headlights to guide you. By focusing solely on the three hundred fifty feet of visibility ahead of you, you can get safely to your destination.

Yet when it comes to navigating life, we tend to look much farther out than the length of road revealed by our headlights. We look to tomorrow. We look to next year. We look to a future that may never come. We overthink, over-plan, and overwhelm ourselves. Worse, we miss out on the experiences and lessons that life offers in the present moment.

Whether you’re literally driving down the street or metaphorically driving through life, mindfully take note of your surroundings. Each time your mind slips into the distant future, bring it back to what you can see with only your figurative headlights—to how you’re feeling, to what’s happening right now, to what the person in front of you needs. By working with what’s directly in front of you, you will find enough reasons to enjoy the moment and the resources to reach your destination.

To avoid unnecessary confusion, don’t look too far ahead.
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June 30

Letter to a King

Guard this fickle mind as you would do

Your learning, children, treasure, or your life.

—NĀGĀRJUNA31

Nāgārjuna is widely considered to be one of the greatest Buddhist philosophers of all time. He lived in India during the second century, and countless monks, political leaders, scholars, and ordinary folk sought out his wise teachings. In one of his famous texts, Letter to a Friend, Nāgārjuna wrote a personal letter to a king who requested his advice on how to lead a noble life. The king wanted to lead a good and virtuous life but was prone to the daily distractions of his responsibilities and easily enticed by the pleasures of life—in other words, he was exactly like everyone else.

To help the king understand the gravity of the situation, Nāgārjuna encouraged him—and surely would encourage us today—to guard his mind as he would guard his knowledge, his children, his treasure, and his life. That is to say, there is no task of greater importance than guarding one’s mind, for if you don’t guard your mind, everything else will fall apart.

To lead a noble life, first protect your greatest asset—your mind.
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Part III

Extending Outward

A natural spring forms when water from deep in the ground rises up and emerges through the earth’s surface. Depending on this spring’s yield, its fresh water can flow for miles, feeding streams, rivers, and lakes, nourishing the landscape and inhabitants all around it. Whenever we extend ourselves outward—through acts of generosity, love, understanding, patience, or compassion—we’re like springs of fresh water, bringing life and benefit to everyone around us.

The challenge is that, most of the time, we are so caught up in our own lives that we feel drained, as if we don’t have enough left to care for others. When we’re in this mindset, we can’t help but feel separate and closed off, so instead of extending outward, we pull inward and tighten up. But the truth is, each of us possesses an inexhaustible spring. We just need to learn how to tap into it.

In Part III, we’ll continue to work on our minds with the intention to access our natural capacity to extend outward and adopt an ethical livelihood. We’ll broaden our perspective by challenging the distinction between self and others—seeking similarities between ourselves and the homeless people we pass on the street, dissolving the lines between us and them, and reflecting on why we should treat friends and enemies with equal kindness. We’ll practice embodying a generous attitude—exploring how to give with no strings attached, how to be generous with our time, energy, and spirit, and learning why practicing generosity can help free us from our scarcity mentality. We’ll also cultivate compassion for ourselves and others—examining why self-love needs to come first, learning how to transform contempt into compassion, and discovering how spreading happiness to others can lead to our own happiness.

Your journey through Part III—July, August, and September—looks like this:

July: Exchanging Self and Others

August: Embodying a Generous Way of Being

September: Generating Joy Through Compassion

Each of us has, like a spring of fresh water, the capacity to extend outward and be a source of benefit for others—to be kind, giving, empathetic, and compassionate. But to be that source for others, we have to dig deep inside ourselves; we must change our perspective, open ourselves up, and be willing to see ourselves and the world in a new light.

The natural spring is already within you. Let’s start tapping into it.
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July 1

The Great Equalizer

If pride is predominant in you, the remedy is to meditate on substituting self for others.

—GAMPOPA1

When we pass homeless people on the street, we might catch ourselves thinking of them as less than us because of their apparent misfortune. We might react with pity or fear; we might even guard our children from them. These reactions show that we believe we are somehow superior to these people sitting on the sidewalk.

The next time you encounter a situation like this, instead of following your usual instinct, pause and reflect on these questions:

What would happen to me if I faced a series of financial hardships without any family support?

What would my clothes look like if I had to wear the same thing day after day and sleep on a bench?

How long could I maintain my sanity under these conditions?

As you reflect on these questions, you may begin to realize that you’re not so different from the homeless people you once looked down upon. When our identities and possessions are stripped away, what remains? We are all just flesh and bone. At the core, we are all equal.

Whenever pride fills your mind, convincing you that you’re above someone else, mentally practice substituting self for others—the great equalizer.
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July 2

The Antidote to Self-Obsession

May their ill deeds fructify for me,

And all my virtues fructify for them.

—NĀGĀRJUNA2

In Buddhist tradition, we practice the exchange of self and others to break down the rigid concept of “self.” Naturally, we are all self-obsessed. We go through life looking to fulfill our own self-interests, desiring good things to happen to us and bad things to stay away from us. However, this self-obsession is the very cause of our suffering.

To help us overcome this fixation, Nāgārjuna introduces a mind-bending exercise: He encourages us to wish for someone else’s ill deeds to fructify for us and for our virtues to fructify for them. Essentially, he wants us to take on the consequences of others’ wrong actions while offering them the positive results of our good deeds.

Although this practice may seem extreme, it serves to challenge our deep-seated self-interest. By adopting this radical aspiration, we begin to blur the line between self and others, gradually letting go of our obsession with ourselves.

To cure our extreme self-obsession, an extreme antidote is required. Will you give Nāgārjuna’s exercise a try?
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July 3

How Einstein Saw the Universe

I should dispel the suffering of others because it is suffering like my own suffering. I should help others too because of their nature as beings, which is like my own being.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA3

We experience our entire lives through one lens—our own. From the moment we are born through childhood, adulthood, and into old age, we each see life through our own eyes and experience it through our own perspective. This puts each of us at the center of the universe, separate from everyone else. It’s due to this limited lens that we fail to see ourselves as we really are—part of a larger, interconnected whole. Albert Einstein pondered this phenomenon. Here’s what he said:

A human being is part of the whole world, called by us “Universe,” a part limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as something separate from the rest—a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal desires and to affection for a few persons nearest to us. Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole nature in its beauty.4

Just because each of us experiences life through one’s own lens doesn’t mean we’re separate from each other. In reality, we are all connected in our suffering, our joy, and our shared human experiences. To free yourself of your self-made prison, recognize the truth of our interconnectedness.
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July 4

Let the Other Person Have the Seat

Whatever you want, others all want as much; so act on that!

—PADAMPA SANGYE5

This is the answer Buddhist master Padampa Sangye gave to his disciple Trungpa Sinachen, who had asked him to encapsulate all Buddhist teachings into one.

Let’s reflect on this teaching for a moment. All the good things you want for yourself—comfort, well-being, prosperity, joy, love, good health—everyone else wants just as much. At the same time, all the things you don’t want—discomfort, fear, suffering, sorrow, loneliness, anxiety—everyone else is trying to avoid too. If we can internalize this truth, we can use it in our day-to-day lives to show more consideration for others.

Think about how you feel when someone beats you onto the train and takes the seat you had your eye on. If your typical reaction is to get annoyed, you can use this opportunity to practice. Picture what her morning might have been like. Maybe she’s on the tail end of a grueling commute. Maybe she couldn’t get a seat on the last train. Maybe, like you, she’s just tired. With this new perspective, rather than getting worked up about people depriving you of what you want, you can now see that they are simply going for what they want. You can even go a step further and help them in their pursuit. No matter who gets there first, let the other person have the seat.
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July 5

Who Is “I”?

Through habituation there is the understanding of “I” regarding the drops of sperm and blood of two other people, even though there is in fact no such thing.

Why can I not also accept another’s body as my self in the same way?

—ŚĀNTIDEVA6

Each of us identifies as I. “I am Pema.” “I am Brendan.” “I am __________.” You see yourself as I, a solid self made up of your mind and body. And you see others as their own Is. From this perspective, there are 7.8 billion Is on the planet right now. But let’s explore this idea further. Before you were conceived, did you identify as I? How could you? Before conception, you didn’t exist as a separate entity. You were simply parts of two individuals—an unfertilized egg and sperm. At that time, you didn’t have a name. If your parents had chosen a different name for you, you would have readily connected with it. Over time, though, through habituation, you’ve come to associate with the name given to you and identify as I. “I am ___________.”

Just as you have learned through habituation that there are 7.8 billion separate I’s on the planet, you can also, through habituation, dissolve the separation between yourself and others. You can come to identify with others’ bodies, others’ suffering, and others’ happiness. You can begin to see the interconnectedness between everyone and everything.

Deconstruct your identity as I and break down the barrier between self and others.
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July 6

You’re Not a Unique Snowflake

When happiness is liked by me and others equally, what is so special about me that I strive for happiness only for myself?

—ŚĀNTIDEVA7

Most people’s lives are largely spent in pursuit of a single goal: happiness. This is why we work hard to earn money, why we build relationships, and why we explore practices like meditation. This is why we do everything that we do. But in our individual quest for happiness, we often overlook a crucial fact—we’re not alone in this pursuit.

Look at the people in your news feed. Look at the person sitting across from you on the subway. Look at the person next to you in traffic. Look at your spouse. Look at your dog. They’re all on the same quest as you—striving to find happiness.

To quote from the movie Fight Club, “You are not special. You’re not a . . . unique snowflake.”8 You’re the same as everyone else, and that’s great. So, rather than going alone on this journey, why not bring everyone along in this shared quest for happiness?
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July 7

Are You Fit to Serve?

If ye lose all differentiation between yourself and others, fit to serve others ye will be.

—MILAREPA9

Is there anyone in the world better suited to care for you than yourself? Certainly not. No one understands your needs like you do, which makes you the person most capable of helping yourself. This is true for all of us. When it comes to helping others, though, we can be clumsy and ineffective. If a friend is struggling, we might find that we are unsure of how to support them. This happens because we see other people as being fundamentally different from ourselves, leading to a disconnect in understanding their pain and how to relieve them.

We can shift this perspective by training our minds to lose differentiation between oneself and others. Start by asking yourself a few questions: When someone hurts me, how do I feel? When I’m in pain, what is the experience like? When I’m scared, what goes through my mind?

Now, reflect on your responses and consider how other people’s answers would echo your own. We all feel emotions, pain, and relief in similar ways. Recognizing this shared experience will help dissolve the boundary between self and others, allowing you to understand your friend’s pain as your own and making you truly capable of helping.

See others as you see yourself, and fit to serve others you will be.
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July 8

Don’t Dish It Out

When fear and suffering are disliked by me and others equally, what is so special about me that I protect myself and not the other?

—ŚĀNTIDEVA10

Ghosting. Trolling. Ignoring. Insulting. Discouraging. At one time or another, we’ve all experienced these hurtful exchanges. When we’re ghosted, trolled, or ignored, we feel pain. Our self-worth comes into question, and we can’t help but wonder, Why did this happen to me?

Yet haven’t we also dished out our fair share of these behaviors? We’ve ghosted. We’ve trolled. We’ve lefts texts unanswered. We are reckless with the emotions of others yet careful to protect our own. But what makes us so special? Suffering is felt by all. Fear is felt by all. So, how can we dish it out when we know how much it hurts to receive it?

By being more sensitive to the pain of other people, we can be more mindful of our actions and protect others just as we protect ourselves.

Don’t dish it out.
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July 9

Impartiality for Patience

Those whose minds see all sentient beings as equal have the purity of patient endurance.

—THE BUDDHA11

Are you equally patient with everyone in your life or does your patience vary based on your relationships with them? Think about a relative or friend you admire. When the person makes a small mistake, do you let it slide, or do you dwell on it? Now, consider someone you’re less fond of. Do you treat that person’s mistakes the same way, or do you blow them out of proportion?

Our ability to tolerate others often has less to do with their behavior and more to do with our feelings toward them. The more we like someone, the easier it is to overlook faults. When it comes to people we dislike, it’s often the opposite. This understanding invites us to reflect on the way our biases shape how we treat others and how we experience life.

The next time someone frustrates you, try practicing impartiality toward the person and see how your patience grows.
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July 10

Taking In and Sending Out

Whoever longs to rescue quickly both himself and others should practise the supreme mystery: exchange of self and other.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA12

In Tibetan Buddhism, there’s a meditation called tonglen—the practice of giving and receiving. The word tonglen is Tibetan and can be broken down into two parts—tong means “giving or sending” and len means “taking or receiving.” This powerful practice, which we learn a variation of on December 15, focuses on exchanging self and others, helping to relieve both your own suffering and that of other people. One instance in which you can practice tonglen is when you find yourself in pain. Let’s say you’re hurting from a recent breakup. You can use tonglen to connect with all the other people in the world who are experiencing a similar pain. Here’s a tonglen meditation you can try:

Start by generating heartfelt compassion for others who are going through what you’re going through. Next, wish for them to be free from their pain, just as you wish to be free of your own. Begin breathing slowly and consciously. As you inhale, imagine “taking in” their pain and purifying it. As you exhale, visualize “sending” them the purified relief. Continue the exercise for a few minutes, envisioning those individuals finding peace and comfort with each breath you send.

After the meditation, notice how you feel. Reflect on how this wish for others’ relief opens your heart, connects you to the shared suffering of others, and supports your healing too.
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July 11

Quiet Your Judgment

[The function of equanimity] is to see equality in beings. It is manifested as the quieting of resentment and approval.

—BUDDHAGHOSA13

Equanimity, or maintaining a calm and balanced attitude toward everyone, is a highly valued state of mind in Buddhism. Practicing equanimity helps us let go of our attachments toward some people and our aversion toward others, freeing us from emotions like fear, anger, and jealousy. With this even-minded attitude, we can gain clarity, composure, and resilience in our relationships with others.

The challenge is that, by default, we judge people too quickly. A 2005 study from Princeton University found that people form judgments about others within just one millisecond of meeting them. In that tiny fraction of time, our brains decide whether we like or trust them.14

While it may feel impossible to stop judging others, we can start to practice equanimity by quieting those judgments. Imagine meeting someone for the first time at a friend’s birthday party and something about him just puts you off. You may find yourself deciding that he isn’t likable. In that moment, you have a choice. You can listen to your judgment and shut him out or quiet your judgment and remain open to him despite your initial feeling.

If we can quiet our feelings of resentment or approval, we begin to silence our judgments and recognize the equality in everyone. The more we practice, the better we become at cultivating an attitude of equanimity.
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Invite Everyone to Dinner

Impartiality means giving up our hatred for enemies and infatuation with friends, and having an even-minded attitude towards all beings, free of attachment to those close to us and aversion for those who are distant.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE15

We tend to group people into four categories:


	People we know and like

	People we know and don’t like

	People we’ve never met but think we’d like

	People we’ve never met but are sure we wouldn’t like



We treat people based on which category we’ve put them in. To the people we like, we’re open and generous, offering our kind words, time, and resources. We praise and include them. The people we don’t like (or at least think we don’t), we shut out and exclude. If we throw a dinner party, we know who’ll be on the guest list and who will not.

While we naturally gravitate toward some people and are put off by others, allowing these feelings to dictate our judgments can harden our hearts. To open our hearts back up, Patrul Rinpoche encourages us to adopt an attitude of impartiality and even-mindedness toward friends and foes alike—to see everyone as human. Your lover. Your best friend. Your nosy neighbor. Your grumpy boss. The burglar on the news. The politician in the opposing party.

The moment we adopt an even-minded attitude toward everyone is the moment we free ourselves of attachment and aversion to others. The next time you host a dinner party, can you invite everyone?
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July 13

The Prerequisite to Compassion

That is not compassion* which is not equal.

—ASAṄGA16

How do you decide who deserves your compassion? Do you base it on how dire a person’s situation appears? How close you are to them? How badly you think they need it? Let’s consider two scenarios. In the first scenario, you hear that a neighbor who recently lost his job is now getting divorced. In the second scenario, you read in the tabloids that a multimillionaire business mogul is going through an ugly split with her husband. Who are you more likely to feel compassion toward?

We all have a tendency to base our degree of compassion on how much we think the other person needs it. A rich person is going through a divorce? Oh, she’ll be okay. Look at all the money she has. But heartache is felt by all. And if we are not impartial in how we extend our compassion, then we are not really practicing compassion. For true compassion, impartiality is a prerequisite.

Who deserves your compassion? Everyone. Without exception.
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July 14

Us Versus Us

Suffering, humiliation, harsh words, and disgrace: these we desire neither for ourselves nor for our loved ones; but for our enemies it is the reverse.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA17

Republicans versus Democrats. The United States versus China. Manchester United versus Liverpool. Your kid’s sports teams versus their rivals. In all areas of life, we put ourselves, intentionally or unintentionally, in these us-versus-them scenarios. We root for and support whoever’s on our side and root against whoever is on the other. An opposing politician says something stupid—good! A player on the other team falls on her face—we celebrate!

Why do we do this? Because we believe there’s a fundamental difference between our side and theirs. We hold different beliefs. We come from different backgrounds. We are different. But in focusing on these differences, we lose sight of the common thread of humanity—that we are all striving to avoid suffering, humiliation, and disgrace. While differing opinions and beliefs will always exist, acknowledging our shared humanity allows us to strive for respect and kindness despite our opposition.

Whenever you find yourself rooting on one side of an us-versus-them scenario, remember: It’s not really us versus them, it’s us versus us.
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July 15

Go On and Take a Bow

Whenever I am with others,

I will practice seeing myself as the lowest of all,

And from the very depth of my heart,

I will respectfully hold others as supreme.

—LANGRI TANGPA18

Bowing, though uncommon in the West, is a customary greeting in many Eastern cultures. It’s a gesture of respect, expressing deference, humility, and sincerity. By bowing, you physically lower yourself, signaling the other person’s importance.

This contrasts with people’s typical inclination to prioritize themselves above others. To counter this tendency toward self-importance, twelfth-century Buddhist master Langri Tangpa prescribes an instruction akin to a mental bow, training our minds to “see ourselves as the lowest of all.”

At first, this idea may feel uncomfortable or even make you defensive: Why should I put myself below others? But this seemingly extreme instruction is a skillful way to gradually reduce your strong focus on self-importance and move toward a more balanced view that values both yourself and others equally.

To even out the value of self and others, go on and take a mental bow.
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July 16

Hate Has No Home Here

Some, through ignorance, make harm;

Others, through ignorance, get angry at them.

Who among them is faultless?

Who is at fault?

—ŚĀNTIDEVA19

The motto “Hate has no home here” is a powerful statement that many people proudly state to show their rejection of the most divisive emotion: hate. But there seem to be exceptions in our society, situations where hate does have a home and is not only accepted but encouraged.

Think of a notorious criminal or a corrupt politician. How justified or even righteous do we feel when we hate them? We see their wrongdoings and, believing that they had full control over their actions, we harbor hatred toward them. But can we be certain that they were fully in control? Or could they have been driven by their own ignorance, greed, fear, or hate?

This isn’t about forgiving the wrongdoers out there. The point is to recognize that their actions were fueled by their ignorance and that our hatred toward them is fueled by our ignorance. When we see it in this way, we realize that hating others corrects neither their actions nor their ignorance. It only pollutes our minds with hostility and negativity.

The next time we say, “Hate has no home here,” can we truly mean it?
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July 17

Erase the Line in the Sand

When she attains the attitude of the equality of self and others or of caring for others more than for herself, then she feels that others’ aims outweigh her own. What then (for her) is individualism? And what is altruism?

—ASAṄGA20

An individualist focuses on self-reliance, independence, and personal gain, while an altruist is driven by a selfless desire to benefit others. Both attitudes make a distinction between “my” needs and “their” needs—it’s like drawing a line in the sand.

But think of a parent who stays up all night caring for a sick child. She doesn’t see it as “I” am helping “him.” The child’s pain is her own pain. Later, when the child recovers and feels healthy again, the parent shares in that joy, often experiencing even more happiness than the child.

This offers us a glimpse into our ability to truly empathize with others and feel their pain as our own. In this state, there is no distinction between individualism or altruism. We’ve erased the line in the sand.
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July 18

Hey! That’s Their Lawn!

Without exception, no sufferings belong to anyone. They must be warded off simply because they are suffering.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA21

How do you feel when someone damages your lawn? A delivery driver backs her truck over it. A neighbor doesn’t pick up after his dog. A kid rides his bike through your rosebushes. You’d probably say, “Hey! That’s my lawn!” After all, nobody wants tire tracks or dog pee on their lawn. Whether we have lawns or not, we all feel the same way when our property is mistreated.

Human suffering is no different. Whether it’s a minor inconvenience or major hardship, no one wants to go through it. And since suffering is something we all want to avoid, why not strive to prevent it for everyone, simply because it’s undesirable for everyone.

You care about protecting your own metaphorical lawn, but what if you showed the same care for everyone else’s? Then you might say, “Hey! That’s their lawn!”
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July 19

Everybody Wins

Offer gain and victory to others.

Take loss and defeat for yourself.

—GESHE CHAKSHINGWA22

Does the instruction above make you uncomfortable and perhaps even a little upset? Why in the world would you want to wish for others to win and yourself to lose? It may irritate you because it seems to imply that they deserve to win more than you do. But let’s challenge this perspective for a moment. Why do we all automatically believe that we deserve to win more than other people?

The goal of this mind-training exercise is to correct your distorted idea that you are more entitled to winning than others. It’s meant to shock you out of the typical human tendency to seek victory only for oneself.

By training our minds in this way, we can gradually learn to celebrate the victories of others; whether it’s a colleague getting a promotion, a friend buying her dream home, or a stranger successfully cutting ahead in line, we can rejoice in it all. Of course, we can still root for and celebrate our own victories, but most of us are already great at that.

Begin to break down your concept of me versus them and everybody wins.
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July 20

Become a Guardian of All

In joy and sorrow all are equal,

Thus, be guardian of all, as of yourself.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA23

When, against all odds, you find that perfect parking spot, how do you feel? Maybe you immediately light up, even celebrate. But what if moments later your significant other dumps you via a text message? Your heart might sink as you slouch down in shock.

Now picture someone else going through the same experience. How do you think that person would feel? All emotions—good and bad—are part of the shared human experience. While we may understand this conceptually, we don’t always live in a way that reflects it. We prioritize our happiness over other people’s. We guard ourselves from pain, yet we can be reckless in causing pain to others. After all, haven’t many of us at some point sent a breakup text when a call would’ve been kinder?

To counter this tendency, we can begin by recognizing and internalizing that in joy and sorrow, we are all equal. With this heightened sensitivity and renewed respect for other people’s emotions, we can become guardians not just for ourselves but for everyone else too.
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July 21

Rid Yourself of the Sunday Scaries

The Buddha taught in brief

Selflessness in perfect equanimity.

—NĀGĀRJUNA24

We hope for the things we want, and we fear losing what we have. In Buddhist philosophy, this tendency of hoping and fearing is categorized into eight forms: gain and loss, praise and blame, pleasure and pain, fame and disgrace. As long as we’re caught up in one of these extremes, the other extreme always exists. The more we cling to the pleasure of the weekend, the more intense the pain of the Sunday scaries. This self-centered grasping never leads to lasting contentment.

To break this cycle, the Buddha recommends fostering a mind of equanimity—a mind that doesn’t give in to extremes. We can start cultivating equanimity by catching ourselves when one of these eight forms of craving arises. Are we seeking praise from someone? Are we afraid of being blamed? Are we looking for recognition? Are we dwelling on our pain? Each time we notice one of these extreme emotions, rather than entertaining it, we can practice restraint.

Whenever we are able to resist our urges, we challenge our idea of the self, as it exposes the illusion that there is a solid and unchanging I that dictates our desires and impulses. And by recognizing that our urges and desires are not part of a fixed self, we begin to see that others are driven by similar fleeting impulses.

All of us are trying to chase the highs of the weekend and escape the pain of the Sunday scaries. But it’s only by giving up both extremes that we can find true contentment.
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July 22

Staying Alive

All tremble at violence; all fear death. Putting oneself in the place of another, one should not kill nor cause another to kill.

—THE BUDDHA25

We place human life on the highest of pedestals. If you see someone fall off her bike and break a bone, you rush her to the ER. If a coworker gets sick, you send a care package or visit him in the hospital. All of us understand pain and fear death because we experience them too—after all, we’re all human.

But while we take human life seriously, we don’t show the same care for other living beings. If a bug crawls across a picnic table, we might squash it. If we see a mouse near our door, we may set a trap. Yet have you ever noticed the suffering these creatures endure when we cause them pain? A bug that you fail to swat properly the first time twitches violently, trying to escape as you wind up for the final blow. A mouse that gets caught in a faulty trap squeals in agony through the night. Just like us, these animals feel pain and fear death.

Next time you feel the urge to squash a bug or trap a bothersome animal, take a moment to consider: This living being is no different than you; it shares the same fears. Every living being, no matter how small, is trying to stay alive.
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Change Your Behavior and Your Feelings Will Follow

Treat friends and enemies equally and let attachment and aversion be liberated by themselves.

—SHECHEN GYALTSAP26

We can’t help but give special treatment to the ones we love, readily going the extra mile for them. Their car broke down? Sure, we’ll drive them an hour into the city to help them make their appointment. But for the people we don’t like—the grumpy neighbor, stingy uncle, or difficult coworker—we do the opposite. We would never offer to help any of them in a pinch. How we treat people largely depends on how we feel about them, and our treatment of them reinforces those feelings, perpetuating a cycle of attachment and aversion.

To escape this cycle, Buddhist master Shechen Gyaltsap prescribed a straightforward yet challenging approach—treat everyone equally. Since changing your feelings toward people can be difficult, he recommended starting by changing how you treat them. If your grumpy neighbor’s car breaks down, offer him a ride. If your difficult coworker is sitting alone at lunch, pull up a chair. Do for them what you would do for your favorite people. Focus on your actions, not on your feelings.

When you change your behavior toward a person, you’ll find that gradually your feelings toward that person begin to change as well.

Treat everyone equally and you’ll free yourself from the trap of attachment and aversion.
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Partner in Celebration

When your own virtues are being praised, you want others to be pleased as well. When the virtues of others are being praised, you do not even want to be pleased yourself.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA27

After working hard and achieving a personal milestone, you excitedly share the news with your best friend. You expect her to celebrate with you, but the anticipated moment is met with lukewarm enthusiasm. After a brief “Congrats!” she steers the conversation back to the previous topic. How does this make you feel? Unseen? Disappointed? Maybe even bitter?

But when the roles are reversed, and it is your friend who is looking for your praise, do you offer it wholeheartedly? Or do you respond with the same obligatory acknowledgment and move on, just as she did? Perhaps, like her, you don’t realize that your failing to celebrate her victory dampens her joy, just as her failure deprived you of yours.

The next time a friend looks to you to be a partner in celebration, remember that in that moment, you have the power to amplify or diminish your friend’s joy.

Can you raise a glass to your friend in celebration?
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Disagree but Don’t Hate

Equanimity is simply eliminating attachment and hatred.

—KAMALAŚĪLA28

Look closely at any war in human history and you will see that, at its core, attachment and hatred were the cause. When people become too attached to a particular ideology, disagreements can escalate into genuine hatred.

Although long-ago wars in distant countries may seem far removed from our day-to-day lives, the effects of attachment and hatred are not. Have you ever found yourself genuinely disliking someone because he holds an opposing view on something that you’re passionate about? Maybe it was someone with a different worldview or political stance or even someone who supports a rival sports team. When we become too attached to our beliefs, we can become defensive, even hostile, toward those who don’t share them. But no matter how important or valid our view may be, if it leads to division, hatred, or harm, it undermines its value. For instance, if we champion human rights but feel hatred or wish harm on those who disagree with us, we contradict the very principle we stand for.

It is possible to disagree with others while still acknowledging their humanity. We can stand firm in our beliefs and defend them passionately without harboring hatred for those with opposing views. Recognizing this distinction allows us to stay true to our values while respecting our shared humanity.
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Dogs Included

Beings long to free themselves from misery,

But misery itself they follow and pursue.

They long for joy, but in their ignorance

Destroy it, as they would their foe.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA 29

Have you ever seen a dog with scabies? To relieve the intense itching, the dog scratches away tirelessly, but tragically, the scratching only exacerbates the condition. In trying to find relief, the dog inadvertently inflicts more pain on itself.

Like the dog, we too can fall into the trap of scratching an itch only to make matters worse. Consider your career: You start out trying to earn money and make a better life for yourself. But as your salary increases over the years, do you experience more relief? Or do you find yourself more stressed as you struggle to keep up with your inflated lifestyle? Just like the dog, we pursue what we believe will free us only to discover it pulls us deeper into the problem.

We strive for happiness, yet in our pursuit, we get entangled in things that lead to suffering. This is a universal problem that we all struggle with—our bosses, colleagues, friends, and relatives. When we acknowledge this, we can bring about a sense of empathy and connection with everyone, realizing that we’re all going through the same struggle.

Just as you want to free yourself of your suffering and find happiness, extend that wish to all others, dogs included.
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Who’s in Control?

For when affliction seizes them,

They even slay themselves, the selves they love so much.

So how can they not be the cause

Of others’ bodily distress?

—ŚĀNTIDEVA30

When we see someone harmed by another person, what’s our default response? We naturally feel empathy for the victim and outrage toward the offender. It’s easy to connect with the victim’s pain because the harm was not chosen; it was inflicted by force. In contrast, our outrage toward the offender is based on the belief that she had full agency in choosing to cause harm.

However, Śāntideva urges us to consider just how much agency an offender truly has. Let’s add a wrinkle to this scenario. Imagine the offender harmed not only the victim but also herself. Would you still believe she had full control over her actions? Perhaps not. Recognizing this, you might feel some sympathy for this person’s evidently confused mental state.

When people cause harm, whether to themselves or to another person, these actions are not carried out with control but rather from a lack of control. Their afflictions—anger, greed, hatred, or fear—seize them, leading them to cause distress to both themselves and others.

Have you ever been overtaken by your own afflictions? The answer is likely yes, so the next time you feel inclined to condemn an offender, take a moment to recognize that person’s pain along with the pain caused to the victims.
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We Are All Sitting on Treasure

I and boundless sentient beings

Are primordially enlightened.

—THE BUDDHA31

There is a Nepali legend about a family of paupers who lived on the edge of a remote village. One day, a wise sage came by their house and knocked on their door. “I believe there’s buried treasure in your yard!” the sage told the father. “Impossible! We’ve lived here for years and haven’t seen any treasure. We’re very poor!” the father replied. But the sage insisted. “Give me one day to dig and I’ll prove you wrong. You’re very wealthy!” The family of paupers shrugged their shoulders. They gave the man a shovel and closed the door.

Hours later they heard a thunderous roar from the front yard. They looked out the window and saw the sage holding up a giant golden nugget. “See! You’re rich!” The paupers ran out the door and started to dig. When the excavation was over, they had found enough treasure to make them the wealthiest people in the village.

Like the ignorant paupers, we are all unknowingly sitting on our own treasure—the awakened nature of our mind. The Buddha taught that all beings are fundamentally enlightened—you, me, the angry driver, the grumpy post-office worker, the mopey barista.

We are all the same in that we possess the conditions we need to be happy, yet in our ignorance, we fail to realize it and needlessly suffer. Within this recognition, we can see the sameness in all beings and the shared potential for awakening together.

We are all unknowingly sitting on our own treasure.
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What Should I Do with All This Power?

Having analyzed well

All deeds of body, speech, and mind,

Those who realize what benefit self and others

And always perform these are wise.

—NĀGĀRJUNA32

Each of us perceive and interact with the outside world through what’s called the three gates—actions, words, and thoughts. Everything we do, say, and think determines the quality of our lives and influences everyone we come into contact with. These three gates also happen to be the only three things in life that we have full power over. So what should we do with all this power?

To figure that out, let’s take a quick inventory of the actions, words, and thoughts that benefit both yourself and others. Ask yourself these questions right now:

Which of my day-to-day actions positively affect both me and others in my life?

What words and conversations serve both me and the people around me?

What thoughts generate compassion for myself and others?

By understanding which of your actions, words, and thoughts are beneficial to all, you have the perfect road map for how to conduct yourself in the world. The final step is performing the acts themselves.

Yes, you have a lot of power. The question is: What will you do with it?
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July 30

Pain That Heals

Whenever anything undesirable or painful happens to you, generate heartfelt, overwhelming pity for all the many beings . . . who are now undergoing such pain as yours.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE33

When you feel pain, how do you respond? Do you shut down? Close up? Become bitter? When something undesirable happens to us, we have a tendency to harden in an effort to protect ourselves. We become like turtles retreating into their shells. But rather than protecting us, this mechanism only isolates us and prolongs our suffering.

However, our pain, if we allow it, has the capacity to open our hearts and connect us to other people who are going through the same thing. When we feel pain, we are presented with an opportunity to make ourselves aware of and available to the pain of others.

Whenever you experience pain, whether physical or emotional, bring to mind anyone who may be going through the same pain. Generate a deep sense of sadness and empathy for their suffering. Wish for them to be relieved of their pain.

With this practice, you’ll find that your pain becomes a healing force not just for yourself but for others. Rather than keeping you small, stuck, and alone, your pain can make you expansive, resilient, and connected.
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Be a Refuge for All

Just as earth and the other elements are profitable in many ways to the immeasurable beings dwelling throughout space,

So may I be sustenance of many kinds for the realm of beings throughout space.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA34

Have you ever relaxed in the refreshing shade of a lush tree on a hot summer day? The tree’s leaves block out the sun while a cool breeze laps your face. You take a sip of water and feel relieved and at ease. The tree is your refuge, and in that moment, you look up at it in gratitude. After you walk away, you notice another person sitting under the tree. The tree doesn’t discriminate. It generously offers its shade and sustenance to anyone.

Just as the lush tree provides unconditional refuge for all who sit under it, we have the potential to be a refuge for those we encounter, no matter who they are.

Today, as you come across various people—friends and foes alike—recall how the tree unconditionally offered you relief and ask yourself how you can be that source of relief for the people in front of you.

Be their cool shade on a hot summer day.
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August 1

The Destination and the Path

What is the essence of generosity? It is to give what is appropriate to be given on the basis of being motivated by mental states that arise together with nonattachment.

—ASAṄGA1

Fourth-century Buddhist philosopher Asaṅga breaks generosity down into two components. First, give only what’s appropriate to be given—basically, what the other person actually needs. Second, while giving, make sure you’re not attached to what you’re giving away—meaning give freely, without grasping or clinging.

But how do we free ourselves from this attachment? As counterintuitive as it may seem, the answer is through generosity itself. When you don’t feel like giving your time, offer it. When you question whether you should give away the last dollar in your wallet, hand it over. When you don’t want to part with your favorite shoes, gift them to your sister. These acts of generosity, though challenging at first, gradually wear down your attachment, bringing you closer to the true essence of generosity.

Generosity is both the practice and the outcome. It is the path and the destination.
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August 2

Break Free of Your Shackles

Attachment to anything inside or out, is a cage imprisoning you.

Whether one is shackled with a gold chain or bound with a rope, it is the same.

—SHECHEN GYALTSAP2

In Buddhism, the term attachment, derived from the Pali word upādāna, characterizes the human tendency of clinging or grasping. Upādāna manifests through our attachment to the objects we own, the relationships we nurture, the identities we uphold, and the principles we hold dear.

The Buddha taught that human suffering stems from the mistaken assumption that the things we cling so tightly to—homes, partners, careers—will lead to lasting happiness. But attachment to anything, even things we consider good for us, inevitably leads to suffering in the end. The home you once loved no longer feels big enough. Your partner leaves you or your love fades. Your career stops giving you meaning or you retire. When we attach ourselves to someone or something, sooner or later, it becomes a source of unhappiness. And the tighter we grip, the more it hurts.

Whether we’re attached to “good” things or “bad” things makes no difference. We’re tangled up in the trap of attachment all the same. To begin to break free of upādāna, start by noticing what you’re attached to. Which people in your life? Which material items that you own? What parts of your identity?

By seeing your attachments for what they are, you can loosen the grip they have on you and start to embody a more free and generous way of being.
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August 3

Give Mentally First

The perfection of generosity is said to result from the mental attitude of relinquishing all that one has to all people, together with the fruit of that act. Therefore the perfection is the mental attitude itself.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA3

Close your eyes and visualize your most cherished material possession: your favorite piece of jewelry, that designer handbag, your grandfather’s watch, whatever it is. Hold the image of that item in your mind for a moment and notice how the item makes you feel. Now, picture yourself offering this item to a stranger. Imagine wholeheartedly parting with this possession, never to be reunited with it again. As you visualize handing it over, take note of what feelings come up—the tightness in your chest, the hints of anxiety, the reluctance to let it go.

Great work. You just completed a short but potent session of generosity meditation. A single session like this can provide valuable insights into your attitude concerning your possessions—how tightly you cling to them and the power they wield over you. With consistent practice of giving in meditation, you may discover that you’re slowly able to release your attachment to your belongings. Eventually, you’ll find that you can part with things even in real life.

Generosity begins in the mind. If we can attain a mental attitude of generosity, the practical act of giving becomes possible.
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August 4

The Reflection of the Moon

Vast, disinterested,

Immensely beneficial, and inexhaustible—

Such are the four qualities that should be known

Of all the perfections such as generosity.

—ASAṄGA4

In Buddhism, the imagery of generosity is depicted by a moon casting its reflection upon one hundred bowls of water. The moon doesn’t choose what it shines its reflection on. It imposes no limitation on the extent of its radiance and has no interest in what it might receive in return. The moon’s reflection is vast, inexhaustible, and beneficial to all.

As we strive to be more generous people, it’s this image that we can conjure up whenever an opportunity for generosity arises. If we can give without being interested in how much we give or who the recipient is or what we might get in return, we provide whatever is needed—time, words, positive thoughts, or material resources. Like the generous moon, we give not based on our own interests but simply because there is a need.

The moon unconditionally offers its reflection to the entire world. Can you cast your own generosity as far and wide?
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August 5

Give to Mature Your Mind

Possessions are enhanced through generosity,

Whose nature is emptiness and compassion.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA5

We typically think the person receiving a gift is the one benefiting from generosity. But in Buddhism, it is believed that because each act of giving helps to mature the mind, the giver benefits just as much. Here’s how it works:

Let’s say you donate last season’s winter jacket to a homeless shelter. It’s just one small generous act. But over time, as you keep giving, you notice something—your attachment to material possessions begins to loosen. You realize that the expensive jacket you once loved doesn’t hold any value of its own; it had meaning only because of the importance you gave it. Eventually, you see that your jacket, like all possessions, is empty of inherent value. And as you keep giving, something else happens—your compassion grows. You become more in tune with the needs of others and more eager to fulfill them.

Every time you give, the recipients get what they need and you continue to mature your mind.
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August 6

The Gift, the Giver, and the Recipient

When the gift, the giver and the recipient are all brought together and the action is actually accomplished, that is generosity.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE6

Have you ever been in a situation where you saw a need and thought about helping but failed to follow through? Maybe you came across a fundraiser that resonated with you and you wanted to contribute, but it fell off your radar. This is a far too common example of incomplete generosity. It might not seem like a big deal to you, the potential giver, but imagine the consequences for the potential recipient.

So each time you encounter someone in need and are inspired to help, don’t deliberate. Follow through on the urge and bring your generosity to its completion.


OceanofPDF.com



August 7

Are You Feeling Generous?

Give again and again, give without bias, and give in order to fulfill wishes most perfectly.

—ASAṄGA7

For most of us, generosity is conditional. When deciding whether or not to give to someone, you might have a series of questions run through your mind: Do I have enough to give? Do I like this person? Do I have something I’m willing to part with?

The issue with this type of generosity is that it’s based on the right conditions aligning for the giver rather than on the needs of the receiver. Whether you’re thinking about giving money, food, your time, your ear, or a seat on the bus, if you focus on fulfilling the needs of the other person, you can override the tendency for conditional generosity.

By switching your focus from yourself to them, you can be more consistent, unbiased, and effective with your generosity. You can give when you don’t feel like it. You can give to everyone, even those you don’t like. And you can give based on need rather than on your own preference.

Remember: You don’t always have to feel generous to be generous. Give unconditionally, and truly generous you will be.
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August 8

No Strings Attached

Do not be generous with a view to the specific results of that act of generosity.

—ASAṄGA8

Your unemployed brother has been out of work for a year, and you’re determined to help him out of his rut. You generously introduce him to people in your network, help polish his résumé, and send him job listings that you think would be perfect for him. You do all of this but find out months later that he never emailed the people you introduced him to or submitted his résumé for any of those jobs. How does this make you feel? Angry? Discouraged? Hopeless? Perhaps you’ll think twice before trying to help him again.

When we set out to help someone, we must remember that there’s no guarantee that the outcome will match our expectations. So if we are too hung up on our generosity yielding a specific result, we are bound to be disappointed and discouraged. As soon as you complete a generous act, release your expectations—your job is done.

Give with no strings attached.
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August 9

Let It Go, Let It Go

Transcendent generosity is found in contentment;

Its essence is simply letting go.

—JIGME LINGPA9

Once there was a stingy merchant who sought counsel from the Buddha to cure his miserliness. Recognizing the merchant’s intense attachment to his possessions, the Buddha instructed him to start with a simple exercise: passing a piece of fruit from one hand to the other. Although a little perplexed, the merchant did as instructed. Day after day, he juggled one apple from his right hand to his left and back again.

Over time, the merchant found that he could not only pass the fruit between his hands but also share it with others—his friends, his neighbors, his servants, and even strangers passing by. Eventually, his capacity for generosity expanded beyond giving away fruit to giving away greater gifts such as livestock, clothes, and money. By practicing the act of letting go, the merchant was able to loosen his grip on his possessions and find contentment in generosity.

If you find yourself clinging too tightly to what you have, try the simple act of letting go. Let go of a piece of fruit. Let go of a dollar. Let go of your favorite T-shirt.

Let it go. Let it go.
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August 10

Don’t Remove, Replace

This, in brief, is lovingkindness,

The remedy for acts of aversion.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA10

Think back to a time when you were upset and a friend did something that made you burst into laughter. For that brief moment, did you still feel upset? No, you couldn’t have. Two opposing emotions, like happiness and sadness or love and hate, can’t coexist.

When faced with intense emotions like aversion, suppressing them rarely works. What works is replacing aversion with its opposite—loving-kindness. Derived from the Sanskrit word maitri, meaning “goodwill” or “benevolence,” loving-kindness, when practiced, has the power to turn aversion into warmth and compassion.

If you’re feeling aversion toward someone, maitri meditation can help. Here’s what it might look like:

Start by generating maitri for yourself, repeating a mantra like “May I be happy and free of suffering.” Notice any warm, pleasant sensations. Next, extend loving-kindness outward, starting with someone you like, wishing her happiness and freedom from suffering. Then do the same with someone you feel neutral toward. Finally, bring to mind a person you feel aversion toward. This is the hardest part, so be gentle with yourself. Acknowledge your feelings, but try to sincerely wish for this person to be happy and free of suffering. End by thanking yourself for doing this courageous practice.

We can’t heal aversion by removing it, only by replacing it with maitri.
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August 11

Create a Beautiful Garden

Let the flower of compassion blossom in the rich soil of maitri, and water it with the good water of equanimity in the cool, refreshing shade of joy.

—LONGCHENPA11

To create a beautiful garden, you need all the right conditions—healthy seeds, rich soil, fresh water, and just the right amount of sun. Without these conditions, the garden won’t flourish.

In the same way, if we want to blossom into our full potential, we need the right inner conditions. In Buddhism, these are called the four boundless qualities (a concept we also discuss on September 3): compassion, maitri (loving-kindness), equanimity, and sympathetic joy. If we cultivate compassion by easing the suffering of others, generate loving-kindness by wishing them happiness, practice equanimity by seeing all beings as equal, and feel sympathetic joy by delighting in others’ success, we create the right conditions to reach our potential as kind, generous, and happy people.

The best part? You already have these conditions within you. All you need to do is start nurturing them, and you’ll blossom into your most beautiful self.
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August 12

The Generosity Journal

We should celebrate or at least acknowledge our capacity for simple acts of generosity and gentleness. They are the real thing.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA12

How do you measure success each day? Is it by how many tasks you checked off your to-do list? How much money you made? Or maybe how much fun you had? Whether we realize it or not, we all have ways of measuring our daily success.

But there’s one important metric you may overlook—how kind you’ve been to other people. You gave up your seat on the train so that a mother and daughter could sit together. You met with a recent grad for coffee to offer career advice. You helped a neighbor when she needed it. When we do these kind and generous acts, we hardly acknowledge them as achievements, never mind celebrate them. It’s a shame because these acts are the real deal—they’re the most direct way we affect others, and so should be considered the biggest markers of our success.

Each time we do something kind or generous, we not only help others but also transform ourselves. And when we don’t acknowledge these actions, we miss the opportunity to inspire more of these behaviors.

To start recognizing and celebrating these achievements, try keeping a generosity journal. At the end of each day, spend a few minutes jotting down any acts of kindness you performed. This practice helps you celebrate the success of your generosity while encouraging more of it. You’ll also create a new, more meaningful way to measure success.
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August 13

Don’t Forge Your Own Golden Fetters

If your goal is to give things away, arouse disenchantment by meditating on the problems caused by ownership.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA13

In Walden, Henry David Thoreau’s most notable work, he contemplates, among other things, the entrapment of material wealth and possessions. “I also have in mind,” Thoreau wrote, “that seemingly wealthy, but most impoverished class of all, who have accumulated dross, but know not how to use it, or get rid of it, and thus have forged their own golden or silver fetters.”14 His now famous experiment of living in a small cabin on Walden Pond, away from society, underscores the freedom he experienced from renouncing nearly all but his most essential possessions.

We can draw lessons from Thoreau’s experiment and Śāntideva’s teaching here to reflect on the disadvantages of ownership in our own lives—the clinging it causes, the money it costs, the worry it brings, and the attachment it leads to. A by-product of this reflection is that you’ll start to become a more generous person. By recognizing the disadvantages of ownership and accumulation, you’ll realize the advantages of letting go and giving things away.

Don’t forge your own golden fetters.
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August 14

Flip the Switch

Where there is love, the thought of anger ceases. Where there is peace, malice ceases. Where there is benefit, deceit ceases. And where there is comforting, intimidation ceases.

—ASAṄGA15

Imagine entering a pitch-black room and flipping on the light. In an instant, the all-encompassing darkness vanishes, replaced by brightness. Light doesn’t simply overpower darkness—it erases it completely. These two opposing forces can’t exist in the same space at the same time.

The relationship between the positive and negative forces within us works similarly. Love erases anger. Peace erases malice. Comfort erases intimidation. To change the energy in the room, the dynamic of a relationship, or your state of mind, you must introduce the opposite force. You could wait for someone else to initiate the shift, but why delay? If you were standing in a dark room, would you wait for someone else to turn on the light or would you do it yourself?

Be the light in every situation. Be the one to flip the switch.
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August 15

Free Yourself Through Generosity

If you let yourself be a slave to your selfish attachment, the point might come where even if you had all the wealth in the world it would not seem enough for one person.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE16

We work hard to accumulate wealth, believing it will bring us security, abundance, and freedom. We carefully save, shrewdly invest, and wisely (or not so wisely) spend. We talk about, think about, worry about, and obsess over wealth. Yet despite all our meticulous planning and hard work, we find that the feeling of abundance and freedom eludes us. No matter how much we accumulate, attaining more leaves us wanting more.

Interestingly, when we shift our focus from accumulating for ourselves to being generous toward others, our perspective shifts from wanting more to having enough. The accumulation mindset focuses on what you lack; the question is always: What more can I get? In contrast, the generous mindset focuses on what you possess; the question becomes: What more can I give? Which mentality feels more freeing to you?

By embodying a generous spirit, we feel that we have enough, no matter how much or how little we actually have.
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August 16

Here, Take My Sandwich

The best generosity is non-attachment.

—ATĪŚA17

Picture yourself sitting on a park bench after a long day and savoring a delicious sandwich. Undeniably hungry, you’ve been eagerly awaiting this meal. Suddenly, a feeble homeless person approaches you and asks for some food. You shake your head, look away, and continue to eat. As he walks by, you reflect on how, despite feeling empathy for him, you just couldn’t get yourself to part with your sandwich.

What this all too common life scenario demonstrates is that empathy alone isn’t enough to prompt a generous act. It wasn’t your lack of empathy that prevented you from being generous in the park; it was your attachment to the sandwich and to yourself. This is why Atīśa prescribes non-attachment as an essential ingredient for generosity. The less attached you are to yourself, the more open you are to being generous to others.

The next time you find yourself in a similar scenario, try to practice non-attachment to both the object you may have to part with and your emotions around that object. With this kind of attitude, even if you aren’t able to give away your whole sandwich, maybe you can part with half.
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August 17

Have a Slice of Prosperity Pie

Just as you would feel pleased about your own well-being and prosperity, rejoice from your heart when others are well and prosperous, too.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE18

Why is it so hard to be happy for others? When your friend gets a promotion, you congratulate her and might even take her out to dinner. But on the inside, you may feel indifferent or downright jealous.

One of the reasons jealousy comes up is that people believe there’s only so much prosperity to go around. It’s as if prosperity were a pie and there are only a limited number of slices, so if your friend gets a piece, there’s less left for you. With this type of lack mentality, it’s hard to be happy for someone else because you’re concerned about your own situation. Will there be enough pie left for me? I wish I had her piece of pie!

But here’s the thing. There is no limit to the number of slices of prosperity pie. Prosperity pie is limitless. Your friend can have a slice. Your brother can have a slice. Your neighbor can have a slice. A stranger can have a slice. And you can have your slice too.

The next time a friend wins big, see your jealousy for what it is—irrational. Instead, rejoice with her as if you’re both eating slices of prosperity pie. While it may be difficult at first, the more you practice, the more sweetness you will taste.


OceanofPDF.com



August 18

Don’t Try to Play Doctor

Even give poison

To those whom it will help,

But do not give even the best food

To whom it will not help.

—NĀGĀRJUNA19

When someone’s in need of help, many of us like to play doctor, prescribing all sorts of remedies: “You’re overwhelmed? A good workout always helps me.” “Feeling down? Let me take you out for a drink.” “You seem crabby. Let’s get some food in you.”

The problem is, we prescribe based on what works for us, not on what they actually need. We offer solutions drawn from our own experiences instead of taking the time to understand their unique situations. It’s like giving an old hat to a person on the street who has no shoes—they don’t need a hat, they need shoes.

Giving in and of itself isn’t enough. Generosity calls for us to assess the situation and offer help based on the person’s real needs.

Don’t try to play doctor and hand out unqualified prescriptions. Be a detective—investigate their needs first. That’s when you’ll truly be qualified to help.
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August 19

Fundamental Warmth

When we begin to experience fundamental warmth in our practice of meditation, that generous attitude and experience invite us to relate more openly with people.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA20

The more time you spend with a new friend, the warmer you feel toward him. Each meetup gets you more familiar with his positive and negative qualities, his tics and idiosyncrasies. And as you begin to see the whole picture of your friend, including his imperfections, your affection and care for him grows. You begin to like him for him.

The same thing happens when we spend time with ourselves in meditation. As we get to know who we are, both our good and bad qualities, we become more open and accepting of ourselves. We begin to like us for us. This is what it means to experience fundamental warmth in meditation.

The amazing part is, as we develop this generous attitude toward ourselves, it spreads outwardly into our relationships with other people. We’re able to connect more openly with everyone else because we’re able to bring our whole selves into each relationship.
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August 20

Your Happiness Is Contagious

Whenever you are happy or feel good, generate the wish that your happiness might extend to bring happiness to all beings.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE21

It’s a picture-perfect summer morning and you just feel good. You’re driving around town with your windows down playing Miley Cyrus and you don’t care who hears it. Work’s been a breeze this month and now you’re heading into a ten-day vacation. As you turn into the parking lot of your favorite coffee shop, you can’t help but smile.

On these glorious days when you’re feeling shockingly awesome, you have unlocked a temporary superpower. You have good vibes, the juice, the spark—whatever you want to call it. It’s in this state, when you’re shining the brightest, that you can use your light to bring brightness to others. As you drive through town sipping your coffee and belting out the lyrics to “Party in the U.S.A.,” take a moment to silently wish that this happy feeling may extend to your family, to your friends, to the person in the car next to you, and to everyone beyond. Spread those good vibes far and wide. On this blessed day, be generous with your happiness.

Don’t worry—you can do it all without missing a beat.


OceanofPDF.com



August 21

Multiply Your Satisfaction

Surely everything is undertaken for the sake of satisfaction, and yet even with money that is hard to find. Therefore I shall enjoy the pleasure of finding satisfaction in the virtues acquired by others through their hard work.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA22

We work hard and we play hard, all to bring satisfaction to ourselves. It’s not a stretch to say that every single thing we do is for the sake of our own satisfaction. Yet in our constant pursuit to satisfy ourselves, we overlook a far more abundant source of satisfaction: the accomplishments, joys, and virtues of others.

One person can experience only so many personal victories. But think of all the people out there achieving great things. If we can rejoice in their accomplishments, we will discover a million reasons to find satisfaction. Strolling through a nice neighborhood, we can rejoice knowing someone can afford this beautiful lifestyle. When a celebrity makes a huge donation to charity, we can marvel at her generosity. When we see a popular influencer with millions of followers, we can celebrate his success.

If we can retrain our minds to find satisfaction in the accomplishments of others, we will never run out of reasons to be satisfied.
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August 22

Them, Themselves, and They

Just as you are intent on thinking

Of what could be done to help yourself,

So you should be intent on thinking

Of what could be done to help others.

—NĀGĀRJUNA23

In Dale Carnegie’s bestselling book How to Win Friends and Influence People, he observes that “we usually spend about 95 percent of our time thinking about ourselves.”24 No matter how other-centric we might think we are, this is a statistic that is hard for any of us to argue with. For us and, by the way, everyone else, it’s about me, myself, and I.

This self-focused mentality makes people remarkably good at helping themselves. When you’re sick or in pain, you quickly find a remedy. When you’re out of work, you do everything in your power to find a job. When you’re feeling down, you try all sorts of things to lift your spirits. Yet, if all of us could just redirect this energy and focus outward, even slightly, we could make a real difference in the lives of others.

Take a minute right now to ask yourself who in your life could use some help. Maybe your cousin is struggling in school. Your friend can’t get a job. Your grandmother lives alone. Choose one person to support and identify one small action you can take to help—maybe it’s a phone call, a text message, a visit, or a dinner out.

Help others just as you would help yourself.
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August 23

Send Back the Opposite

Overcome the miser by generosity; overcome the liar by truth.

—THE BUDDHA25

When someone pinches pennies, your instinct might be to pinch yours even harder. If someone makes up a lie about you, you might be tempted to retaliate with a lie of your own. When anyone treats you poorly, you feel an urge to respond in kind. It’s like you’ve entered into a hostile tennis match and want to hit the ball back with just as much force. And the longer you play, the more negativity is sent back and forth.

You’d be better off (and the other player would be too) if you let the ball bounce by and picked up a ball of the opposite nature. If someone serves you stinginess, send back generosity. If someone serves a lie, send back the truth. If someone serves you anger, send back peace. The best defense against negative actions is to send back their opposite. This will change the match and transform both you and your opponent.
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August 24

Who’s Got It Under Control?

All beings are thus under some influence and are,

by that very fact, not in control of themselves.

Knowing this, someone will not become angry

toward concrete realities that are but mental projections.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA26

To understand someone else’s mind, start by getting to know your own. What triggers you? When do you feel in control? When do you not feel in control? Do you always have agency over your actions? If you are being honest with yourself, you often have far less control than you realize. Much of what you do and think comes from old habits and patterns, not from conscious, deliberate choices.

Think about the last time you reacted in anger when it wasn’t warranted. Were you in control? Probably not. If you were, you would’ve managed your feelings better. In that situation, it might appear to an outsider that you chose to react in that way, but in reality you were triggered by something and lost control.

The same is true for everyone—your spouse, your children, your neighbors, your boss, and that stranger who barked at you on the street. We are all controlled by our thought patterns and habits. Now, with this understanding of your own mind, can you acknowledge the shortcomings of others and be generously patient with them?

No one’s got it under control. So act on that.
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August 25

Take Down the Front

If we become more generous and open by removing the fundamental obstacle, or our facade, we are much more kind and loving to ourselves.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA27

We all put up a front. We want people to think we’re cool, smart, funny, and fun. We create these facades because we don’t want people to know who we really are. So we scheme and strategize to maintain images that we believe will please the world and keep us protected.

However, the facades we put up only distance us from ourselves, making us feel unworthy and unlovable. And the longer we hide behind them, the more disconnected from ourselves we become. Instead of protecting us, these facades become obstacles to self-acceptance and self-love.

But if we decide to drop these pretenses and embrace our authentic selves, we’ll discover a liberating truth: There is nothing to hide. We are worthy and lovable just the way we are. This new understanding opens the door to genuine compassion and generosity toward ourselves.

Take down the front. Remove the facade. Be yourself.
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August 26

No Need for Insurance

What is given is free from fear.

What remains in the house is a cause of fear.

—THE BUDDHA28

Why do people buy insurance for precious jewelry or expensive watches? Because they fear something might happen to these items—they could be lost, broken, or stolen. As long as we hold on to a thing that we perceive to be valuable, the fear of losing it stays with us. But the moment we give the thing away, our concern for it vanishes. After all, do you ever worry about gifts you’ve given to others?

The Buddha isn’t suggesting we give everything away; he’s asking us to recognize the freedom that comes with generosity. We don’t need insurance for something we no longer own, and we don’t need to fear what might happen to it.

Give the gift and lose the fear.
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August 27

Can You Be Someone’s Number-One Fan?

The meaning of sympathetic joy is to have a mind free of jealousy.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE29

Sympathetic joy, or mudita in Sanskrit, means taking pleasure in the happiness and success of others. It’s often described as the joy a parent feels at their children’s accomplishments—their first words, first steps, or an A+ on their homework. Not to be confused with pride, mudita is a selfless, generous joy unencumbered by self-interest. It’s like being someone’s number-one fan.

While it’s easy to feel mudita for your children and loved ones, the real challenge is extending that joy to those outside your close circle—to relatives, friends, coworkers, and strangers. This can be challenging because the human tendency in these situations is to feel jealousy instead of joy.

But we can override this tendency by actively practicing mudita. Even if it feels unnatural at first, we can make a conscious effort to celebrate other people’s success. Gradually, with practice, we’ll find that a mind filled with sympathetic joy leaves no room for jealousy.

When something great happens to someone outside your circle, can you find it within you to be that person’s number-one fan?
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August 28

Give, Don’t Take

Don’t give while moaning about it. Don’t give what would be harmful to beggars. Don’t give while sneering, with abusive derision. Don’t give with your face turned away.

—THE BUDDHA30

Have you ever received something but felt disrespected in the exchange? Maybe your cousin gave you a compliment but followed it with a snide remark. Your friend agreed to help you move but complained the entire time. Your sister lent you her blazer but won’t stop reminding you of the favor. Being on the receiving end of this kind of “giving” doesn’t feel good because the other person is actually taking something from you—your sense of dignity.

But there is a way to give that feels good to all parties involved. In Nepal, giving money to beggars involves smoothing out the bill, handing it over directly, and looking the person in the eye with a warm smile. This simple gesture feels good for both the giver and the receiver.

Whenever you have the chance to give—whether it’s your money, service, clothes, time, or a compliment—keep this image in mind and make sure you’re giving with a generous attitude.
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August 29

Can You Give Away Some of Your Treasure?

Giving from what you would eat or drink yourself, rather than giving bad or spoilt food, is discipline.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE31

It’s easy to give away the things we no longer want. We happily donate clothes that don’t fit anymore. We drop off nearly expired canned goods at the local food pantry. After all, they say one man’s trash is another man’s treasure.

While it’s good to pass on what we no longer need, we should aim for a higher level of generosity: disciplined generosity. Like discipline, which involves doing what needs to be done even when it’s hard, disciplined generosity is about giving what truly matters, even if it’s difficult for you. It’s giving away that sweater you still love or donating food that you’d gladly serve your own family. It’s about giving others what you would want for yourself.

So, yes, one man’s trash is another man’s treasure, but you know what’s also true? One man’s treasure is another man’s treasure.

Can you develop the discipline to give away some of your treasure?
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August 30

Thank You for Your Need

A person in need who turns up at a suitable time is not a hindrance to generosity.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA32

Our society readily celebrates people who engage in acts of charity and philanthropy. Awards like the Humanitarian of the Year and the Carnegie Medal of Philanthropy are given to honor their generous acts. Yet, if you listen closely to a humanitarian’s typical acceptance speech, you’ll notice that while the charitable movement needed a dedicated person to lead it, that humanitarian needed people who needed help. Acts of generosity aren’t possible without people to receive it.

Whenever we encounter someone in need, we’re given a chance to practice generosity. It’s an opportunity to open ourselves up to others, use our resources for a greater cause, and find fulfillment in the process.

The next time someone thanks you for your generous act, instead of the usual “You’re welcome,” it might be just as accurate to say “Thank you too.”
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August 31

Open for Business

If only for a moment make yourself

Available for the use of others,

Just as earth, water, fire, wind, medicine,

And forests [are available to all].

—NĀGĀRJUNA33

When you’re sick, you head to the pharmacy to get medicine. You scan the shelves and within minutes find exactly what you need. Relieved, you grab it and head to the register, grateful that the pharmacy was open and that the medicine, perfectly suited to remedy your situation, was readily available.

The beautiful thing is that this medicine isn’t available just to you—it’s available to anyone who needs it. Any person, regardless of background, situation, or attitude, can walk into the pharmacy and pick it up. The medicine is available to all.

How wonderful would it be if each of us could be this readily available medicine for others? If each of us could be the bright spot in a coworker’s rough day. Be the ear a lonely mailperson needs. The person who takes a moment from a busy day to assist an elderly person across the street.

To be generous is to make ourselves available—to be open and ready to accept anyone who walks through the door looking for medicine.
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September 1

The Key to It All

Those with great compassion possess all the Buddha’s teaching as if it were in the palm of their hand.

—THE BUDDHA1

It is said that the Buddha delivered some eighty-four thousand teachings in his lifetime. He taught about impermanence, interdependence, and nature of mind in an effort to help people alleviate their suffering. Amid the many topics the Buddha expounded on, the Buddha himself said that the one that encapsulated it all was the teaching on compassion.

As we enter into a new month and our focus turns to cultivating compassion, keep this in mind. Compassion—the genuine wish for all beings to be free from suffering—is the key to attaining happiness for ourselves and others.

To experience true inner freedom and lasting happiness, we must cultivate compassion. Let’s get to work.
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September 2

The Seed of Compassion

Action without compassion is like planting a dead tree. It will never grow. But any action that contains compassion is planting a living tree that grows endlessly and never dies.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA2

Mother Teresa started her own Order, the Missionaries of Charity. Bill Wilson started Alcoholics Anonymous. Clara Barton started the American Red Cross. What do all of these organizations have in common? Each began with the compassionate action of one or a few individuals, and they have all outlived the fearless champions who started them.

Action that sprouts from the seed of compassion spreads and proliferates because it touches all, connects all, and supports all. Action that is solely self-serving cannot last because it doesn’t extend beyond its immediate benefactors; eventually it dies away without any significant impact.

Every time you act, you’re planting a seed. It’s the makeup of that seed that will determine its impact on your own life and on the lives of others. Can you infuse each of your actions with compassion?
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September 3

Every Day, in Every Situation, with Everyone

To make things as easy as possible to understand, we can summarize the four boundless qualities in the single phrase “a kind heart.” Just train yourself to have a kind heart always and in all situations.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE3

In Buddhism, the four boundless qualities (a concept we also discuss on August 11), or what we can think of as virtues to live by, are compassion, loving-kindness, equanimity, and sympathetic joy. As we work on becoming more loving and kinder people, these are four qualities we can focus on cultivating. They are the qualities that, when practiced sincerely, help us break down barriers of us versus them and feel genuinely connected to all living beings.

While we can and should work on embodying each of the four qualities individually, we can also simplify this approach by, as Patrul Rinpoche instructs, training ourselves to have a kind heart in all situations, even those times when it feels challenging: When someone cuts you off in traffic. When you’re waiting in line at the DMV. When the cashier gives you attitude. When you get laid off.

Every day, in every situation, with everyone, have a kind heart. That’s it.
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September 4

You Are Worthy

Searching all directions with your awareness, you find no one dearer than yourself.

—THE BUDDHA4

When you’re at a party and your friend tells a joke that falls flat, how do you react? You might choose to brush it off and move on, or, if it was particularly awkward, you might offer your friend some words of comfort.

Now let’s flip the scenario. What if you were the one who told the bad joke? Would you be as kind to yourself? Would you comfort yourself as you did your friend? Or would you cringe, criticize yourself, and replay the moment in your head the whole way home?

We often fixate on our own identities and reputations, becoming hyperaware of our every move and acting as our harshest critics. This heightened self-awareness can send us into a cycle of self-criticism and self-loathing. However, if we choose kindness, we can guide ourselves toward self-acceptance and self-love.

Can you comfort yourself as you would a friend? Can you be kind to yourself? Can you show yourself a little compassion?
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September 5

Open Up

If you are open to situations, compassion just happens.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA5

We can approach life situations in one of two ways. We can be closed to ideas, people, and possibilities, or we can be open to them. When we operate from a closed mindset, we bring our preconceived expectations, fears, and biases into every situation. In this state, our minds act like prediction machines—we meet someone for the first time and immediately judge the person. This approach is both limiting and disconnected.

But when we remain open, we embrace ambiguity and let situations unfold naturally. We see people as they truly are rather than as we expect them to be. In this state of openness, we can be fully present and available to connect with others. From this place, we create the conditions for compassion to occur.

Don’t close down. Open up.
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September 6

Show Them Some Love

Even if your kindness is repaid with harm,

cultivate compassion in return.

The most excellent beings of the world

respond to even the negative with goodness.

—GAMPOPA6

If you do something kind for someone and the person responds with indifference or anger, how do you react? Many of us might get upset and decide never to do anything for that person again. But is that the right way to be? Gampopa, the principle student of Buddhist master Milarepa, offers another option: to show compassion instead.

This might feel like the last thing you’d want to do in that moment, but think about it this way: If people repay your kindness with negativity, it’s a reflection of their own inner struggles and has nothing to do with you. They might be sad or confused or hurt and actually need your compassion more than you first thought.

So the next time your kindness is met with resistance, don’t take it as a sign that your kindness should cease. Take it as a sign that your kindness should increase. Don’t shut down. Don’t get angry. Cultivate compassion and show them some love.

They need it, and someday soon, you will too.


OceanofPDF.com



September 7

The Awakening Mind

The result of study, reflection and meditation should be a steady and real increase in the love and compassion of bodhicitta.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE7

The term bodhicitta is derived from two Sanskrit words, bodhi, meaning “awakening,” and citta, which comes from the root word cit, meaning “mind” or “consciousness.” Together, bodhicitta translates to “awakening mind.”

In Mahayana Buddhism, those practicing bodhicitta strive for the lofty goal of alleviating the suffering of all beings, including their own. If this sounds like a tall order, that’s because it is. It’s hard for most of us to get through our own struggles each day, much less try to ease the suffering of others. But no matter how trapped we might feel in our own suffering, each and every one of us has the capacity to cultivate the love and compassion that embodies bodhicitta.

What does cultivating bodhicitta look like in practice? It could mean seeing everyone as your equal, forgiving those who mistreat you, helping those who are hurting, and being patient with yourself when you mess up.

While achieving the awakened mind of bodhicitta might be a long shot, practicing love and compassion every day isn’t. In fact, making these two things a daily practice is the path to gradually awakening your mind.
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September 8

Show Mercy to the Merciless

An intelligent person does not blame someone whose mind is always helplessly victimized by faults. Thinking “this person’s wrong conduct is involuntary,” his mercy increases.

— ASAṄGA8

When you think of being compassionate toward other people, do you include the bully, the tyrant, and the criminal? Perhaps not. They evoke feelings of repulsion and disgust in you because their actions inflict harm upon the weak and vulnerable. And the more heinous their behavior, the stronger your aversion to them.

But have you ever considered the helplessness of someone who’s addicted to harming others? Most people seek pleasure in harmless things, while these disturbed people, driven by fear, jealousy, anger, and confusion, find themselves consumed by a relentless cycle of scheming, executing, and grappling with the consequences of their actions.

While we should in no way condone their behavior or excuse their misconduct, couldn’t we acknowledge that criminals are victimized by their faults just as the victims are victimized by the criminals?

Can you find it within yourself to show mercy to the merciless?
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September 9

The Boomerang Effect of Happiness

All the joy the world contains

Has come through wishing happiness for others.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA9

We fill our lives with pleasurable activities that we believe will make us happy. We go to yoga, grab dinner at a fancy restaurant, read a self-help book, or treat ourselves to a nice vacation. We think that by building a life filled with these experiences, we’ll achieve lasting happiness. But unfortunately, time after time, we find ourselves right back where we started—discontent and searching for more.

If you haven’t found happiness through this self-focused approach yet, why not try something new? Instead of focusing on seeking happiness for yourself, focus on wishing happiness to others.

You can try this today. Wish happiness for your coworkers when you see them in your morning Zoom meeting. Wish happiness for your clients when you send them emails. Wish happiness for the strangers you pass in the street. The cool thing is, by focusing your thoughts and actions on bringing happiness to others, you’ll find it boomerang back to you.

Today, toss the boomerang of happiness out there and see what comes back.
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September 10

Compassion Starts with Yourself

When you appreciate yourself, you realize that you don’t have to feel wretched or condemned. You don’t have to artificially puff yourself up, either.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA10

We all want to feel appreciated—by our partners for our thoughtfulness, by our parents for our achievements, and by our friends for our senses of humor. Whether we admit it or not, being appreciated gives us a sense of worth.

But when we rely on the appreciation of others to feel worthy, we may find that we need to continually “puff ourselves up” with qualities we think they admire. If you think your partner admires your inner strength, you might hide your fears and vulnerabilities. If you think your parents value your success, you might cover up your failures. In this tireless pursuit of external approval, you end up hiding more and more of your true self. In your confusion, you fail to realize that there’s one person who has the ultimate power to appreciate you for who you are—yourself.

While we often think of compassion as something we extend to others, it begins with how we treat ourselves. That means appreciating ourselves for who we really are. If we can do this, then we no longer have to artificially puff ourselves up or rely on others to feel worthy.

Show yourself compassion by appreciating you for you.
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September 11

Be a Witness

The virtue of suffering has no rival, since, from the shock it causes, intoxication falls away and there arises compassion for those in cyclic existence.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA11

When you see a mouse lying dead on the sidewalk or a decrepit homeless person begging for change, what do you do? Do you avert your eyes? Recoil in fear? Turn around and walk in the other direction? We’ve all reacted like this at one time or another.

Maybe we do this because we’re worried that by witnessing their pain, we’ll take it on ourselves. Or maybe we’re afraid that we just can’t handle it. But when we look away, we miss a big opportunity. We miss the opportunity to allow compassion to take hold of us. Witnessing suffering and experiencing the shock it causes doesn’t shut us down. It does the opposite. It opens us up.

Next time, see if you can find it within yourself to pause for just a second to witness the lifeless mouse or look into the eyes of the homeless person. You might be surprised to find that witnessing suffering doesn’t break your heart—it opens it.
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September 12

Quit Playing Games

Compassion means that we do not play the game of hypocrisy or self-deception.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA12

When you tell your partner “I love you,” are you simply sharing your affection, or is there more to it? Might you be looking for something in return? What happens if your partner doesn’t say “I love you” back? Do you get frustrated? Do you start an argument? Saying “I love you” isn’t always as straightforward as it seems.

When we show love or compassion to someone, it’s important that our intentions are genuine, without any hint of hypocrisy or self-deception. If we’re expecting others to act in a certain way to prove their love, that’s hypocrisy. And if we convince ourselves that these expectations come from true love, we’re playing games of self-deception too.

Only when we quit playing these games can we begin to love openly and unconditionally. When we no longer expect our love to produce specific outcomes or rely on our loved ones for security, we free those we love—and in doing so, we free ourselves. In the absence of these petty games, our “love” transforms into true love and compassion.

The next time you want to express your affection toward someone you hold dear, let go of all expectations first and only then say, “I love you.”
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September 13

Awakening the Mind with Compassion

It is with a mind moistened by compassion

That you must cultivate [awakening mind] with effort.

—NĀGĀRJUNA13

In Mahayana Buddhism, the path to awakening one’s mind is said to be through the practice of compassion. While compassion is typically seen as primarily benefiting the one who receives it, it also holds tremendous power to transform the one who offers it. Compassion helps us open our hearts to others’ suffering, allowing us to step outside the narrow confines of our own self-interest. Over time, this act of expanding our concern beyond ourselves weakens the rigid boundaries that separate self from other. We realize that all beings experience pain, fear, and a longing for happiness. This understanding of our shared suffering helps us see how interconnected we all are, loosening the idea that we are independent, isolated individuals.

The more we cultivate this view, the more capacity we have to feel compassion toward others. And the more we feel compassion, the more we chip away at the dualistic concept of self and other. It’s a virtuous cycle that propels us farther and farther down the path toward awakening our minds to the true nature of reality.

Moisten your mind with compassion and you’ve begun your journey of awakening.
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September 14

Start One by One

When you start meditating on compassion, it is important to focus first on suffering beings individually, one at a time, and only then to train yourself step by step until you can meditate on all beings as a whole. Otherwise your compassion will be vague and intellectual.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE14

A common mistake when we first begin practicing compassion is trying to extend it to everyone everywhere. We might wish for everyone in the world to be free of hunger or for people everywhere to find peace. But what about the homeless person who asks you for food every day on the subway? What about your aunt who’s going through a divorce? Or your coworker who just lost her mother unexpectedly? If we pay close attention, there are plenty of people right in front of us who could use our compassion now.

Whether we’re meditating on compassion—like in tonglen meditation (see July 10)—or looking to take compassionate action, we need to start one by one. Begin with those right in front of you: the homeless person, your aunt, your coworker. By getting up close and personal and engaging directly with the real suffering of those around us, we nurture genuine compassion. Otherwise, we risk developing a compassion that is vague and intellectual, not the real thing.

Don’t start with everyone everywhere. Start one by one.
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September 15

Take the Heat Off

The cultivation of compassion begins with experiencing a cooling off of passion and aggression in the sitting practice of meditation.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA15

In Buddhism, the concept of passion is rooted in the Sanskrit words trishna and rāga. Trishna translates to “thirst” or “desire,” while rāga means “fire.” When we feel an intense thirst for something (trishna), it ignites the fire to pursue it (rāga). This fiery desire, or passion, drives us to chase what we want with urgency and intensity.

When we’re caught up in this state of passionate heat, we develop tunnel vision, becoming so fixated on our desires that we overlook everything—and everyone—along the way. This single-minded pursuit leaves no room to recognize or connect with the needs of others.

To cultivate compassion, we need to, as Chögyam Trungpa suggests, cool off a bit. By cooling the fire of passion, we make room for the warmth of compassion to arise. In doing so, we begin to slow down, expand our awareness, and truly see and relate to those around us. We can work on this in our meditation practice or in the midst of our daily lives.

The warmth of compassion can’t arise when we’re consumed by the fire of passion. It can emerge only when we learn to take the heat off.
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September 16

Put Your Own Oxygen Mask on First

Protecting oneself, one protects others.

—THE BUDDHA16

The more motivated we are to support the needs of people in our lives, the more selfless we tend to become. As loving parents, we may go above and beyond for our children, often neglecting our own well-being. As dedicated family members, we may spend years caring for aging parents while ignoring our own mental and physical health.

But by neglecting our own well-being, we hurt those we’re working so hard to care for. In our well-intentioned selflessness, we forget that our bodies and minds are the vehicles we need to help others, and if they break down, we won’t be able to help anyone. The more ambitious we are in our compassionate efforts, the greater the responsibility to take care of ourselves.

To truly protect and care for others, you must first care for yourself. Just like the advice given on an airplane: You need to put on your own oxygen mask first before assisting those around you.

Protect yourself to protect others.
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Chip Away at the Castle Wall

If you are open, compassion happens because you are not preoccupied with some kind of self-indulgence.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA17

Have you ever felt annoyed by someone standing too close to you in line? You might have wanted to say, Hey, you’re in my space! But what exactly does my space mean? Have we all become so self-indulgent that we don’t even want to share the air around us?

Unfortunately, many of us operate from this kind of closed-off attitude. In an effort to keep ourselves safe, we try to protect our space, time, resources, and emotions. It’s as if each of us lives in a guarded castle, building high walls of opinions and prejudices and digging a moat of anger, pride, and envy to keep others out. We shut out almost everyone, allowing only a select few to cross the drawbridge.

But compassion can arise only when we abandon this self-indulgent, closed-off attitude. While letting down your guard can feel frightening, if you slowly chip away at your castle walls, compassion can seep through the cracks. And you’ll come to realize that it’s not only possible but also safe to let other people in.

Start chipping away at your walls. Create the cracks for compassion to shine through.
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Worth the Pain

You may argue: compassion causes us so much suffering, why force it to arise? Yet when one sees how much the world suffers, how can this suffering from compassion be considered great?

—ŚĀNTIDEVA18

Have you ever stumbled on one of those PETA videos showing animal cruelty and been shocked to your core? They’re the kind of videos that snap us out of the comfortable numbness of everyday life. We feel sadness, sympathy, pity, and compassion all at once. No matter who you are, witnessing this type of suffering pulls at your heartstrings and leaves you feeling distressed.

When we witness suffering on this level, our instinct might be to retreat back into the comfort of our daily life, to pretend we never saw it. We run from our feelings of sadness, sympathy, and compassion because they hurt. Yet in those moments when we close ourselves off, we must remember that our discomfort pales in comparison to the immense pain of those enduring the suffering.

As hard as it may be, witnessing suffering arouses feelings of compassion that can give way to compassionate action. You pray for the victims. You tell your friends. You donate. You join an effort to help. Witnessing suffering makes positive change possible.

It’s true that it’s easier to shield ourselves from the suffering of others than to confront it. But isn’t enduring the small pain of compassion worth it if it leads to the possibility of relieving the far greater suffering of others?
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What Is the State of My Mind?

Whatever conduct one engages in, one should ask, “What is the state of my mind?” Accomplishing others’ purpose through constantly maintaining mindfulness and awareness is the bodhisattvas’* practice.

—TOKMÉ ZANGPO19

When you give to someone in need, watch your mind. When you help someone who’s struggling, watch your mind. When you do anything for anyone, watch your mind. Be on the lookout for what intention drives your compassionate action. If your action is good but your intentions are misaligned, you’re not truly practicing compassion. No matter how thoughtful your act may seem, you might be deceiving yourself.

Before engaging in a compassionate action, ask yourself: What is the state of my mind? If you’re acting solely for the benefit of others, go ahead. But if you realize you’re driven by a desire for reciprocation, recognition, or a sense of superiority, it’s best not to rush into action. In those moments, step back and focus on generating the feeling of compassion. Only then should you take action.
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Beyond Logic

Compassion is not logical. It’s basically spacious and generous.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA20

When we’re considering doing something for someone else, we often analyze and scrutinize the situation. We might ask ourselves questions: Who is this person? How much help do they need? What have they done for me? How much help is justified? We run through these mental calculations and proceed only when we determine that the action is logical, fair, and practical.

But amid all this critical thinking and careful assessment, we lose sight of the initial flicker of tenderness that inspired us to want to help. It’s in that fleeting moment of tenderness that we glimpse true compassion. It’s a feeling that happened; it wasn’t deliberately generated. This compassionate feeling goes beyond logic—it’s spontaneous and boundless. Compassion isn’t concerned with who, what, and how much because it’s naturally generous. It’s from this place that we are able to benefit without setting limits.

Compassion arises before all your careful calculations. When that initial flicker appears, allow it to illuminate your action.
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The Opportunity in Suffering

Those who, having understood their own suffering, aspire to totally eradicate all the sufferings in every being are most excellent individuals.

—ATĪŚA21

When you experience pain or sadness, your instinct may be to ignore it, dwell on it, or quickly eliminate it. Eventually, whether due to the natural passage of time or a shift in perspective, your pain fades and you return to feeling normal.

What we overlook in this process is that enduring any kind of suffering, despite the discomfort, holds great potential to help us expand our capacity to connect more deeply with reality and create stronger connections with people who may be going through something similar. Instead of withdrawing into our own bubbles or rushing to resolve our pain, taking the time to fully experience and reflect on it allows us to relate to the suffering of others.

The next time you’re experiencing pain or sadness, sit with it for a moment. Recognize that you are not alone—this is a shared experience of pain. From that place of understanding, broaden your intention to alleviate suffering not only for yourself but for others too.
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The Ultimate Attitude of Wealth

Compassion could be said to be the ultimate attitude of richness. It is anti-poverty, the ultimate war on want.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA22

Poverty thinking arises when we believe there’s not enough to go around. Operating from this mentality makes us want to keep good things—wealth, time, energy, opportunities, enjoyment—all to ourselves. As a result, we get defensive. We tense up when someone enters our space, fearing that we might have to share what we consider ours. This way of being is restrictive, closed, and small, ultimately making us feel poor in every way.

The opposite of poverty thinking, what Buddhist master Chögyam Trungpa calls “anti-poverty,” is compassion. When we adopt a compassionate attitude—one of openness and generosity—we feel fundamentally rich. From this vantage point, there’s no need to cling to things because we recognize that we are already whole, adequate, and complete just the way we are. With this kind of belief in ourselves, we can afford to open up to others and show up for them in the way they need.

By adopting a compassionate way of being, we can feel more relaxed, open, and rich.
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The Best Defense

Protecting others, one protects oneself. . . . And how does one, in protecting others, protect oneself? By patience and forbearance, by a non-violent and harmless life, by loving-kindness and compassion.

—THE BUDDHA23

Everything we do is rooted in our desire to protect ourselves. We’ll go to great lengths to protect our bodies, minds, families, possessions, and reputations. But sometimes the best defense is a good offense. In other words, we can best protect ourselves by protecting others.

By practicing patience and self-control, acting with kindness and nonaggression, and showing compassion toward other people, we create an environment where others are likely to respond in kind.

To protect yourself, protect others. There’s no better defense.
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Make It About Them

The discovery of compassion brings an understanding of the emotions as they are. The emotions become a decentralized process rather than a central force to maintain confusion.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA24

Compassion fatigue is a phenomenon experienced by psychologists, social workers, hospital workers, and other front-line employees who, in the process of helping others through trauma, begin to take on the suffering themselves. If you’ve ever supported loved ones dealing with addiction, serious illnesses, or mental disorders, you might have experienced this—it’s when you literally feel their pain.

Though it can be challenging to maintain emotional boundaries, we should remember that being compassionate toward those who are suffering doesn’t require us to take on their pain. True compassion involves understanding their pain and showing up for them without placing ourselves at the center. By adopting this perspective, we experience their suffering in a more decentralized way, which makes us far more resilient and enhances our ability to offer the compassion they need.

Don’t make it about you. Make it about them.
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Teach Them a Lesson

Just as deficient children are punished

Out of a wish to make them competent,

So punishment should be carried out with compassion,

Not through hatred nor desire for wealth.

—NĀGĀRJUNA25

Have you ever wanted to teach someone a lesson? A surly waiter ignores your table the whole evening. A coworker makes an unwarranted joke at your expense. You overhear another parent making a rude comment about your kid during a soccer game. When someone crosses you, you want to cross them back. You rush home to write a scathing online review, start plotting your revenge on the coworker, or snap back at the other parent by insulting their child.

While these situations may call for addressing the person’s bad behavior, it’s important to examine the underlying intention behind your response. Are you doing it just to get even? Are you trying to make them feel as small as they made you feel? If so, Nāgārjuna would challenge you to reconsider your motives. Instead of punishing the person out of contempt, he’d encourage you to carry out the act with compassion, genuinely seeking to correct the behavior.

If this seems nearly impossible, imagine the person who hurt you as being your own child. Would you want to get even or would you try to help the person change?

So, yes, teach them a lesson. But don’t do it out of contempt—do it out of compassion.
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Don’t Spoil Your Compassion

You don’t have to nurse compassion. It is like making yogurt.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA26

When we want to get good at something, we rigorously apply ourselves. We add it to our routine, study it, and practice it. Determined to foster our growth, we double down and do everything in our power to improve.

But when it comes to cultivating compassion, this approach of constant exertion doesn’t work. We don’t become compassionate by forcing it to arise or overly attending to it. We become compassionate by bringing together the conditions necessary for it to occur—by opening our hearts and making ourselves available to the needs of others—and then we give it space.

It’s like making yogurt—just mix all the ingredients together and then let them sit. Go back to your daily life, go to work, spend time with your family, and all the while, compassion is ripening within you.

Don’t spoil your compassion by over-nursing it. Bring the right conditions together and then just allow it to happen.
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Can’t Help but Help

When you spontaneously feel compassion which has the subjective wish to completely eliminate the sufferings of all living beings—just like a mother’s wish to remove their dear child’s unhappiness—then your compassion is complete and is therefore great compassion.

—KAMALAŚĪLA27

When a hungry baby cries out in the middle of the night, her mother instinctively wakes up to nourish and soothe her baby, no matter how exhausted she feels. The mother’s response to her baby’s suffering isn’t calculated; it’s visceral—a natural instinct that compels her to act for her baby’s well-being. She can’t help but help. This is what eighth-century Buddhist scholar Kamalaśīla refers to as “complete compassion.”

When we set out to develop a more compassionate heart, it may stem from a deliberate choice—perhaps a desire to help others, to find happiness for ourselves, or simply to become a better person. As we continue engaging in compassionate thoughts and actions, compassion gradually takes root in both our hearts and minds. Over time, we may notice that offering help to those in distress becomes instinctive. This involuntary impulse to alleviate other people’s suffering is a sign that our compassion has matured.

We just can’t help but help.
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Beyond Your Family’s Imperfections

Since gratitude is the root of love, bring to mind the kindness of sentient beings.

—GAMPOPA28

During the holidays when you gather with family, do their quirks and eccentricities get on your nerves? If you’re like most of us, the answer is yes. One moment, everything might be going great, and the next, someone does something that irks you. You might catch yourself thinking, If only my uncle weren’t so insensitive! or Why does my brother have to spend the whole dinner bragging?

This year, when you notice these feelings creeping in, take a moment to examine what captures your attention and to consider what you may be overlooking. Are you zeroing in on your family members’ flaws? Have you missed any of their acts of kindness? Have you acknowledged any of their positive qualities? Take a quick inventory. Consider all the ways your family members have shown you kindness this holiday season and in the past. Allow yourself to feel gratitude for the times they’ve provided for you, cared for you, or stood up for you.

Whether it’s your siblings, parents, relatives, friends, or partner, when you reflect on their kindness, gratitude naturally follows. This gratitude helps you recognize their goodness, despite their imperfections, increasing your ability to love them more deeply.
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Fearless Compassion

The fundamental characteristic of true compassion is pure and fearless openness without territorial limitations.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA29

We believe we feel nothing but true compassion for our loved ones, holding them close in our hearts and minds. However, we must be careful not to hold them too tightly. When we become overly attached, our love can turn into fear and insecurity, making it limiting and territorial. We end up placing conditions on our loved ones, expecting them to act a certain way, stay close, or not leave. This isn’t true compassion.

True compassion has no conditions. No boundaries. No ownership. No keeping tally. No need for reciprocation. No restriction. It’s “pure and fearless openness.” This kind of compassion is the greatest gift we can give to our loved ones. In a relationship like this, they can breathe, be themselves, change, and grow.

When you love someone, be mindful of the form your love takes. Make sure it’s rooted in fearlessness, not fear. Fearless love. Fearless compassion. That’s limitless.
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September 30

Has Your Heart Been Kind?

It is important to check your attitude all the time and to cultivate a kind heart.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE30

Atīśa, an eleventh-century Buddhist master, had a unique way of greeting people. Whether receiving visitors or saying hello to people on the street, instead of the typical “How are you?,” Atīśa would ask, “Has your heart been kind?”

With this beautiful question, Atīśa helped those he met reflect on the state of their hearts rather than their state of being. Have they been compassionate? Generous? Kind? Loving? Atīśa might as well have been asking, Have you been good to your neighbors? Fair to your adversaries? And loving to yourself?

Take a moment right now to check in with yourself by asking the question Atīśa would ask you if he were here today:

Has your heart been kind lately?
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Part IV

Practice

Why do we practice anything? To learn, to improve, to grow. Practice helps bridge the gap between where we are and where we wish to be. Without practice and application, there’s no change, no transformation. This holds true for any new hobby we pick up, skill we want to learn, or sport we try. And it’s especially true for working on our minds.

When we study a philosophy or discover a new way of being, the process can be so rewarding that we risk stopping right there and never applying what we’ve learned, keeping it purely aspirational or conceptual. But where does that get us? Without practicing how to handle negative emotions like anger, anxiety, jealousy, and greed, how can we expect to tame them? Without practicing compassion or generosity or equanimity, how can we ever embody them? Without practicing mindfulness, how can we live mindfully?

Aspiration means nothing without application. Only through practice can we transform aspirations into tangible changes in our lives. This is why we practice meditation and practice mindfulness. For centuries, Buddhist masters have emphasized the importance of practice. They themselves put practice first, spending years of their lives in isolation away from all worldly distractions, training their minds through meditation. Thankfully, we don’t have to cut ourselves off from the world to practice. We can practice right here in our own lives—as a parent, a neighbor, a friend, a son, or a daughter.

Part IV, Practice, is all about training our minds—finding joy in discipline, overcoming jealousy, releasing our need for recognition, cultivating an attitude of gratitude, and finding equanimity amid the ups and downs of life. We’ll practice ethical living through mindful action—what it means to be wisely selfish, why we should examine the intentions behind our actions, how to use our speech for good instead of gossip, and how to maintain our moral standards no matter how low someone else stoops. And we’ll practice meditation—learning how to make friends with ourselves, observe our mind, meditate without an agenda, and turn meditative insights into living insights.

Your journey through Part IV—October, November, and December—looks like this:

October: Practicing with Mind

November: Practicing with Action

December: Practicing with Meditation

Every day you’ll get a new opportunity to integrate Buddhist philosophy into your life. If you seek real change—more happiness, more inner freedom, more clarity—then you must pair application with aspiration.

When you’re ready, turn the page and begin your practice.
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October 1

Be What’s Needed

May I be a light for those in need of light. May I be a bed for those in need of rest. May I be a servant for those in need of service.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA1

As you walk through life, there will be people along the way who need your help. A friend will get into trouble. A sibling will go through a breakup. Your partner will have a bad day at work. An ex-colleague will come looking for a job. A stranger’s car will break down.

In these situations, we often ask ourselves: What would I need if I were in their shoes? How we answer this question determines how we show up for them. But the fact is that they’re not us. So the real question we should be asking is: How can I show up for them in exactly the way they need me to?

When you come across those who need help, resist the temptation to assume that you know what they need. Instead, make that extra effort to understand and provide what’s truly needed. If you can give whatever it is that they need—a hand, a shoulder, an ear—then give it. That’s it. In every situation, be what’s needed.
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October 2

Always Check Your Thoughts

There are many occasions when the thoughts which arise in the mind, even if they are not translated into speech or action, have a very strong positive or negative effect. So always examine your mind.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE2

I’m glad I didn’t say that out loud. We’ve all thought something like this when an inappropriate thought crosses our minds. No doubt our ability to keep our thoughts to ourselves has, on many occasions, saved us from getting into trouble.

But it’s not just what we say out loud that we have to monitor. Every single thought affects how we feel about others, how we see ourselves, and how we perceive the world. When we judge someone we’ve just met, doesn’t that influence our perception of them and change the way we interact? If we tell ourselves we’re dumb or unlucky or unattractive, doesn’t that affect how we feel about ourselves and how we behave in the world? Every thought shapes who we become and alters our reality. So even if we don’t act on a thought, it still has repercussions.

Today, start examining your mind. Each time a positive or negative thought about yourself or someone else arises, pay close attention to it. Question it: If this thought shaped my reality, would I be okay with it? How might I go about reframing this thought?

Always check your thoughts.
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October 3

You’re Not Alone

When you are down and out, held in contempt,

Desperately ill, and emotionally crazed,

Don’t lose heart. Take into you

The suffering . . . of all beings.

—TOKMÉ ZANGPO3

In 2008, it was reported that American actress Christina Applegate had been diagnosed with breast cancer. In a later interview, Applegate recalled the initial loneliness she felt after receiving the diagnosis: “I think when you get diagnosed with cancer, there’s such a sense of loneliness, but [what] we need to know as people going through this is that you’re not alone.”4 Through her doctors, she was introduced to other women who were also cancer patients. They became “survivor friends,” calling on one another for emotional support.

Whatever you’re going through in life—whether you’re sick, depressed, lonely, jobless, recovering from a difficult birth, or going through divorce—you need to remember that you’re not alone. There is someone somewhere out there going through the same thing that you are.

Whenever you’re going through a difficult time and feel like you’re the only one, look out the window and bring to mind all the other people in the world who have gone through something like this before and those who are going through it right now. Send love out to them as you know they would send it to you.

When you’re feeling down and out, don’t lose heart. You’re not alone.
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October 4

The Springboard to Mindfulness

The term, post-meditation, is used to remind us that meditation is a reference point in everyday life.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA5

We don’t practice meditation to get good at meditating; we practice meditation to get good at living. This is why Buddhist masters place such an emphasis on post-meditation—everything that happens outside of meditation: when we’re waiting on hold for customer service, dropping our kids off at school, sitting through yet another Zoom call, or grabbing ice cream with friends. Meditation doesn’t have to be separate from your day; it can be your springboard into it. Rather than treating it as an isolated activity, you can work to incorporate your meditation experiences into your everyday life.

The next time you come out of meditation, spend a few moments reflecting on your experience. Were you a tad more present than usual? Were you more aware of your thoughts? How were you more in your body?

After your reflection, set an intention to bring whatever it is you experienced in your meditation—increased alertness, bodily awareness, presence, tenderness—into your post-meditation. This is how you use your meditation as a springboard into a more mindful life.
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October 5

Good? Bad? Who Knows?

Don’t get too excited. In the end, it’s neither good nor bad.

—DUDJOM RINPOCHE6

Centuries ago in Tibet, a farmer lived with his son. One day, their horse disappeared into the woods. Hearing the news, a neighbor came by to offer his condolences. “I’m so sorry. What bad luck!” he said. But the farmer simply responded, “Bad? Good? Who knows?”

A few days later, while working on the farm with his son, the farmer saw his horse trotting back—and it had brought another horse with it. The neighbor came by again and exclaimed, “Wow! What good luck!” To this, the farmer replied, “Good? Bad? Who knows?”

The next week, the son took one of the horses for a ride. On his way home, a clap of thunder spooked the horse; it reared up, causing the boy to fall and break his leg. “Such bad luck!” said the neighbor. Once again, the farmer replied, “Bad? Good? Who knows?”

A month later, while the farmer’s son was still recovering, military officers came through the village and demanded that every able-bodied man join them. Every young man in the village got taken except for the farmer’s son. “What good luck!” cried the neighbor. By now, you can guess the farmer’s response: “Good? Bad? Who knows?”

Whenever something happens in your life—whether it’s a relationship ending, closing on a new home, losing a job, your kid getting into college—you judge it as either good or bad, and your feelings follow suit. But you can never know whether an event is ultimately good or bad. The next time something happens that seems definitively good or bad, remember the response of the Tibetan farmer:

Good? Bad? Who knows?
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October 6

The Joy of Discipline

Discipline is for the sake of restraint,

restraint for the sake of freedom from remorse, freedom from remorse for the sake of joy.

—THE BUDDHA7

Is there anything less exciting than discipline? Being disciplined feels too rigid, too restrictive, too unfun. It feels better to let loose, live freely, and do whatever we want. But when we don’t discipline our minds, don’t we find ourselves lost in worries about the future, spiraling down social-media rabbit holes, missing the chance to be present with our loved ones, and letting our negative emotions take control of us? A lack of discipline doesn’t bring us joy—it robs us of it.

The Buddha taught his disciples twenty-five hundred years ago that disciplining the mind is fundamental to creating the conditions necessary for joy. Discipline enables us to practice self-control. Self-control frees us from doing things we regret. And when we don’t do things we regret, joy finds us effortlessly. With disciplined minds, we can control our impulses, take charge of our emotions, be present for life’s little moments, and live with more intention.

To bring more joy into your life, start with your mind. Watch it. Tame it. Discipline it. Disciplining the mind doesn’t take away your joy; it leads you to it.
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October 7

Go Against the Grain

Without any feeling of jealousy or rivalry, make the wish that they might become even more glorious.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE8

In a 2009 study9 in Japan, participants read a story in which they played the main character interacting with characters of greater or lesser status. Using an fMRI machine, researchers found that when participants encountered characters they envied, physical pain receptors fired off in their brains. The more they envied a character, the more intensely the pain nodes flared up. What this study found is that envy, and its close cousin jealousy, aren’t just psychological—they actually cause physical pain.

Despite our best efforts to suppress these feelings, they often arise unavoidably. When this happens, it’s easy to fall into the trap of wishing the people we envy would fail or that we could outshine them. But if we want to break this pattern, we need to go against the grain. As counterintuitive as it may feel, wish for them to achieve even more success and status. Wish for them to continue to thrive. This extreme form of mind training can help expand our hearts and welcome others’ well-being without compromising our own.

To stop the pain, go against the grain. Wish for the person you envy to become even more glorious.
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October 8

How to Stay on the Wagon

Don’t waver, don’t waver. Maintain stable mindfulness.

Waver and virtuous practice is tossed to the wind.

—MILAREPA10

Anytime we waver, we risk falling off the wagon. Think about the last time you tried to stick to a budget or a savings plan—just one impulse purchase or swipe of the credit card and you fell off completely. It always starts as a harmless negotiation with ourselves, then before we know it, we’re back into our old unhelpful habits.

The same is true when it comes to living a virtuous life. We can uphold our guiding principles of honesty, kindness, humility, and fidelity as long as we remain mindful of what truly matters to us. But the moment we lose sight of our values, we can fall into unvirtuous behavior. A single slipup—telling a lie or bending a rule—can lead to another. Every time we waver, we risk falling off the wagon completely.

Our best shot of staying on the wagon is not to let ourselves waver—to hold true and strong in our resolve. To do this, Milarepa urges us to maintain “stable mindfulness.” We don’t stay vigilant just some of the time—we stay vigilant all the time. Whenever our minds tempt us toward unvirtuous behavior—telling a small lie, showing off, or gossiping—we notice these temptations and recognize that they conflict with our commitment to living virtuously. We don’t entertain these temptations. We don’t negotiate with ourselves. We remain resolute.

Don’t want to fall off the wagon? Maintain stable mindfulness.
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October 9

The Real-Life Value of Consciousness

Wisdom and consciousness, friend—these states are conjoined, not disjoined. For what one wisely understands, one is conscious of, and what one is conscious of, that one wisely understands.

—THE BUDDHA11

Implicit biases are those sneaky prejudices that we are not consciously aware of. It’s when we automatically treat someone differently because of age, when we unconsciously assume that a person of one gender would be better for a particular job, and when we jump to conclusions about a person’s character simply from seeing the name on a piece of paper.

When we’re not conscious of the automatic associations our brains are making, we can’t think or act from a place of understanding. This is why there’s real-life value in becoming more conscious of our thoughts, beliefs, and behaviors. Only by being conscious of our biases—how we treat the older people on our team differently, make assumptions about gender roles, or unfairly judge people based on their names—do we open the possibility for correcting our distorted perception.

To cultivate consciousness, start by monitoring each judgment you make about the people you come across today. Ask yourself: What was that judgment based on? Did I arrive at it too quickly and without evidence? Could it stem from a bias I hold? How can I reopen my mind to the person in front of me?

Without consciousness, there is no understanding. There’s no wisdom. Only by bringing what is unconscious into the conscious can we understand and act wisely.
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October 10

The Flame of Your Aspiration

Even if you do not have the power to work for others’ sake,

Always have the wish to benefit.

Those who have that aspiration

Are, in truth, engaged in that.

—SHECHEN GYALTSAP12

In a world that has so many big problems—climate change, world hunger, homelessness, racial injustice—you might feel like nothing you do will make a difference. You’re just one person. How can you possibly make any real change? What’s the point of even trying? Feeling disheartened, you might be tempted to just throw in the towel.

But even if you don’t have the power or resources to bring about the kind of change you want to see in the world, you do have the ability to aspire toward change. To wish for it. To root for it. To talk about it. This might not seem like much, but by simply having the wish to make a change, you are engaged in the cause. You might speak to your friends about it. You might post about it on social media. If you allow your aspiration, like a candle flame, to stay lit, you give it the chance to catch on and be a source of light for others.

Your aspiration isn’t nothing. It’s the flame that keeps the cause you care about burning and the possibility for change alive. Always keep your aspiration lit within you.
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October 11

“They” Are Impossible to Please

If you have more than they do, they are jealous; if you have less, they look down on you.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE13

We hope they like us. We hope they approve of us. As social beings we have the innate desire to want to please others. We spend so much time and energy trying to gain the approval of some hypothetical they. Sometimes they are parents, siblings, or friends. Other times they are neighbors, colleagues, or complete strangers. And while whoever they are is constantly changing, our obsession with wanting to please them never ceases.

What’s worse is that the rules to impress them are always changing. If we have less than them—less money, status, or power—then they look down on us. And if we manage to rise up and acquire more, then they become jealous of us. No matter how we slice it, trying to please them is a losing battle.

Since they are impossible to please, don’t try to please them.


OceanofPDF.com



October 12

Bring Your Mind Here

The basic point of mindfulness is to be completely, totally in touch with what happens in your body and the environment around you.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA14

Are you here right now? Really here? Or is your mind somewhere else? Do you feel the weight of this book in your hands? What do you see in your peripheral vision? Can you feel your back resting on your chair or the ground beneath your feet? What do you hear? Where did your mind just go? Can you bring it back here now? This is the point of mindfulness—to practice being totally in touch with what is happening in your body and environment even as your mind pulls you elsewhere.

Today, with everything you do, practice bringing your mind back to where you are. Use each activity, no matter how mundane, as an opportunity to practice—when you’re brushing your teeth, drinking coffee, listening to music, in a meeting, answering emails, talking to a friend, eating dinner, lying in bed. Whenever you notice your mind getting pulled away, as it inevitably will, use your five senses as an anchor to bring you back to your body and your environment. What do you see? What do you hear? What do you smell? Can you feel the texture of your clothing against your skin? What taste lingers on your tongue?

Your mind will always try to pull you there; your job is to use everything happening in your body and your environment to bring it back here.
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October 13

Fill Up Their Cups

The best quality is a desire to benefit others.

—ATĪŚA15

The mind is filled with all sorts of desires—for happiness, for peace of mind, for security, for love, for health, and for prosperity. We spend our days trying to fill the cup of our desires, but no matter how much we fill it up, it never feels full enough. We want more happy moments, more security, more success, more prosperity, more people to like us. Our desire, by its very nature, is insatiable.

But there is one kind of desire that can fill your cup while filling other people’s cups too—the desire to benefit others. Instead of desiring things for yourself, desire for other people to get what they want. Desire for others to find happiness, peace of mind, security, love, health, and prosperity. By shifting the direction of your desires from me to them, you free yourself from the grip your desires have on you.

Fulfilling all your desires is an impossible feat. Instead, desire that other people’s cups be filled and yours will fill up too.
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October 14

Live Like Nothing Is Yours

When sentient beings quarrel, whoever they may be, the root cause is a sense of ownership.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA16

We argue with someone over a parking spot. We get frustrated when the person in front of us in the checkout line moves too slowly. We become upset if we think a coworker has stolen our good idea. Every time something like this happens, we believe the other person is the cause of our agitation.

But what’s the common thread in all these situations? It’s that we think the other person is taking what’s ours—our parking spot, our time, our good idea. We feel that we’re the rightful owner and are entitled to these things more than anyone else. If you look at any disagreements in your past or conflicts throughout history, you’ll notice its root cause is, as Śāntideva puts it, a sense of ownership.

Think about the last time you argued with someone. Did the person threaten your ownership of something? Your possessions? Your space? Your time? Your peace? Your beliefs?

Now ask yourself: What freedom would come to me if I lived like nothing was mine?
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October 15

Release the Need for Recognition

When you squabble with others about status and rewards,

You undermine learning, reflection, and meditation.

—TOKMÉ ZANGPO17

Can’t you see how much money I make? Why don’t you ever recognize my achievements? You’re not as woke as me! These are such ridiculous statements that we could never imagine ourselves saying them out loud. But while we may not outwardly bicker over status or achievements, haven’t we, at times, secretly felt resentment toward others when we’re not recognized? Maybe we’ve caught ourselves obsessing over why a coworker hasn’t congratulated us on a promotion, or why a friend doesn’t compliment our beautiful new home, or why our parents won’t acknowledge our accomplishments.

These internal arguments, although never released to the outside world, are still detrimental to our mental development. When we let our minds indulge in these thoughts, we’re reinforcing our attachment to external validation. This undermines what we strive for in mind training, where our goal is to loosen our attachments and find contentment regardless of outside approval.

The next time you feel resentful because someone isn’t acknowledging you, remember that the issue lies not with the person but with your need for acknowledgment. Don’t work toward gaining recognition; work toward not needing it.
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October 16

Breaking the Cycle of Negative Karma

Although a wrong may have been committed, subsequent remorse will put things right, in much the same way as certain precious substances restore water’s clarity or as the moon retrieves her brilliance when emerging from clouds.

—THE BUDDHA18

In Buddhism, the law of karma is explained through a cycle with three main components: the thought, the action, and the feeling one has about the action. You might think about lying to a friend (the thought) and then follow through with that lie (the action). Afterward, you’ll experience some feeling about what you did, whether it’s a sense of satisfaction, remorse, or indifference (that’s the feeling). It is said that the karmic cycle is the strongest when all three components are in alignment. However, if one component is not aligned, the karmic cycle is disrupted. For instance, if you feel remorseful about your lie, you weaken the cycle of negative karma and begin the process of setting things right.

Unlike the passive emotions of guilt and shame, remorse involves an active process of introspection. It involves confronting the repercussions of your thoughts and actions. Buddhist masters have taught for centuries that remorse not only deters us from committing similar acts in the future but also purifies the negative act itself.

We’ve all done things we regret. Can you think of one such instance now? Without dwelling in guilt or shame, reflect on how that action negatively affected you or someone else. Perhaps there’s still a way to right your wrong or, if not, to develop a sense of heartfelt remorse for what you did. This is how you break the cycle of negative karma.
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October 17

An Attitude of Gratitude

Just like a beggar who has chanced upon a treasure of great price,

Reflect with joy upon your freedom and advantages.

—LONGCHENPA19

If you have the leisure to read this book and the means to buy it, you already have far more than most people in the world. Yet if you don’t take the time to keep your perspective in check, it’s easy to focus on what you lack rather than what you have. It takes only a moment to look at our lives honestly, to see how many freedoms and advantages we enjoy—homes, clean water, food to eat, jobs, access to education, minds capable of learning. It’s as if we’ve stumbled upon a great treasure that we hardly take the time to appreciate. Sure, we might not have all that we want, but we truly do have all that we need.

Today, make a conscious effort to practice gratitude for all the treasures in your life—your comfortable bed, your hot shower, your morning coffee, your car that gets you safely to work, your employer who helps you afford your lifestyle, and your mind and body that allow you to experience it all. Just for today, practice an attitude of gratitude for everything you have. Then do it again tomorrow.


OceanofPDF.com



October 18

Enlightened Self-Interest

In my every action, I will watch my mind,

And the moment destructive emotions arise,

I will confront them strongly and avert them,

Since they will hurt both me and others.

—LANGRI TANGPA20

In the 2022 bestselling book Us, relationship therapist Terrence Real explains that when someone you love triggers you, you can get taken over by what he calls your adaptive child—the little kid inside that’s immature, protective, and explosive. When you’re operating out of your adaptive child, you may blow up or shut down. It’s a dangerous emotional state that can be toxic for any relationship.

When Real works with clients, often couples on the brink of divorce, to help them manage the adaptive child, he introduces the idea of enlightened self-interest—“It’s in your interest to keep your partner happy. You love them, for one thing. But closer in than that, you have to live with them, remember?”21 It’s Real’s way of saying that when your adaptive child acts out, it doesn’t just hurt your partner; it hurts the whole relational community—including yourself.

Think of a time when you lost control of your emotions with people you love. Your explosive behavior ultimately came back to hurt you as well, so managing your emotions is in everyone’s best interest. The first step in doing this is to examine your thoughts—to watch the stories you tell yourself, notice your anger as it rises, see your adaptive child in action. Whenever you feel your adaptive child taking over, remember it’s by facing and averting it that you save not only the other person but yourself as well.
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October 19

The Root of Our Actions

If a root is medicinal, so are its shoots.

If poisonous, no need to say its shoots will be the same.

What makes an act positive or negative is not how it looks

Or its size, but the good or bad intention behind it.

—JIGME LINGPA22

Every time we act, the outside world reacts. We may get approval or disapproval, praise or blame, recognition or indifference, applause or crickets. And based on the reaction we want, we might repeat the actions that worked for us in the past. Maybe we donate to a charity at work because it helped our reputations last year, or we post about a popular social issue on Instagram because it seems to enhance our social status.

But the quality of an action isn’t determined by the recognition or approval it receives—it’s determined by our intentions behind it. Were we acting for the right reasons? Was our intention genuine or was there some hidden motive? If our intention isn’t pure, then the action, no matter how generous it might appear, isn’t pure either.

Whenever you think about taking an action, instead of worrying about how others might react, reflect on the roots of your action. Are your intentions pure? If so, your action will be pure.
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October 20

Watch Where You’re Going

One should go ahead or turn back only after looking forward or behind. Likewise, in all situations one should proceed only after ascertaining what is to be done.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA23

When people are in their twenties and their lives are still taking shape, they might float from one experience to the next, explore various careers, date different people, experiment with new hobbies, travel abroad. They’re in the discovery stage of life and are content to float along as they try to find their way. But if they continue to drift aimlessly without establishing a clear direction, where will they end up? Will these be the lives they envisioned for themselves? How would they even know?

If we don’t stop at some point to decide the direction we want to take, we risk floating around forever. To figure out the best direction, we need to stop drifting for a moment and work out for ourselves which way we want to go.

But it’s not only our lives’ direction that requires careful consideration. Even in everyday activities—work tasks, house chores, creative projects, and leisure activities—we must examine what needs to be done before moving into action. This is how we do things intentionally rather than impulsively. With this approach, we’re no longer floating through our daily activities; we’re steering them.

In every situation you find yourself in today, take the time to ask yourself what it is that you are looking to do—what direction are you trying to take? Once you’ve figured out the direction that feels right, with this newfound intention, start moving toward it.
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October 21

Opening the Window to Spontaneity

Spontaneity is the expression of directness and fearlessness, in both the sitting practice of meditation and in life altogether. It is taking continual delight in our life, by connecting with the first fresh thought, which is present in every moment.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA24

Open. Free. Joyful. Natural. Delighted. These are the feelings we get when we do something spontaneous. We’ve broken out of our normal patterns and we’re feeling like kids again. Spontaneity is a flash of freedom in the midst of our everyday routine. But spontaneity doesn’t have to be a special one-off event. When prolonged, spontaneity is a state of being. It’s continually taking delight in your life.

If spontaneity feels so right, why is it so hard to practice? Because spontaneity takes discipline. It’s only when we have the discipline to open ourselves to the present moment without getting caught up in our habitual patterns that we can experience the freshness, humor, and delight of spontaneity. Without discipline, we can’t connect with the first fresh thought we have because our rational minds are focused on making sense of the experience rather than actually experiencing it.

To experience the freshness and delight of spontaneity, discipline is required. In whatever you do next, practice the discipline of meeting the moment as it is and allow the window of spontaneity to open up.
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October 22

Look to Your Mind for Guidance

Neither mother, father, nor any other relative can do one greater good than one’s own well-directed mind.

—THE BUDDHA25

When you’re young, you rely on your parents for almost everything. They guide you, teach you about the world, and instill virtues and values. They provide you with emotional support and protect you from harm. But no matter how much your parents love you and want to be there for you, there is a limit to how much you can depend on their guidance. Ultimately, we each have to go through life’s challenges ourselves. If we struggle with anxiety, get our hearts broken, or lose direction in life, our support system can help, but we must rely on our own minds to navigate these experiences.

It may seem daunting to carry this level of responsibility, but it should also feel empowering. Regardless of the support system we have, we hold the power to shape our lives as we choose. No one else—no parent, friend, partner, or teacher—can determine what becomes of our lives more than our own minds.

As you navigate life’s experiences, continue to seek support from those around you, but ultimately look to your own mind for clarity and guidance.
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October 23

Replace Your Schadenfreude

Don’t seek others’ pain as the limbs of your own happiness.

—ATĪŚA26

The German word schadenfreude refers to the pleasure one feels when another person experiences pain or misfortune. The widely studied phenomenon explains why we sometimes feel oddly happy when someone in our social group is experiencing troubles. For instance, if someone loses a job or gets dumped, we might feel self-satisfaction rather than empathy or compassion. There’s even a saying for it in Japan: “The misfortunes of others are the taste of honey.” Though schadenfreude isn’t felt equally by everyone, haven’t we all taken pleasure in someone else’s pain at some point?

But isn’t it petty to make other people’s pain a source of our happiness? Don’t we all wish we were above such a small-minded attitude? Well, we can be. The next time you experience schadenfreude, don’t indulge in the feeling, but don’t feel ashamed of it either. Instead, try this: Imagine the other person’s troubles are happening to you or a loved one. What would you feel then? Empathy? Compassion? Now take that feeling and direct it toward the person who is actually going through the hardship.

Don’t indulge in your schadenfreude. Replace it with compassion.
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October 24

The Spiritual Warrior

We can trade our small-minded struggle for security for a much vaster vision, one of fearlessness, openness, and genuine heroism.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA27

Tibetan Buddhist master Chögyam Trungpa moved to the United States in 1970 and quickly became one of the leading teachers of Buddhism in the West. Among his most profound teachings was the idea that his students didn’t need to live small, guarded lives but instead could live fearlessly and courageously. He called this the path of the “spiritual warrior”—someone who understands that difficulties can be a source of strength and who allows life’s experiences to soften, rather than harden, them.

With any difficult experiences we go through, we have a choice: We can let it shrink us or we can let it expand us. If a lover breaks your heart, you might be tempted to close off and never let anyone in again. This is your small mind trying to protect itself. But if you listen to it, you will confine yourself to a limited life driven by fear. By choosing the path of the spiritual warrior, you can allow these challenging experiences to shape you and become a catalyst for growth.

You don’t have to let your fears and insecurities keep you small. As Chögyam Trungpa taught, you can take up the sword of the spiritual warrior and fight for your own freedom. It may require a heroic effort, but isn’t it worth it?
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October 25

Walk the Walk

One is not called wise because one speaks much. He who is peaceable, friendly and fearless then is called wise.

—THE BUDDHA28

We tend to give our attention to the loudest person in the room—the executive who speaks confidently, the politician who has an opinion about everything, the spiritual leader who can impart teaching after teaching. We assume that because they have so much to say about a particular topic, they must be wiser than those who say less. But is having a lot to say really a sign of wisdom? We’ve all met someone who talks and talks but doesn’t walk the walk.

Wisdom isn’t revealed through conversations, speeches, lectures, teachings, or debates. It’s only through people’s actions that we can truly discern their wisdom. No matter how much they show off their knowledge, if their actions don’t align with their words, they are, as the Buddha would say, “not called wise.”

So how do we strive for wisdom? The Buddha offers three guiding principles: be peaceful, loving, and fearless. If we can live in harmony with our neighbors, be kind to all people, and learn to live more fearlessly, then we’ve begun to walk down the path to wisdom.

Wisdom is achieved by walking the walk. Start walking today.
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October 26

The Key to Appreciating Life

Always consider the impermanence

Of life, health, and dominion.

—NĀGĀRJUNA29

When we lose sight of the fact that nothing lasts forever, we take things for granted. We scroll through our phones while pushing our kids on the swing. We get annoyed at our partners’ little quirks. We complain when we’re sick but forget to celebrate on the days we’re feeling healthy. We take what we have for granted because we forget that someday we won’t have it anymore. Then when things do change—our kid goes off to college, our relationship ends, we get sick—we feel a great sense of loss because we didn’t appreciate what we had while we had it.

Nāgārjuna offered this advice to a king centuries ago, and it remains just as relevant today: At all times, keep impermanence top of mind. If we can remember that all things change, then we’ll find it easier to be more present with our kids, view our partners’ harmless quirks with humor and love, and appreciate good health when we have it. And when things inevitably change, we can accept it with grace, knowing that we cherished what we had while it lasted.

Today, focus on one area of your life—parenthood, relationships, health, career. Ask yourself how considering the impermanence of the situation would reshape your attitude and approach. Can you use it to lighten up? To be more forgiving? To renew your appreciation for what you have? To be more present?

To appreciate life, always keep impermanence top of mind.
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October 27

Ride the Rocky Road of Life

It’s possible that the ups and downs we experience can in themselves become the evenness or equanimity of our experience.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA30

When we first hear about the concept of practicing equanimity, we might assume that it means to respond to all of life’s experiences in the same even manner, remaining stoic no matter what comes our way. But the highs and lows we feel in response to life’s situations can actually be, as Chögyam Trungpa puts it, “the evenness or equanimity of our experience.” When you get a parking ticket and feel anger or win an award and feel elation, you don’t have to downplay these emotions. Rather, you can allow yourself to feel them fully without understating or overexaggerating. In doing so, you encounter the evenness that arises from letting your emotions occur naturally.

When we approach situations in this way, the rocky road of life becomes smoother—it’s like having tires that can handle all types of terrain. We still feel the bumps, but we find our evenness within each bump along the way. The next time you encounter a bump in the road, whether it’s a high or a low, try not to exaggerate or downplay it. Instead, allow your experience to unfold naturally and discover equanimity within it.
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October 28

Don’t Be Daydreamin’

Don’t daydream, don’t daydream. Rest mind in its place.

Daydream and you think of all sorts of non-virtue.

—MILAREPA31

Have you ever found yourself in a daydream that you didn’t want to leave? You’re staring out the bedroom window or driving your car and suddenly you’re somewhere else: You’ve won the lottery and are deciding what to do with your winnings. You’re on a yacht cruising the South Pacific. You’re on a date with your celebrity crush. As you get caught up in your fantasy, you try to hold on to it, but eventually it fades and you’re back in your bedroom or your car—back to your life.

Daydreams like this feel good because they let us indulge our cravings. They transport us into a fantasy world, one that entertains our desires, greed, pride, and lust. But what happens when we come back to earth? Are we disappointed by our reality? Do we long to be back in our daydreams? These are signs that we’ve let our minds wander too far. We’ve lost touch. We’ve chosen to escape the present for some fantastical world. Daydreams are a powerful display of our minds’ ability to play tricks on us, and they present an opportunity to train ourselves not to get lost in them.

The next time you find yourself in a daydream, don’t indulge it. Observe what fantasies it creates. Notice what emotions it conjures up. But then end the story before it carries you too far. See if you can bring your mind back to where you are now, no matter how sweet the daydream is.
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October 29

The Subtle Tricks of the Mind

Let the discerning man guard the mind, so difficult to detect and extremely subtle, seizing whatever it desires.

—THE BUDDHA32

Materialism. Thirst for power. Hunger for fame. Understanding that desiring too much leads to suffering, we try to guard our minds against them. But the mind can be subtle and tricky, often latching onto anything, even the things we perceive to be good for us.

Let’s say you choose to abandon your career ambitions and material pursuits for a life dedicated to spiritual practices or creative endeavors. You switch your focus to activities like meditation, yoga, and retreats or to writing, traveling, and teaching. While these new pursuits may be good for you, you need to be careful that you are not simply replacing your old desires with new ones. If you previously craved wealth or career success and now develop an equally unhealthy thirst for your spiritual or creative pursuits, aren’t you still struggling to manage excessive desires? At first, these new endeavors might feel fun and fresh, but over time, your attachment to them can cause suffering just like the previous ambitions did.

The mind can cling to anything—even the good stuff. Take a moment to look at your life right now. What activities or parts of your identity that you perceive to be good may actually be a subtle form of attachment? You don’t have to give them up, but maybe you can approach them with greater lightness.

By guarding your mind from desires of every kind, you can experience freedom and ease in everything you do.
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October 30

Always Consider the Potential Effect

You need to have confidence in the law of cause and effect,

For it can never ever fail.

—SHECHEN GYALTSAP33

There’s a reason why Don’t Drink and Drive ad campaigns fixate on the tragic consequences of drunk driving. When people witness the devastating impact that it can have, the potential consequences become too tangible to ignore and make people far less likely to do it. The action isn’t worth the risk, and it’s not even close.

For most of us, choosing not to drink and drive is an easy decision. But in other areas of our lives, are we overlooking the consequences of our actions? When you shout at your kids, shut down your partner’s feelings, gossip behind a friend’s back, mistreat a customer service rep, or cut someone off in traffic, are you really considering how those actions might affect others or yourself? Likely not. Because if you did, like drinking and driving, you wouldn’t do it.

The law of cause and effect—that every action has a corresponding consequence—places a significant responsibility on us. Since every action produces an effect, we must choose our actions wisely. Take a moment to reflect on how an action in your past has led to an undesirable consequence for someone else or yourself. Now ask yourself: How can I use that lived experience of cause and effect to act more responsibly in the future?

Before you carry out any action, consider all its potential effects. Then, and only then, act accordingly.
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October 31

Be Your Own Guide

Be a lamp* unto yourself.

—THE BUDDHA34

When the Buddha was eighty years old and nearing death, his principal disciple, Ananda, became worried about what would happen to himself and his fellow disciples after the Buddha’s passing. Ananda had grown reliant on the Buddha’s teachings and asked for one final teaching, hoping it would continue to guide him after the Buddha was gone.

The Buddha—frail, sick, and weak—turned to Ananda and uttered the words you see as today’s quote: “Be a lamp unto yourself.” It was the Buddha’s way of empowering Ananda—encouraging him to become his own guide. When we teach a toddler how to walk or a child how to ride a bike, there comes a point where we need to let them do it on their own. That’s what the Buddha was doing here.

After you finish this book, you may return to it for wisdom, but you won’t always need it by your side. The knowledge you gain will enable you to be your own guide. It will then be up to you to be a lamp unto yourself.


OceanofPDF.com









	November




	Practicing with Action




	 







OceanofPDF.com



November 1

Application, Application, Application

I shall express this by means of my body, for what use would there be in the expression of words? For someone who is sick what use could there be in the mere expression of medical knowledge?

—ŚĀNTIDEVA1

If a doctor graduates from medical school but doesn’t apply what she’s learned to heal the sick, what use is her knowledge? Knowledge is valuable, but without application, what good is it? When you study any philosophy, it can be easy to keep it theoretical, but philosophy can’t change your life until you make it experiential. In the case of this book, the teachings are the medicine. You are both the doctor and the patient. And it’s your job to apply what you learn to your life by training your mind, taming your emotions, loosening your attachments, acting with kindness, practicing generosity, and being compassionate.

Each day you pick up this book, you’re learning something new, but that’s not enough. Your journey may start with knowledge, but it ends with application. And that’s what this month is all about—turning Buddhist philosophy into mindful action. Come back tomorrow and we’ll get started.
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November 2

How to Die with No Regrets

My religion is to live—and die—without regret.

—MILAREPA2

Pretend for a moment that you’ve fast-forwarded to your last day on earth. As you reflect back on your life, what regrets do you have? What do you wish you’d done differently? Been more present with your loved ones? Shown more kindness to your parents? Tamed your anxiety? Taken each day a bit more slowly?

Now come back to the present moment. What do you need to do now to ensure you won’t have these regrets at the end of your life? How can you be more present in your days? Who do you need to show more patience toward? Which harmful tendencies do you need to overcome? What work do you have to do to tame your mind?

We let ourselves live with regrets because we think we’ll have a chance to change things tomorrow. But that’s not always guaranteed. Today, choose a regret you’d have if this were your last day on earth and take one step toward changing it.

The only way to die without regret is to live without regret. Start living that way now.
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November 3

I’m Here for You

One should speak confident, measured words, clear in meaning, delighting the mind, pleasing to the ear, soft and slow, and stemming from compassion.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA3

When people we love are hurting, how often do we, despite our best intentions, say the wrong thing? We offer advice they aren’t ready for. We do the talking when all they want is for us to listen. We suggest solutions when really, all they want is to sit with their pain for a bit.

The late Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh had a teaching he gave on how to be there for our loved ones in these difficult moments. He taught that whenever we notice our loved ones suffering, we offer four simple, carefully measured words from the depths of our hearts: “I’m here for you.”

In moments when you’re comforting someone in pain, you have the opportunity to choose your words wisely. Instead of speaking just to fill the air, deliberately choose your words with care, offering compassion and comfort.

Whenever someone you love is struggling, consider Thich Nhat Hanh’s teaching. Say, “I’m here for you.”
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November 4

Beneath the Surface of Our Actions

Non-desire, non-hatred, non-ignorance

The actions they generate are virtues.

—NĀGĀRJUNA4

What makes an action truly good? At a glance you might say it’s simply one that benefits others. But is that enough? What about the intention behind the action? If you volunteer at a local food drive only to appear charitable, is your action still virtuous? Or if you help your manager with a personal favor, hoping to gain career advancement, is your action purely good?

Nāgārjuna challenges us to go deeper—to question whether our intentions are as pure below the surface as they look on it. If our intentions are rooted in craving, hatred, or ignorance, then the action isn’t as virtuous as it seems. At its highest standard, a virtuous action has a pure intention to benefit others and nothing else.

Before carrying out an action, check yourself first. Is your intention as pure beneath the surface as it appears above it?


OceanofPDF.com



November 5

Words of Wisdom

The four positive acts of speech are: (1) to renounce lying, and instead to tell the truth; (2) to give up sowing discord, and instead to reconcile disputes; (3) to abandon harsh words, and instead to speak pleasantly; and (4) to put an end to useless chatter.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE5

Research shows that the average person speaks about sixteen thousand words per day.6 That’s a lot of opportunities to say the right—and the wrong—thing. But research is limited on the quality and impact of those words. Are we using our words to spread love, tell the truth, and create harmony, or are we using them to spread hate, tell lies, create conflict, and start rumors?

If you were to examine the quality and intention of the words you use on a regular basis, would you be pleased with what you discover? Part of living mindfully is being conscious of the words you use, your intention behind them, and the impact they have.

To help us use our words in a positive way, Patrul Rinpoche offers four simple guidelines:


	Don’t lie; tell the truth.

	Don’t fuel disagreements; work to reconcile them.

	Don’t use harsh words; speak pleasantly.

	Don’t mindlessly chatter; speak with intention.



This is how to use your words wisely. Can you put one of these guidelines into practice today?
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November 6

Look Into Their Eyes

One should always look at people directly, as if drinking them in with the eye.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA7

A 2017 study at Fudan University8 in China found that participants who gazed directly into a stranger’s eyes felt an increased closeness and similarity to the stranger. The study points to evidence that eye gazing contributes to a phenomenon known as self-other merging—the process of reducing the boundary between self and other. This means that deliberate eye contact can create a feeling of oneness and connection. Many of us know this instinctively: eye contact enhances intimacy with our partners, builds trust with colleagues and clients, and fosters friendliness with neighbors.

We might believe we’re good at making eye contact, but are we really? Of all the people you come across in your day, how many do you take the time to make eye contact with? You may look into your partner’s eyes or your client’s, but what about the delivery driver, the janitor, the crossing guard, or the person at the front desk in the gym? Most of the time we’re too lost in our screens or in our own heads to remember to look at other people and acknowledge their presence.

Today, make an effort to change all that. Set an intention to make eye contact with every person you come across. You don’t have to stare awkwardly at them like a shark, but take a moment to look directly into their eyes and make a human connection. You’ll dissolve the boundary between yourself and them and maybe even make a new friend in the process.
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November 7

Drop the Game

Our activities are like children’s games:

They go on as long as we continue, they stop as soon as we stop them.

—LONGCHENPA9

In day-to-day life, we are consumed by activities—running errands, answering email, online shopping, cleaning our homes. We create to-do lists a mile long and can happily validate the importance of every item on the list. But have you ever noticed what gets pushed to the bottom of the list? Or gets knocked off the list altogether? Ironically, it’s the thing that matters most—working on ourselves.

If we look at our lives in relation to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, we may be surprised to see how much of our time and effort is spent on the bottom half—on our homes, clothing, appearances, careers, and finances. These activities do of course require attention, but do we really have to spend every waking hour on them? We let ourselves get caught up in these pursuits while neglecting what’s at the top of the pyramid—self-actualization. How much time do we spend each day working on becoming the people we’re capable of being? Trying to overcome our fears, insecurities, and bad habits? Pursuing activities that bring us true joy and give us purpose?

We all have things we need to take care of, but are we accurate in assessing the significance of each item on our to-do lists? Or are we playing games with ourselves? Like any game, we can keep playing along or we can drop it and focus on things that truly matter.

What’s one game you can drop today? Which higher-purpose activity can you choose to fill that void?
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November 8

Before Métro, Boulot, Dodo

When you wake up in the morning, do not suddenly jump out of bed like a cow or a sheep from its pen. While you are still in bed, relax your mind; turn within and examine it carefully.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE10

The moment we wake up is potent with potential. The dreams of last night have faded away and our plans for the day have yet to flood in. Our minds are fresh, clear, and alert—if only for an instant. In this moment—before we launch into the same old daily routines or, as they say in France, métro, boulot, dodo—we have a rare opportunity to examine our minds in their raw state.

When you wake up tomorrow morning, don’t immediately leap out of bed and into your day. Before you rise, take a moment to be with your mind. Breathe in. Breathe out. Relax your forehead. Look inward. Take note of your thoughts. Notice the space between your thoughts. Allow yourself to rest in this natural state for a little while.

This moment of reflection is a gift to yourself—a chance to get a glimpse of the stillness of your mind before it revs up to take on the day.

Before métro, boulot, dodo, give yourself the opportunity to be with your mind.
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November 9

Wise Selfishness

Let one not neglect one’s own welfare for the sake of another, however great. Clearly understanding one’s own welfare, let one be intent upon the good.

—THE BUDDHA11

The Dalai Lama is famous for advocating what’s called “wise selfish-ness”—the idea that working in the interest of others ultimately fulfills one’s own self-interest. To be wisely selfish means to recognize that acting in generous, compassionate, and altruistic ways actually makes us happier than if we focused solely on benefiting ourselves. If we reflect on our own lives, we’ll notice this holds true at work, in our families, and in our communities. Volunteering at a homeless shelter gives us a sense of fulfillment. Mentoring high-school students gives us a higher purpose. Even just sending benevolent thoughts to someone produces “happy hormones” in our brains. The more selfless acts we commit, the more we benefit. This is wise selfishness in action.

Buddhism teaches values such as altruism, selflessness, kindness, compassion, and other outwardly focused practices, but it equally emphasizes the importance of not disregarding our own self-interests. And the best way to serve our self-interests is by serving others.

So don’t neglect yourself in an effort to care for others. Instead, embrace wise selfishness: Care for others to care for yourself.
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November 10

Walking on a Cloud

Whatever actions you do with your body, try to do them gently and pleasantly, endeavouring not to harm others but to help them.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE12

In Mahayana Buddhism, a compassionate individual is depicted as a person walking on a cloud. Everything they do is done gently, pleasantly, and with deep concern for those around them. Even their physical actions are infused with compassion—how they walk, how they talk, and how they act.

When we think about being compassionate, behaving in a gentle way might not be the first thing that comes to mind. But consider how slamming a door can change the mood in a room or how loud conversations at a nearby table can affect our dining experience. Every action we take and the way we carry it out has an impact on those around us. And if our aim is to be more compassionate—to be sympathetic and caring—then we can start by showing concern for those in our immediate surroundings.

Today, challenge yourself to move through all of your activities as if you’re walking on a cloud—close the door softly behind you, keep your voice at a respectful level, drive safely and patiently. Remember: How you do what you do matters. Do it gently.
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November 11

Leave the Twists to the Movies

Don’t act with a twist.

—GESHE CHEKAWA13

The best movies always have a twist, the moment when a beloved protagonist turns out to be a criminal mastermind or a seemingly innocent character reveals her sinister agenda. As audiences, we love a good twist. It keeps us on the edges of our seats.

But when we’re not in the movie theater, when the stories are our own lives, do we still like twists? A friend does something behind your back. Your boss pulls the rug out from under you in a meeting. Your partner manipulates you. When it comes to your life, twists aren’t so fun anymore—they can be gut-wrenching. And even though we know this, we’re all guilty of acting with a twist every once in a while—we make plans with a hidden agenda, act with passive aggression, conceal the truth, offer help but with an ulterior motive.

Today’s mind-training slogan urges us to stop all this—to quit acting with a twist. Instead, be straightforward and honest in what we say and do. It might not make for a good movie, but it makes for a better life for you and everyone else.

Leave the twists to the movies.
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November 12

A Nighttime Reflection

At night, when you go to sleep, do not just drop off into unconsciousness. Take the time to relax in bed and examine yourself in [this] way: “So, what use have I made of this day? What have I done that is positive?”

—PATRUL RINPOCHE14

What’s the last thing you do before you fall asleep? Scroll through your phone? Read a page of your book? Squeeze in one last show? Plan out the next morning in your head? Each night we drift off with our minds still buzzing from the day’s activities, only to pick back up where we left off the next morning. We do a million things over the course of a day yet hardly ever pause to reflect on what was positive or meaningful.

Patrul Rinpoche encourages us to reserve the final moments before falling asleep to review the day—to ask ourselves how we made use of it. By recalling positive deeds—how we were generous to strangers, understanding with our partners, present with our kids, forgiving toward ourselves—we prime our minds to continue these positive actions again tomorrow.

Tonight, as you lie in bed, ask yourself: What use have I made of this day? What have I done that is positive? Whatever comes to mind, acknowledge your good work. If you find that your list is short, consider what you can do tomorrow to make the next night’s reflection one you’re pleased with.
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November 13

Shine the Light on Them

One should speak of others’ virtues in their absence, and repeat them with pleasure, and when one’s own praise is spoken, one should reflect on that person’s recognition of virtue.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA15

When people are not in the room and their names come up in conversation, how do you speak about them? Do you resort to gossip? Make fun? Point out their flaws? You might say it depends on who it is. But doesn’t everyone have at least some virtuous qualities? So why discuss just their faults? Why do we find it so hard to praise the good qualities of people unless they’re right in front of us?

Śāntideva instructs us to change our default in these situations—to actively look for good qualities in other people, express them openly, and take pleasure in doing it. If this seems hard, remember that praising someone else doesn’t diminish you; it gives you the chance to see the good in others and the world around you. By shining the light on them, you’re illuminating your worldview.

And whenever others bring up your positive qualities, rather than gloat or pat yourself on the back, applaud their ability to recognize virtuous qualities.

Make the extra effort to shine the light on someone else, and the world brightens up.
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November 14

Are You Qualified to Teach?

One should first establish oneself in what is proper; then only should one instruct others. Thus the wise man will not be reproached.

—THE BUDDHA16

Have you ever followed an influencer who seems to be an expert on everything? She tries a diet for a month and suddenly starts instructing us on how we should be eating. She attends one yoga retreat and begins leading yoga tutorials on her channel. Without fully mastering the subject or taking the necessary steps to become qualified, she begins instructing her followers. As we flip through her content, we might roll our eyes. But haven’t we all, at some point, been that unqualified teacher?

We learn something new from YouTube, a book, or a bit of quick internet research and suddenly we’re the experts. We eagerly turn around and start teaching our friends and family members about it, like mini-influencers in our own communities. Our intentions are good—we just want to help. But are we really qualified to help in this area? Have we fully vetted that which we advocate for? What if, while the advice is helpful for us, it may not be the best advice for others?

Before you make the jump from student to teacher, be honest with yourself: Are you qualified to teach this? Do you fully understand it? Have you lived it? If the answer to any of these questions is no, then you’re not ready to be a teacher. For now, stay a student.
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November 15

The Capital of Generosity

Never forget that generosity is the most important capital to build up.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE17

Many of us are taught from a young age to build capital—to earn, save, and invest so that one day we will acquire security and abundance. But why is it that no matter how much money we earn, we never feel like we have enough? We can accumulate all the wealth in the world and still not feel a sense of abundance.

Fortunately, there’s another form of capital we can build that can help us feel wealthy regardless of what’s in our bank accounts—the capital of generosity. When we are in a generous state of mind, we aren’t thinking about what we need; we’re thinking about what we can give. Can we give our support? Our time? Our resources? This simple shift to a generous mindset helps us move our focus from what we lack to what we have.

Yes, we have to accumulate financial capital to support ourselves and our families. So invest. Save up. But what use is it if we don’t also dedicate ourselves to building the capital of generosity? Today, look for opportunities to practice generosity—give your time to a new colleague, tip your barista, offer patience to your partner—and notice the feeling of abundance that comes with it.
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November 16

What Kind of Judge Will You Be?

Not by passing arbitrary judgments does a man become just; a wise man is he who investigates both right and wrong.

—THE BUDDHA18

When you were a kid, did you ever witness any of your friends’ parents punish them unfairly? You know, that father who sent his daughter to her room without trying to figure out what actually happened or the mother who automatically assumed that her son was the troublemaker. There was no trial or investigation. They did it all on a whim, to the detriment of their child.

A parent, a manager, a teacher, and anyone in a position of power has a responsibility to thoroughly investigate every situation before passing judgment. If your kid gets put in detention at school, it’s your job to consult multiple sources. If two of your employees are in a dispute, it’s on you to look at it from all angles. Don’t assume the worst. Don’t pick favorites. Don’t let your biases guide your judgment. Don’t act irrationally or without reason.

In life you’re required to make judgments all the time. The question is, will you be the judge who allows for a fair trial or the judge whose mind is made up before the trial even begins?
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November 17

Change Your Energy

Whenever catching sight of others,

Look on them with an open, loving heart.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA19

When you pass a stranger in the store or stand next to someone in the elevator, what kind of energy do you think you give off? Are you straight-faced and cold? Stiff and closed off? Aloof and unapproachable? For many of us, this has become our default. But every now and then, we come across strangers who break that pattern. They give us a smile, make a light joke, or tell us to have a nice day. When this happens, we suddenly light up. Their small effort to be warm brightens our day.

We’ve all felt the impact a little bit of kindness from a stranger can have. What might it feel like to be this bright light for other people? With a slight shift in our approach, we can be. Whenever you come into contact with people in a public space, no matter how closed off or distant they may seem, adjust your energy—smile with your eyes, open up your heart. You don’t even need to say anything. Just change your energy and notice how it changes the atmosphere and even the way you feel.

Don’t shut down. Open up. It changes everything.
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November 18

Uphold Your Moral Standards

Even if your peers or subordinates,

Put you down to make themselves look better,

Treat them respectfully.

—TOKMÉ ZANGPO20

When people put you down, what’s your response? To snap back? To stoop to their level? To start plotting your revenge? Most of us don’t care if we have to play dirty—we can’t let people put us down like that. But if we stoop to their level, aren’t we just as wrong as they are? Does the fact that they acted first really excuse our behavior? In the end, we’re all behaving on the same low level—a level that’s well below our own moral standards. It’s a game no one can win.

Instead of engaging in this losing game, we can use these situations as an opportunity to uphold our moral standards—to show them the respect that we wish they’d shown us. It’s easy to act respectfully when we’re met with kindness; the real test is remaining respectful when we’re met with disrespect.

Don’t stoop low. Uphold your moral standards.
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November 19

Drop Your Weapons

Words have no arrows nor swords, yet they tear men’s minds to pieces.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE21

“He has a sharp tongue.” “Her words cut like a knife.” These are the expressions we use to describe those who use their words to attack other people. Although words can’t make us bleed, they can still shred us to pieces. And it’s not only other people’s words that can hurt us—we can harm ourselves with our own inner dialogue: I’m such an idiot. I’m a klutz. I look awful today. Can you imagine saying these things to someone else? Whether we speak these words out loud or silently to ourselves, they wield immense power.

So while talking to someone else or to yourself, be mindful of the power your words hold. Don’t let your words become a knife, a sword, or an arrow. Drop your weapons altogether.
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November 20

Don’t Debate to Win

Forsake debating in the interest of pride.

—NĀGĀRJUNA22

Why do we debate? To prove a point? To convince others they’re wrong? To appear smart? To win? Whether we’re debating with friends, relatives, colleagues, or someone at a bar, we should consider our reasons for debating. If our aim is just to assert our views without hearing the other side, then what we consider a debate is really just a one-sided argument. There’s no learning or mutual understanding—just people butting heads.

This is a far cry from the role debates have played throughout history, from the ancient Greeks to China’s Han Dynasty to Buddhist monastic societies, cultures where debating was a key method for learning and contemplating philosophical ideas. Debaters challenged each other’s logic, sought understanding, and worked together to jointly arrive at the most sound reasoning.

We may not think of our everyday conversations as debates, but in every exchange, we are presenting our points, either persuading or being persuaded. Each conversation has the potential to open our minds, teach us something new, and create a bridge between our side and theirs—but only if we allow it. Anytime you find yourself in an unofficial debate, remember to put your pride to the side. The goal isn’t to win; it’s to share your perspective while learning theirs.
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November 21

Don’t Get Their Goat

Don’t bring things to a painful point.

—GESHE CHEKAWA23

It’s easy to get the goat of the people we love. We know where their soft spots are and how to exploit them. We tease them about their hair, their clumsiness, the way they twitch their eyebrows, and all their other quirks. And if we really want to get them, we’ll bring it up at a holiday party when the whole family’s around. It’s all in good fun.

But don’t all of us have a limit where a joke stops being funny and starts to hurt? That’s the point we need to be careful not to reach. It’s when our loved ones stop laughing along and shut down. The whole mood switches from joy to discomfort. We might try to tell them that they should lighten up, but how hard is it for us to lighten up when someone’s pushed us too far?

In situations like this, ask yourself what your motivation is for teasing your loved one. Are you trying to divert attention from your own insecurities? Do you actually believe what you’re saying and want them to change? Or are you simply expressing your affection in a playful way?

If your intentions aren’t pure, don’t make the joke. If you’re just trying to have fun, then keep it fun. Don’t get carried away. Don’t get their goat.
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November 22

Share Responsibly

You should always analyze well

Everything before you act.

—NĀGĀRJUNA24

When you see an influencer, celebrity, or friend flash what they have on social media, how does it make you feel? Envious? Discouraged? Inadequate? Perhaps a bit bitter? Even if we feel a flicker of inspiration, it’s still mixed with a twinge of jealousy. It’s just a watch or a bag or a car, but it brings up so many undesirable emotions that weren’t there before we started scrolling.

Social media has become the place for sharing the highlights of our lives. We buy something cool, get gifts from our partners, or go on vacations, and the first thing we do is put it up on social. We might believe we’re simply sharing with friends, but as Nāgārjuna suggests, have we truly analyzed well the potential impact our posts could have on those who see them? Are we inadvertently making our followers feel the same way those influencers and celebrities made us feel?

The solution doesn’t have to be to stop sharing altogether. Instead, we can begin sharing more responsibly—considering how our posts might affect those on the other side of the screen.

Whether it’s what you share online or how you interact offline, analyze the potential impact of your action first. Then ask yourself: How can I act responsibly?


OceanofPDF.com



November 23

Indulging in “Harmless” Gossip

Pieces of gossip that seem to have come up quite naturally and spontaneously are, for the most part, when you look more closely, motivated by desire or hatred.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE25

We’ve all been there. We’re with a group of friends and someone starts a little gossip. Before we know it, the whole room is chiming in and having fun. On the surface, this kind of light gossip feels like harmless chatter. There’s no strong feelings behind it. We’re just having a good time.

But if we look deeper and, more importantly, if we’re being honest with ourselves, we will see that there are feelings at play. Haven’t you noticed how you get more excited when the gossip shifts to someone you don’t particularly like? Or how you might slightly exaggerate the details when gossiping about someone you want to feel superior to? This reveals that gossip often stems from deeper, more insidious roots.

When we gossip, it’s not really about the other person. It’s about us. It’s about our motives, emotions, and desires. The next time you gossip, examine what’s behind it. Are you okay with what you uncover?
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November 24

Do Your Own Dishes

One should be able and energetic, at all times acting upon one’s own initiative. In all actions one should not leave any work to another.

—ŚĀNTIDEVA26

This was the advice Śāntideva offered to monks living in monastic communities in his seminal work, The Bodhicaryāvatāra (A Manual to Enlightenment). His instruction served two purposes: It encouraged monks to take charge of their spiritual practice and inspired them to be proactive in their monastery, helping to foster a community of cooperation and harmony.

Centuries later, Śāntideva’s advice remains relevant. One of the biggest obstacles any of us face in training our minds for peace, happiness, and freedom is that we fall short on putting in the work. To see results from mind training and meditation, we must become the kind of people who act on their own initiative.

We can start practicing this mindset in other areas of life, such as at home. If you live with a partner, a roommate, or family, be proactive and ensure housework doesn’t get left to someone else. Pick up your own laundry. Clean your crumbs off the counter. Close the cabinet doors. Do your own dishes. This habit of taking charge and not leaving work to others will carry over to all areas of life, including your practice.

Whether it’s meditating or doing the dishes, don’t leave the work to someone else. Do it yourself.
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November 25

Put Yourself in Time-Out

When reactive emotions acquire momentum, it’s hard to make remedies work.

A person in attention wields remedies like weapons,

Crushing reactive emotions . . .

As soon as they arise.

—TOKMÉ ZANGPO27

Whenever our emotions gain too much momentum, it can feel nearly impossible to slow them down. A minor frustration with our kids, partners, or parents can turn into full-blown rage if we allow the feeling to build. But we don’t have to let things get to that point. By paying attention to our emotions as they arise and creating space for them to fizzle out, we can slow down their momentum.

How do we do this? One approach is to use an age-old parenting technique: Put yourself in time-out. But unlike the traditional time-out given after a child misbehaves, put yourself in a time-out before your reactive emotions escalate into negative action. If you’re at home, go to your room for a minute. If you’re at work, take a five-minute walk to cool off. If you’re in the car with your kids, pull over and step out for a moment. Do whatever you have to do to prevent your emotions from building momentum.

Always pay close attention to your emotions. If you sense one gathering too much speed, put yourself in time-out to slow it down. That’s how you stop the momentum of your emotions.
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November 26

Is It Time to Leave the Pack?

If for company you cannot find a wise and prudent friend who leads a good life, then, like a king who leaves behind a conquered kingdom, or like a lone elephant in the elephant forest, you should go your way alone.

—THE BUDDHA28

Staying in the same pack you’ve been in for years is easy. It’s comfortable. It’s safe. It’s fun. Everyone gets you and you get them. But what if the pack you’re in, or the company you keep, is no longer serving you? What if they reinforce your bad habits? No longer share your values? Make you complacent? Or don’t support your growth? Should you stick around and try to make it work? That might be the easy choice.

The other option, of course, is to leave the pack—to venture off on your own. Is it risky? Perhaps. Uncomfortable? Definitely. But is it the right decision? Most likely. You may wander around alone for a while, but it’s along this uncharted path that you’ll have the opportunity to find your new pack—or, better yet, to find yourself.
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November 27

A Spoonful of Water

A lot of talking just brings quarrels; act as if you were dumb.

—PADAMPA SANGYE29

In Nepal, there’s a popular piece of relationship advice: If you find yourself in an argument with a family member and want to keep it from escalating, simply put a spoonful of water in your mouth. After five minutes, spit out the water, and you’ll find that the argument has resolved itself.

How many times could this water trick have saved us? In the heat of an argument with a loved one, we say all sorts of rotten things we don’t mean. It’s only when it’s too late that we realize our mistake. What were we thinking? All of this could’ve been avoided if we had just held our tongues and given the situation a few minutes to settle down.

The next time you’re in an argument with a loved one and you feel the urge to say something you’ll regret, take this advice—imagine you have a spoonful of water in your mouth. Let a few minutes pass and give yourself a chance to respond thoughtfully, the way you wish you had in those past arguments when you failed to hold your tongue.
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November 28

Don’t Let It Go to Your Head

Even when you are famous, honored by all,

And as rich as the god of wealth himself,

Don’t be pompous.

—TOKMÉ ZANGPO30

Being popular among your friends, esteemed in your community, and wealthier than you’ve ever been—how nice would that be? It’s all good, unless you let it go to your head and start believing that your elevated status makes you somehow better than others. If you move to a nicer neighborhood and begin to look down on the people you used to live next to or if you get a promotion and stop socializing with your former officemates, then you’ve turned your good fortune into a bad thing. When you become conceited or arrogant, not only does it change how you treat other people, it also distorts your perception, making you believe you’re superior when you’re not.

If you ever find yourself falling into this type of thinking, take a moment to reflect on how you’re essentially the same person as you were before your change in status. Isn’t it true that the same blood runs through your veins? Doesn’t the same heart beat in your chest? Don’t the same anxieties disturb your peace? No matter how much your status changes, you remain fundamentally the same.

When you experience good fortune, enjoy it. Relish it. But don’t let it go to your head.
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November 29

Give Even When You’re Feeling Tight

Dig out food from your own mouth and give it as alms.

—MILAREPA31

You just got a big raise and you leave your office with a smile on your face. As you walk to the train, you pass the homeless person you see every day. Usually, you scurry by, eyes down and headphones on, but today . . . today is different. You’re feeling abundant. You want to spread the wealth. So you stop, open up your wallet, and toss a dollar in the person’s hat. As you walk away, you feel good about yourself.

On the train ride home, you realize that after years of this commute, this is the first time you’ve stopped to give money to that homeless person. It occurs to you that it’s because on those other days—when you hadn’t been promoted—you weren’t feeling as abundant. Whether you were aware of it or not, you always felt like there wasn’t enough to go around. But is that really true? Could you not have afforded to spare a dollar before you got a pay bump?

Giving when we feel we have plenty is easy. The real challenge is giving unconditionally, even when we’re feeling tight. The next time you sense yourself tightening up when an opportunity to give presents itself, override that feeling and choose to give in spite of it.
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November 30

Build Your Sangha

If for company you find a wise and prudent friend who leads a good life, you should, overcoming all impediments, keep his company joyously and mindfully.

—THE BUDDHA32

The Sanskrit word sangha can be translated as “community,” “company,” or “assembly.” In a Buddhist context, your sangha refers to your spiritual community, which is fundamental to your spiritual development. Practitioners depend on their sangha for support, guidance, and inspiration, making the search for the right sangha almost as important as finding the right spiritual teacher.

We can also think of sangha in a broader sense—as the company we keep in our journey through life. One’s sangha consists of the friends we maintain, the coworkers we associate with, and the mentors we seek guidance from. The people we surround ourselves with directly affect our ability to reach our highest potential—whether spiritually, creatively, physically, or financially.

We’ve all had people in our lives who’ve positively influenced us but who, for one reason or another, we’ve lost touch with. The Buddha would encourage us to reconnect with these people—to reform our sangha. What would it look like for you to take one small step toward that today? Who’s that good friend you haven’t called in months? Who’s that old mentor you’ve been meaning to grab coffee with? Give them a call. Send them a text.

Build your sangha, one wise friend at a time.
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December 1

Make Friends with Yourself

The first step . . . is to make friends with yourself. That is almost the motto of mindfulness experience. Making friends with yourself means accepting and acknowledging yourself.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA1

The Tibetan word for meditation is gom, which literally means “being familiar with.” In everyday life, we’re so focused on our external world—on work, relationships, social activities, and entertainment—that we barely take a minute to get to know who we are. Without realizing it, we become strangers to ourselves.

The practice of meditation allows us to remove external distractions so we can finally pay attention to ourselves—we get to meet who’s in there. We see the thoughts, emotions, and stories running through our minds. As we watch ourselves in meditation, we begin to notice parts of us that we like and parts of us that may be hard to accept. This act of spending time with ourselves brings about a familiarity that allows us to be more accepting of our flaws. Eventually, we may even begin to feel softness and compassion toward ourselves.

Of course, becoming friends with yourself takes time. For starters, you can hang out with yourself in meditation. As your familiarity with yourself grows, you may be able to accept yourself for exactly who you are, flaws and all.
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December 2

Neither Too Tight nor Too Loose

Alert, alert; yet relax, relax.

—MACHIK LAPDRÖN2

In the West, meditation has become almost synonymous with relaxation. We tend to think of it as a way to unwind, much like taking a warm bath after a busy day. In truth, meditation is about finding a balance between two seemingly opposing states: relaxation and alertness.

This balance is best illustrated by the meditation guidance the Buddha gave to a musician turned monk. Despite the monk’s best efforts, he struggled to achieve the right mental state. In one meditation, he’d relax so deeply that he’d fall asleep, while in another, he’d focus so intensely that he’d give himself a headache.

Knowing that the monk had been a musician before, the Buddha asked him: “When you played the veena, did you get the best sound when the strings were very tight or very loose?”

“Neither,” replied the monk. “The best sound came when the strings had just the right tension, neither too tight nor too loose.”

The Buddha smiled. “Well, it’s exactly the same with your mind.”

The next time you sit down to meditate, remember the Buddha’s lesson and Machik Lapdrön’s instruction—be alert, alert; yet relax, relax.
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December 3

Sit Back and Watch

Be like an old wise man, watching a child play.

—DUDJOM RINPOCHE3

Have you ever seen a group of children playing make-believe? The children get excited, laugh, cry, and experience every emotion in between because they believe the game to be real. As an adult looking on, do you get tangled up in the game? Certainly not. You see the game for what it is—made up.

One of the greatest insights from continual meditation practice is that we begin to notice that our thoughts aren’t as real as they appear to be. We might have a thought that no one likes us or that we aren’t good enough or that we’re better than someone else. But these thoughts have no real substance. Like storylines in games of make-believe, they’re made up. And it’s our choice to get tangled up in the silly game or to sit back and watch.

In meditation, practice watching your thoughts without getting involved as if you’re watching children at play. Each time you find yourself getting tangled up in the story, remind yourself that the game is only as real as you make it.
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December 4

Rest Your Mind Like You’d Rest Your Body

Rest in natural great peace

This exhausted mind.

—NYOSHUL KHENPO4

At the end of a long, rigorous hike it feels perfectly natural to give your body a chance to rest. You toss off your backpack, seek out a shady spot, and settle onto the ground. Taking a sip of water, you allow yourself a nice, revitalizing break. Knowing what your body needs, you happily obey.

Now consider how differently we approach resting our minds. After a long day of work, we might watch some TV, go out with friends, listen to podcasts, or read books. When it comes to mental rest, we switch to another form of activity rather than providing ourselves the permission or space for actual rest.

So how do we give our exhausted minds the rest they need? Rather than jumping right into yet another activity, we allow ourselves the space for mental inactivity—no entertainment, no stimulation, no smartphone. We simply sit and let our minds be. Whenever our minds slip back into activity mode—trying to be productive or craving distraction—we gently remind ourselves that it’s not the time for doing, it’s time for resting.

Rest your mind like you’d rest your body.
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December 5

Drop Your Agenda

When you practice meditation, you should sit without a plan.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA5

Do we ever do anything in life without an agenda? We attend a networking event, enroll our kids in a private school, get a dog, go to the gym, drink a smoothie, all with an agenda in mind. But meditation is one activity where no agenda is necessary.

If we go into meditation with an agenda—to relax, to be at peace, to feel happy, to reduce stress, to have a realization, or even with the desire to feel nothing—our mind goes to work on trying to accomplish that plan. If we’re looking for an insight, it’ll chase an insight. If we’re desiring serenity, it’ll look for serenity. Whenever we do this, one of two things will happen: We’ll be disappointed because we didn’t get what we were looking for or we’ll get what we were looking for and try to cling to it.

When we meditate, we need to drop our agenda. By letting go of our plans, we allow room for whatever is to just be. From this place, we can experience the mind in its natural state. Whatever arises naturally then becomes the fabric for us to work with.

In your next meditation, if you find that you’ve set a plan for it or have some agenda in mind, make the choice to drop it and just be. In meditation, there’s no agenda necessary.
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December 6

Watch the Yo-Yo in Your Mind

An undistracted mind is a mind that is one-pointedly focused on the object of meditation.

—DAKPO TASHI NAMGYAL6

When we’re in meditation, it’s easy to feel discouraged. We try with all our might to stay focused on the object of our meditation—whether the breath, a sound, or a bodily sensation. Yet after just a few seconds, we find our mind wandering off, thinking about something else. In these moments, it can feel like we’re failing at meditation or that meditation just isn’t for us. After all, if meditation were for us, wouldn’t we be better at it? Why is it so hard for us to keep our mind from getting distracted? But it’s in these moments that we must remind ourselves: An undistracted mind is not a prerequisite for meditation. Our distracted mind is actually the material we work with.

When you first start meditating, you may find that you’re unable to focus on the object of your meditation for more than a second. This is natural. Each time you catch yourself getting distracted, simply direct your attention back to your point of focus. If you remain alert, you will notice your mind yo-yoing back and forth between the object of your meditation and your distracted thoughts. This is the practice. Noticing your distracted mind isn’t a sign you’re failing at meditation—it’s a sign that you’re progressing. And if you keep with your practice, you will be able to sustain your focus for longer and longer periods. The constant back and forth of the yo-yo becomes less frequent.

Today, when you sit down to meditate, watch the yo-yo in your mind.
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December 7

The Death of Today

Of all footprints

That of the elephant is supreme;

Of all mindfulness meditations

That on death is supreme.

—THE BUDDHA7

In Tibetan Buddhist tradition, each day is viewed as an entire life of its own. In the morning you are born into the day. And at night you die, to be reborn again the following morning. This perspective serves as a reminder of life’s impermanence.

When we keep impermanence top of mind, we stop taking things for granted, prompting us to make good use of our time, resources, and relationships. This is why meditating on death is taught to be “supreme.”

To keep impermanence top of mind, here’s a nighttime meditation you can practice:

Tonight, as you begin to drift off into sleep, pay attention to what happens to your mind and body. Note your senses becoming dull. Listen as each sound slowly grows distant. Feel your muscles starting to relax. Notice how all the activities of your day start to fade into nothing. Feel the first dream set in while you’re still half awake. Observe how today’s version of you is slowly starting to dissolve. You are dying to today.

This is one small way to practice the most supreme meditation of all—that of your impermanence.
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December 8

A Bird’s-Eye View

The sitting practice of meditation is the starting point for developing mindfulness.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA8

Imagine being dropped in the middle of a dense forest without a map or a phone. Every direction you turn is blocked by trees, making it nearly impossible to find your way out. With no clear view of the path ahead, you’d spend hours or even days stumbling aimlessly around the forest. In the same way, we can get lost in our own minds, with countless thoughts, emotions, stories, insecurities, and misconceptions obstructing our way.

Meditation gives us an opportunity to zoom out from the trees and gain a bird’s-eye view of our mental forest. From this vantage point, we are able to separate the forest from the trees. We learn to see through temporary confusions that obstruct our clarity, which helps us become more skilled at navigating our way out.

Then when we leave our meditation and go back to our daily life, we bring this clarity along. We no longer see the temporary pain, confusion, and anger as our mind. Instead, we recognize them for what they are—temporary obstacles. This is how meditation becomes the starting point for mindfulness.

To find your way out of the forest of your mind, start by taking a bird’s-eye view.
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December 9

With Eyes Slightly Open

With eyes neither too open nor closed directed at the tip of the nose . . . one should place his attention inwardly and remain there.

—KAMALAŚĪLA9

If you’ve ever seen a statue of the Buddha, you may have noticed his eyes are slightly open. This isn’t just an artistic choice; it’s a representation of the proper way to meditate. While meditation is a practice of looking inward, it is not about escaping the external world. By keeping our eyes slightly open we keep this connection in place.

This approach may seem different than how meditation is often taught in the West, where people are instructed to close their eyes. But when you close your eyes, it’s easier for your mind to wander into daydreams, making it harder to stay present and grounded in reality. If you’re used to meditating with your eyes closed or find keeping them open too stimulating as a beginner, you can start by practicing with them shut. As your practice deepens, you can experiment with meditating as Kamalaśīla instructs—with eyes slightly open.

If you’d like, you can try this right now. Direct your gaze softly toward the tip of your nose, at an angle of forty-five degrees in front of you. As you do this, you’ll notice that the objects in your visual field become blurred. This helps prevent the mind from being fixated on any one thing. Simply rest your eyes in this soft gaze, breathing naturally in and out through your nostrils. This is the meditation.

When we meditate with our eyes open, we remain in touch with the world. We’re not disconnecting from life—we are deepening our connection to it.
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December 10

Eat When You Eat; Sleep When You Sleep

Even though the meditator may leave the meditation, the meditation will not leave the meditator.

—DUDJOM RINPOCHE10

A Zen student once posed a question to his master:

“Master, how do you bring meditation into everyday life? How do you put it into action?”

“By eating and sleeping,” replied the master.

“But Master, everyone eats and sleeps.”

“Yes, but not everybody eats when they eat, and not everybody sleeps when they sleep.”

Your meditation practice shouldn’t end when you get up and leave the session. You should aim to carry the awareness and presence developed in meditation into everything you do. To “eat when you eat” and “sleep when you sleep” means to be completely present in every action.

Today, no matter what activity you’re engaged in—washing dishes, brushing your teeth, sending an email, sitting in a meeting, taking a walk, or eating lunch—work on being there completely. If you catch your mind wandering, take a deep breath and bring it back to here and now. This is how you bring meditation into your everyday life.

Eat when you eat. Sleep when you sleep.


OceanofPDF.com



December 11

Watch the Gaps

When the past thought has ceased, and the future thought has not yet risen, isn’t there a gap? Well, prolong it: That is meditation.

—JAMYANG KHYENTSE WANGPO11

Our thoughts can feel like an endless continuum, like a string of railcars on a train that never stops moving. Our minds constantly jump from one thought to the next: How does my hair look? I wish I didn’t say that in yesterday’s meeting. What should I get for lunch? Why am I feeling so off today?

But if we pay close attention, we’ll notice there’s a small gap between the end of one thought and the beginning of the next—just like the gap between railcars.

Meditation is the practice of becoming aware of these gaps and gradually extending them. It’s in these gaps that we gain insight into our mind beyond the constant chatter of thoughts.

Want to practice meditation? Watch the gaps.
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December 12

Don’t Click the Blue Links

When agitated, settle your mind down and relax.

—DAKPO TASHI NAMGYAL12

Did I forget to send that email to my boss? Today was such a long day. Ugh, tomorrow I have five meetings. What if I call out sick? I can’t do that. At least it’s payday. Maybe I should stop meditating and send that email . . .

Anyone who’s meditated knows this experience—your mind jumps into one topic and before you know it, you’re totally carried away, engrossed in a slew of related storylines. It’s like opening up a page on Wikipedia and mindlessly clicking deeper and deeper into all the blue links, each click taking you farther away from where you started. Before you know it, you find yourself on a totally unrelated topic, clueless as to how you got there.

In meditation, when our mind becomes agitated from jumping around like this, we can practice viewing each thought as a blue link that we can choose to click or not. Each time we opt not to click, we’ve settled into where we are. This relaxes our mind—at least for that moment. Then, when a new thought arises, we repeat the practice.

Try this out in your next session. See the blue links but don’t click on them.
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Let the Snow Globe Settle

By resting the mind evenly, what is true will be seen just as it is.

—THE BUDDHA13

When you’re upset with someone, can you see their point of view clearly? Or is your view clouded by your emotions? Our emotions can quite literally obstruct our vision, preventing us from seeing things as they are. They can make us irrational, defensive, overly reactive; they can even distort a situation. It’s often only after we calm down that we realize we weren’t able to see then what was so obvious.

Imagine emotions as particles in a snow globe. When you shake it up, it’s impossible to see the scene clearly. But when you put the globe down, the snow eventually settles and everything becomes clear.

When your emotions get shaken, see if you can create the space to sit quietly with them for a few minutes. Go for a walk. Step into the other room. Ask for a minute. Do whatever you have to do to let your mind settle down. Once your emotions have stopped swirling around, the truth of the situation will become available to you.

When you get shaken up, let the mind settle.
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No Quick Fix

The practice of meditation is a process of taming and training. This does not mean immediately calming ourselves or curing our problems. This process is more like training a wild horse or plowing very rocky, hard soil. We should expect lots of challenges, and we have to be willing to go through the whole process.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA14

In our twenty-first-century world, we’ve come to expect a quick fix for everything. If your washing machine breaks, you get a Taskrabbit. If you have a headache, you pop an ibuprofen. If your car breaks down, you call AAA. When you have a problem, you hope to find a solution as soon as possible.

But when it comes to taming the mind, there is no quick fix. A few meditation sessions won’t calm your anxiety. One weekend retreat won’t stop your mind from racing. Transforming your mind is a long and arduous process. There will be moments when you notice progress and feel excited and other times when you feel like giving up. Your job is to keep showing up—to sit on the cushion and put in the work.

If transformation of your mind is what you’re after, give up the hope of a quick fix and make the commitment to go through the whole process—no matter how long it takes.
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The Practice of Self-Tonglen

Giving and receiving should be practiced alternately. This alternation should be placed on the medium of the breath.

—GESHE CHEKAWA15

On July 10, we work on a powerful meditation technique called tonglen, also known as the practice of giving and receiving. In tonglen meditation, we visualize giving comfort and happiness to another person while receiving their pain and suffering. This practice allows us to offer support to those who are hurting and deepen our capacity for compassion. The same technique can be directed toward ourselves, providing a means of self-healing when we’re in pain. This practice is known as self-tonglen.

If you’d like to try the practice, here’s a self-tonglen meditation:

Begin by mentally dividing yourself into two parts: X and Y. X represents the part of you that is warm, loving, kind, compassionate—a true friend who is willing to support you no matter what. Y embodies the part of you that feels hurt, misunderstood, frustrated, anxious, resentful, confused, and lost.

As you breathe in, imagine that X opens its heart compassionately and warmly accepts all of Y’s pain, suffering, and confusion. Then, as you breathe out, visualize X sending Y warmth, confidence, happiness, and kindness. Finally, picture Y opening up to receive all that X has to offer.

When you finish your meditation, notice how X’s support for Y benefits the whole of you. Whenever you’re feeling down and in need of compassion, breathe it in and out with self-tonglen.
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Why Your Form Matters

When the body is straight, the channels are straight;

When the channels are straight the energies are straight;

When the energies are straight the mind is straight.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE16

When you picture someone meditating, what comes to mind? Perhaps it’s an image of a person in the lotus position. This posture has become almost synonymous with meditation. But why do we place so much emphasis on how we sit? Isn’t meditation a mental practice?

In ancient yogic tradition, it is taught that the body must be properly aligned for prana—Sanskrit for “life force”—to flow freely through it. Correct posture enhances the connection between mind and body, helping achieve clarity in meditation. Even if you haven’t noticed the flow of energy in meditation yet, you’ve likely felt its effects in other situations. Think about how slouching makes you feel lethargic, how tightening your back induces stress, how standing in a Superman pose can boost your confidence. No matter what you’re doing, your posture affects how well you access your mind.

Next time you sit down to meditate, begin by aligning your posture. Straighten your torso without being too slouchy or too stiff. Tuck your chin slightly and rest your palms on your thighs. The goal is to have your head balanced atop your neck, your neck resting effortlessly on your shoulders, and your vertebrae stacked one on top of another. You don’t need to sit in the full lotus position; just find a posture that is both comfortable and stable, allowing your prana to flow freely within you.

This is how you align your body, your energy, and your mind.
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The Absence of Speed

The starting point for the practice of meditation is the mindfulness discipline of developing peace. The peace we experience in meditation is simply this state of doing nothing, which is experiencing the absence of speed.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA17

In everyday life, we zip around from one thing to the next—meetings, appointments, happy hours, dinner parties. In between we’re on our phones, texting or scrolling. Even when we’re alone in our car or on a run, our mind is constantly chattering. We are going full speed all the time, leaving no time for stillness, no room for peace.

If we want to experience more peace in our days, then we have to slow down, pull over to the side of the road, and shut the engine off—stop and do nothing. It’s in these breaks in action that we can experience stillness. This is what meditation provides. In our speedy lives, it’s the absence of speed. But we can get there only if we have the discipline to stop zipping around for a few moments. Today, take five minutes to reduce your speed, pull over, and find peace in the absence of speed.
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Waking Up to Your Practice

When your mind is dull, rouse it and tighten [your concentration].

—DAKPO TASHI NAMGYAL18

Sitting down to meditate, you lower your gaze and take a few deep breaths. Before you know it, you’re totally relaxed. But minutes later when the bell rings, your head pops up, jolting you awake. It turns out you had nodded off. You weren’t meditating—you were sleeping. This is a common experience for many new meditators. But when this happens, we need to find a way to reinvigorate our practice, otherwise we’re not practicing at all.

Whenever you become drowsy in meditation, you can follow the advice from sixteenth-century Tibetan Buddhist master Dakpo Tashi Namgyal: Rouse the mind and tighten your concentration. Here’s what this looks like in practice:

As you feel sleepiness set in, sharpen your concentration on the breath. Pay close attention to each in-breath and out-breath. Be vividly aware of the cool sensation you feel around your nostrils on the in-breath. Keenly observe the warm sensation you feel on the out-breath. And when you feel reenergized, relax in this renewed state of calm alertness.

When your mind becomes dull in meditation, wake it up. You’re not sitting there to sleep or daydream. You’re sitting there to practice.
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You Are Not Your Feelings

He dwells perceiving again and again feelings as just feelings.

—THE BUDDHA19

I am happy. I am angry. I am restless. Whenever we experience a feeling, we quickly and almost automatically associate ourselves with it. The feeling becomes “I” or “mine.” And if we notice that we’re having the same feeling over and over again, we assume that it’s part of our identity—we start saying things like “I’m just a restless person.” But the Buddha would say that while we all experience feelings, we are not our feelings.

To stop identifying with our feelings, we have to begin to see feelings as something that’s happening to us rather than something that’s innate to us. In seated meditation, we can practice this by watching our feelings when they come up and seeing how we identify with them. If you feel an urge to scratch your nose or adjust your posture or get up to close the door and hear yourself thinking, I am restless, you can simply reframe the thought to I am feeling restless. Do this with every feeling that comes up. When you separate the feeling from your identity, you can begin to see it for what it is—just a feeling.

Once you’ve created this awareness in meditation, you can use this practice to reframe your thoughts and speech outside of meditation. When you think, I am _________, reframe it to I am feeling ________. This will help you see feelings as just feelings and nothing more.
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Curb Your Enthusiasm

It is important to be as watchful as possible, and to stay as vigilant as you can.

—DUDJOM RINPOCHE20

In meditation practice, we must be on the lookout for any “signs” of progress. In one session we might experience a dreamy dullness and take this as a sign that we’ve entered into deep meditation. But this may be nothing more than a kind of hazy mindlessness. In another meditation, we might have a blissful experience and get overly excited, thinking this is a sign that we’re on the fast track to awakening our mind. But reading too much into these “signs” only takes us further from the clarity we seek.

If you experience something like this in your meditation, use it to alert yourself. Watch as your mind gets excited but do so in a neutral manner without getting carried away. This will help curb your enthusiasm and protect your mind from being fooled by these misleading signs.

When you come across any “signs” in meditation, curb your enthusiasm and keep going.
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A Little Lesson on Impermanence

For agitation, bring your mind down by meditating on impermanence.

—DAKPO TASHI NAMGYAL21

Have you ever found yourself sitting in meditation, and when the bell rings, you realize you spent the entire time restlessly consumed by thoughts? Maybe you were running through your to-do list, thinking about next weekend, or playing back a conversation from last week’s meeting. Now, without being hard on yourself, reflect on how those minutes in meditation are something you’ll never get back. They’re gone—gone for good. This is a little lesson on the law of impermanence. And it’s a lesson you can use to settle your mind the next time you sit down to meditate.

Before you begin your next session, consider how, just like your previous meditations, the next few minutes will inevitably pass, never to return, how each breath as you release it will already be a thing of the past. Then set an intention to treat these coming minutes in meditation as sacred, rare, and special. Finally, with this new attitude, go into your meditation. Each time you notice your mind getting agitated, take a deep breath and reflect on the transience of the moment.

We can use this same technique outside of meditation too. Whenever you feel your mind getting agitated by thoughts of the past or future, bring your mind back to the moment by reflecting on its impermanence.
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Neither Pleasant nor Unpleasant

Equanimity has the mode of causing beings to become free from addictions in the midst of (pleasant and unpleasant) experiences.

—ASAṄGA22

Whenever you sit down to meditate, you’re bound to encounter a wide range of experiences. One moment you may feel a deep sense of calm, the next a feeling of restlessness, then a flash of clarity, then a frustrating boredom. Having experiences like these is not only an inevitable part of meditation, it’s completely natural.

But when our mind flips from one experience to another, we need to be careful not to favor certain experiences over others. When we become selective in meditation—chasing pleasant sensations and escaping uncomfortable ones—we reinforce the same tendency outside of meditation. This creates a cycle of constant seeking and avoiding, leaving us perpetually discontented. To begin to break this cycle, we can practice equanimity in meditation—approaching every experience, whether pleasant or unpleasant, with the same openness and neutrality.

In your next meditation session, go into it with the intention of being neutral toward any experience that comes up. If a seemingly pleasant experience occurs, try not to celebrate it or make it last longer; simply observe it. If a seemingly unpleasant experience occurs, try not to usher it away, simply be with it.

In meditation, and in life, try to treat all experiences as just that . . . experiences.
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Śamatha and Vipásyanā

Śamatha is the one-pointed mind. Vipásyanā is discernment of what is true.

—THE BUDDHA23

Śamatha and vipásyanā, concepts we also work with on June 28, are two types of Buddhist meditation practices. Śamatha, also known as calm-abiding meditation, is the practice of focusing our minds on one single point, such as the breath. It’s a practice of concentration. Vipásyanā, which translates to “clear-seeing,” is the practice of seeing the truth of our minds and of external reality. It’s a practice of gaining insight.

Below is a meditation that blends the two. The meditation begins in śamatha with a focus on developing concentration and progresses to gaining insight in vipásyanā. Here are the instructions:

Start by resting your focus on the breath. Become aware of the air flowing in and out of your nostrils. Each time you notice your mind getting distracted, simply bring your attention back to the breath. Breathe in. Breathe out. Eventually, you might come to a place where you are able to maintain a single-pointed focus on the breath—this is śamatha. If you feel your mind become calm, this is a sign that you may be ready to move on to vipásyanā. To do this, release your focus from your breath and try not to pay attention to anything in particular. Instead, maintain a clear awareness of your mind. This opens up the possibility to gain insight into the workings of your mind—this is vipásyanā.

Begin your meditation by calming the mind through śamatha, then rest in open awareness in vipásyanā.
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The Glasses of Mindfulness

When your journey is informed by meditative insight, then whatever happens in life becomes living insight.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA24

Meditation is the practice of seeing things as they are. Rather than analyzing or interpreting things or attaching secondary meanings to them, we work to see each situation exactly as it is. It’s like putting on a fresh pair of glasses that, for the first time, give us twenty-twenty vision.

With time, the clarity we gain in meditation naturally spills over into our lives outside of meditation. Personal situations that felt lighter in meditation start to lose their weight in real life too. The issues we found silly as we sat through practice maintain their humor outside of practice. Our meditative insights become, as Chögyam Trungpa puts it, living insights.

When you come out of meditation, try to leave your new pair of glasses on. See if you can take this fresh view into your day-to-day life. Let your meditative insights turn into living ones.
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Look Inward to Extend Outward

As a sign of proficiency,

You will have supreme and all-embracing love.

—LONGCHENPA25

While meditation is a practice that helps us look inward, a happy by-product is that we also learn to extend outward. By studying our own mind—our wild emotions, confused thoughts, and selfish tendencies—we gain insight into other people’s minds too: our partner, our children, our parents, our roommates, our neighbors, our waiters, and everyone we pass on the street.

Once we gain this insight from meditation practice, we start to see the world a little bit differently. When someone lashes out in anger, behaves greedily, or is unfairly critical, we are able to relate to their shortcomings and suffering. So instead of getting upset, we can acknowledge that they’re confused and in pain, just like we’ve been in the past, and that they need our love now more than ever.

If, as a result of your meditation practice, you begin to open up and embrace the people in your life regardless of their flaws, it’s a sign that you’re heading in the right direction. Keep going.
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Clock In, but Don’t Clock Out

Don’t jump up and rush off, but mingle your mindfulness with everyday life.

—DUDJOM RINPOCHE26

If you’ve meditated for a while and haven’t felt its impact, it might be because you’re keeping your practice separate from your daily life. You’ve become like a worker who clocks in and clocks out, leaving what you practiced in meditation on the cushion and moving on with your day.

To let meditation penetrate our lives, we have to mingle it with our lives outside of the practice. One way to do this is by changing how we come out of meditation. When the timer goes off, don’t come out of your session too quickly. Resist the temptation to shoot up and go back to your phone or your email. Instead, linger in the stillness and allow a few moments for the clarity and spaciousness of your meditation to flow into your life. Then, when you get up, look for ways to integrate what you’ve learned into your day—in your interactions with your children, in how you approach your work, in dealing with your own emotions.

Clock in to your meditation practice, but don’t clock out.
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Touch and Go

We could use the phrase “touch and go” to describe the cultivation of mindfulness and awareness. . . . The touch part is that you are in contact, you’re touching the experience of being there, actually being there, and then you let go.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA27

In meditation, when a thought pops up, you may feel an urge to grab it if it’s pleasant or push it away if it’s unpleasant. In either case, you’re controlling and micromanaging the situation, preventing you from having a direct experience of the moment.

But there’s another way of relating to experiences in meditation. Twentieth-century Buddhist master Chögyam Trungpa called it “touch and go.” Instead of trying to cling to our thoughts or avoid them, we allow ourselves to “touch” them. We touch our anxiousness. We witness a funny thought. We feel a bit of tenderness. Then we let go of them. We don’t hold on or get too involved with them. This is the “go.” Touch and go allows us to directly feel each fresh experience. We’re no longer manipulating pleasant or unpleasant experiences as they arise—we touch and go with every experience.

When you meditate, let your thoughts come and go without holding on to them or pushing them away. With every thought, just touch and go.
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Premeditation

Let whatever you do or whatever appears

Just be in its natural state, without premeditation.

That is true freedom.

—LONGCHENPA28

Premeditation is the act of meticulously planning something before you do it. Interestingly, the word premeditation contains the word meditation. If we remove the prefix pre, we’re left with the word we’ve been focusing on all month—meditation. As the absence of the prefix implies, meditation involves no planning, no plotting, no scheming. We enter meditation with openness, allowing whatever comes up to simply rest in its natural state.

When you sit down to meditate, remind yourself that there’s no need to plan out your session. This approach will only hold you captive to your own carefully crafted plan. Your job in meditation is to let go and allow things to unfold naturally.

Don’t premeditate. Just meditate.
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Panoramic Awareness

The technique of mindfulness of mind is to be with whatever happens.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA29

In meditation, we often focus our awareness on a specific object, like the breath. When distracted by thoughts, emotions, or memories, we bring our attention back to that object. However, there’s another meditation technique that encourages a more panoramic awareness of the mind. Chögyam Trungpa called this “mindfulness of mind.”

Here’s how it works: While meditating, you may notice things happening simultaneously—an itch on your nose, a memory from childhood, a sound down the hall, the beat of your heart, a feeling of tenderness. To practice mindfulness of mind, don’t zero in on or ignore any single experience; stay with all these experiences as they happen. This is how you get acquainted with the mind in its natural, dynamic state.

This acquaintance then extends beyond meditation, helping you live all life’s experiences with the same expansive awareness. You are able to stay present with all that is happening in the moment—the sound of the plane flying by, the feel of the keyboard under your fingertips, the sunlight streaming through the windows, and the thought running through your mind. This is what it means to truly participate in the present moment.

To practice mindfulness of mind in meditation, don’t limit your focus. Instead, let your awareness spread across and touch all your experiences.
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No Mud, No Lotus

If you don’t go into your own confusion,

You may just be a materialist in practitioner’s clothing.

Constantly go into your own confusion

And put an end to it.

—TOKMÉ ZANGPO30

When we sit down to meditate, it can be tempting to use our practice solely as a way to feel good—to be more centered, calm, and joyful. We sit down, start the timer, and seek a tranquil state. If any difficult emotions pop up, we quickly push them away. This is a time to be at peace and we don’t want to be disturbed.

But if we don’t dive into our difficult emotions, we’re not doing the work necessary to transform our mind. Just as the lotus flower’s transformation from seed to flower begins in the muddy bottom of a pond, our own transformation can occur only if we’re willing to go to the murky depths of our mind. Dealing with our confusion is fundamental to genuine meditation practice and essential for positive change.

In meditation, when a difficult emotion surfaces, stay with it. Watch the emotion and study how it feels. While you may feel discomfort, continue to be present with it without diminishing or exaggerating it. By choosing to stay with your difficult emotions and the discomfort they bring, you begin to see through them, gaining insight into the confusions that gave rise to them. This newfound clarity becomes the impetus for transformation.

Without mud, there is no lotus. Without going into your confusion, there is no transformation. Go ahead, see what’s in the mud.
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The Growing Pains of Meditation

In growing up, there is a process of evolution and development. Meditation practice is a similar evolutionary process, one that takes place within you in accordance with your life situation.

—CHÖGYAM TRUNGPA31

There are periods in our lives when we experience intense growing pains—as teenagers, in our mid-twenties, after the birth of a first child. Amid challenging periods, we might wonder why we have to go through this season of life—can’t we just skip it? But when we finally emerge on the other side, we clearly see that the growth and maturing that happened then was necessary for us to become who we are now.

Meditation practice is like this. We can’t expect to just skip ahead. We must grow and evolve in step with our lives. Our life situations enter into our meditations—they become our working material—and the evolution we experience is directly related to whatever situation we are working out.

Sometimes progress in meditation can feel painfully slow. But we must be patient. We need to remember that whatever we’re working through in our practice is necessary for our growth and vital to our personal evolution.
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Continuing on the Path

You did it! You spent a whole year working with your mind. We hope that the daily insights and practices have helped you find a bit more happiness, presence, and inner freedom. So now what? Your journey with Buddhist philosophy doesn’t have to end here (in fact, we believe it shouldn’t!). Aside from returning to this book for wisdom, which we encourage you to do, you can make Buddhist philosophy part of your daily life.

To help you continue on the path, we’ve created thedailybuddhist.net—home to our popular newsletter of the same name—and launched an Instagram page (@Daily.Buddhist) where we post Buddhist wisdom for modern life every single day. If you enjoyed this book, you’ll love our page. Head over to thedailybuddhist.net now or scan the QR code below to join our newsletter.

We look forward to connecting with you there soon!

Scan the QR code to join The Daily Buddhist newsletter!
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About the Philosophers

Āryadeva: A third-century Indian Buddhist philosopher and esteemed disciple of Nāgārjuna, Āryadeva is celebrated for his profound contributions to the Madhyamaka philosophy. His seminal work the Catuḥśataka (Four Hundred Verses) furthered Nāgārjuna’s teachings on emptiness (śūnyatā) with clarity and depth, challenging existing philosophical norms. Āryadeva’s clear and methodical reasoning continues to inspire practitioners seeking a deeper understanding of the nature of reality and the path to spiritual liberation through wisdom and meditation.

Asaṅga: A fourth-century Indian Buddhist philosopher, Asaṅga was renowned for his pivotal role in developing the Yogacara school of thought. Known for his profound meditation practices and visionary experiences, Asaṅga emphasized the nature of consciousness and the path to enlightenment. He authored foundational texts such as the Mahāyānasaṃgraha and Mahāyānasūtrālaṁkāra and is revered for his approach to understanding the mind and its relationship to reality. His teachings were deeply influenced by his connection to Maitreya, also known as the future Buddha, whose wisdom he is said to have received through spiritual visions.

Atīśa: An eleventh-century Indian scholar from the famous University of Vikramashila, Atīśa was instrumental in reinvigorating Buddhism in Tibet after a period of religious and political unrest. He spent the last ten years of his life in Tibet teaching and translating texts. Atīśa was known for his humility and dedication to spreading Buddhist teachings, and his legacy endures through his teaching on the practices of training the mind in love and compassion.

The Buddha: Born Siddhārtha Gautama in what is known as Nepal in the fifth century BC, he was a prince who renounced his royal life to seek an end to his suffering. After years of rigorous meditation, he attained enlightenment under the bodhi tree and founded what is now known as Buddhism. His teachings on the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path offer a guide to overcoming suffering and achieving spiritual liberation. He emphasized “the Middle Way”—a path that avoids the extremes of both self-indulgence and self-deprivation.

Buddhaghosa: A pivotal figure in the fifth century, Buddhaghosa is known for his contributions to the Theravada tradition. Inspired by the teachings of the Buddha, he dedicated his life to deep meditation and attained spiritual clarity and wisdom. His crowning achievement, the Visuddhimagga (Path of Purification), became a cornerstone of Theravada Buddhism, offering a guide to ethics, meditation, and the path to liberation.

Candrakīrti: A seventh-century Indian Buddhist scholar and philosopher, Candrakīrti is known for his contributions to Madhyamaka philosophy, particularly through his works Madhyamakāvatāra and Prasannapadā, his commentary on Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamakakārikā. These texts elucidate the concept of emptiness and its implications within Buddhist thought, emphasizing compassion, wisdom, and ethical conduct as integral to spiritual development.

Chögyam Trungpa: A Tibetan Buddhist meditation master and scholar, Chögyam Trungpa played a pioneering role in bringing Tibetan Buddhism to the West. Born in Tibet in 1939, he immigrated to India in 1959 at the age of twenty for political reasons and in 1970 moved to the United States, where he established many influential Buddhist centers in the West, including Naropa University in Boulder, Colorado. Through an unconventional approach of blending traditional wisdom with contemporary psychology, he emphasized integrating spiritual practice into everyday life.

Dakpo Tashi Namgyal: A sixteenth-century Tibetan Buddhist scholar and meditation master, Dakpo Tashi Namgyal is recognized for his influential works on mahamudra, a meditative practice in Tibetan Buddhism. He was a prominent figure in the Kagyu tradition, known for his comprehensive texts Clarifying the Natural State and Moonbeams of Mahāmudrā, which offer detailed instructions on meditation and the nature of mind.

Dudjom Rinpoche: One of the most influential Tibetan Buddhist masters of the twentieth century, Dudjom Rinpoche emphasized the teachings of dzogchen, highlighting the innate purity and luminosity of the mind. In 1959, he sought political asylum in India and went on to play a pivotal role in preserving Tibetan Buddhism, making extensive efforts to safeguard Buddhist texts and transmissions.

Gampopa: A Buddhist master of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, Gampopa was originally trained as a physician. He later became a monk under Milarepa, the distinguished Tibetan yogi. He integrated Mahayana principles with Milarepa’s meditation techniques, laying the foundation for the Kagyu school’s teachings focused on direct enlightenment experience. His seminal work, The Jewel Ornament of Liberation, remains a foundational text guiding practitioners in Tibetan Buddhism toward spiritual awakening through study and meditation.

Geshe Chakshingwa: Living in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, Geshe Chakshingwa was a distinguished monk and a devoted disciple of the esteemed Langri Tangpa. Known for his exceptional humility, he embodied the principles of compassion and ethical conduct. He spent a significant portion of his life in solitary retreat in remote caves.

Geshe Chekawa (sometimes spelled Geshe Chengawa): A revered twelfth-century Tibetan Buddhist master known for his lifelong dedication to lojong (mind training), focusing on the practice of exchanging self with others. His seminal work The Seven Points of Mind Training offers practical guidance on cultivating compassion and overcoming ego.

Geshe Potowa: An eleventh-century Tibetan Buddhist scholar, Geshe Potowa is known for his insightful teachings and compassionate approach to spirituality. His teachings are celebrated for their clarity in elucidating complex Buddhist doctrines and their practical applications to spiritual growth. He emphasized the impermanence of life and the importance of compassion in daily practice.

Jamyang Khyentse Wangpo: A nineteenth-century Tibetan Buddhist master, scholar, and visionary, Jamyang Khyentse Wangpo played a pivotal role in unifying different sects and lineages within Buddhism through the Rimé (nonsectarian) movement. He was a prolific writer and a dedicated practitioner, known for his extensive collection and preservation of rare and endangered Buddhist works.

Jigme Lingpa: A visionary eighteenth-century figure in Tibetan Buddhism, Jigme Lingpa is celebrated for his revelations and spiritual insights. He uncovered numerous terma (hidden teachings) left by Guru Padmasambhava and is best known for revealing Longchen Nyingthig, a treasure cycle of teachings and practices.

Kamalaśīla: An eighth-century Indian Buddhist scholar, Kamalaśīla played a crucial role in establishing the monastic tradition of Buddhism in Tibet under King Trisong Detsen’s patronage. His teachings and the systematic approach outlined in his text Bhāvanākrama (Stages of Meditation) were instrumental in shaping Tibetan monastic tradition, integrating Indian Buddhist teachings with Tibetan cultural practices. Kamalaśīla’s contributions laid a lasting foundation for Tibetan Buddhism, emphasizing both spiritual practice and intellectual inquiry in the monastic community.

Langri Tangpa: A twelfth-century Tibetan Buddhist master and poet, Langri Tangpa was revered for his wisdom and compassion. He distilled esoteric teachings into accessible verses that emphasized ethical conduct and altruism. His famous work Eight Verses for Training the Mind remains a cherished guide for practitioners seeking to cultivate kindness and wisdom in daily life.

Longchenpa: Living in Tibet during the fourteenth-century, Longchenpa was celebrated for his mastery of dzogchen teachings. He devoted his life to meditation in remote mountain retreats, exploring the nature of mind and reality. Longchenpa’s writings, including the influential Seven Treasures, are foundational in the Nyingma tradition of Tibetan Buddhism, offering deep insights into spiritual practice and philosophy. His teachings on wisdom and compassion as paths to enlightenment continue to resonate with practitioners today.

Machik Lapdrön: An eleventh-century Tibetan yogini, Machik Lapdrön was the only female spiritual leader to found a Buddhist practice. Her Chöd practice is a unique and powerful ritual that transforms fear into wisdom through the generosity of offering one’s own body. As one of Padampa Sangye’s most influential students, she blended Tibetan shamanistic elements with Buddhist philosophy, emphasizing compassion, wisdom, and the direct experience of emptiness.

Milarepa: Eleventh-century mystic and poet Milarepa is Tibet’s most famous yogi, renowned for his extreme ascetic lifestyle in the high mountains of southern Tibet. He is celebrated for his remarkable transformation from a vengeful murderer to an enlightened master under the guidance of his teacher Marpa the Translator. His poetic songs on compassion, impermanence, and the nature of reality continue to inspire spiritual seekers worldwide.

Mipham Rinpoche: A towering figure in the Nyingma tradition of Tibetan Buddhism during the nineteenth-century, he was a master of both scholarship and meditation, authoring over thirty volumes on philosophy, science, medicine, and the arts. His work is celebrated for its synthesis of Madhyamaka and dzogchen teachings, bridging profound philosophical insight with practical spiritual guidance.

Nāgārjuna: Recognized as one of the greatest Eastern philosophers of all time, Nāgārjuna was a second-century Indian philosopher who founded the Madhyamaka (Middle Way) school of Mahayana Buddhism. Known for his works on emptiness and interdependent origination, he is often credited for revitalizing Buddhist philosophy. His writings, especially the Mūlamadhyamakakārikā and Ratnavali, continue to inspire contemporary philosophical discourse and spiritual practice.

Nāgasena: A Buddhist scholar and sage who lived around 150 BC, Nāgasena is recognized for his pivotal role in clarifying Buddhist doctrines, particularly through debates with King Milinda that were recorded in the important Buddhist text Milindapanha (Questions of Milinda). His eloquence and deep understanding of Buddhist philosophy helped clarify and spread Buddhist teachings across India and beyond.

Ngawang Pelzang: A Nyingma teacher and meditation master in the early twentieth-century, Ngawang Pelzang was a key lineage holder of Longchen Nyingtik teachings and lived much of his life as a hermit. His seminal work, A Guide to the Words of My Perfect Teacher, is an authoritative commentary on Patrul Rinpoche’s classic text.

Nyoshul Khenpo: A twentieth-century Tibetan Buddhist lama and scholar, Nyoshul Khenpo is known for his teachings on dzogchen, a profound tradition within Tibetan Buddhism, and for his eloquent teachings, which emphasized the nature of mind and the practice of meditation.

Padampa Sangye: An eleventh-century Indian Buddhist master, Padampa Sangye is recognized for his wisdom and transformative teachings that bridged cultures and spiritual traditions across India, Nepal, and Tibet. He founded the Shije (“Pacifying”) school, which blended the essence of Mahayana Buddhism with local customs.

Patrul Rinpoche: A nineteenth-century Tibetan Buddhist master, Patrul Rinpoche is celebrated for his teachings on dzogchen and his classic text The Words of My Perfect Teacher. He lived as a hermit and then as a vagabond, spreading Buddhist principles across Tibet. His profound insights and accessible teachings continue to be a cornerstone of Tibetan Buddhist study and practice.

Śāntideva: An eighth-century Indian Buddhist scholar and philosopher, Śāntideva is known for his work Bodhicaryāvatāra (The Way of the Bodhisattva), a Buddhist classic considered a manual to enlightenment. He attended Nalanda University, an ancient center of learning in India acclaimed for its scholarship and teachings in various fields, including Buddhism, philosophy, and mathematics. Despite a reputation for laziness due to his habit of appearing uninterested in scholarly pursuits, he gained fame for his teachings on compassion, wisdom, and ethics, influencing generations of Buddhist practitioners.

Sārāha: A seminal figure in early Tibetan Buddhism, Sārāha was an eighth-century Indian yogi and poet known for his contributions to Vajrayana and mahamudra teachings. He was known for his spiritual insights and his dohas (spontaneous songs of realization). Sārāha was a wandering yogi who rejected conventional norms and engaged in unorthodox practices to attain spiritual awakening.

Shechen Gyaltsap: A Tibetan Buddhist master who lived during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Shechen Gyaltsap was known for his exceptional wisdom and spiritual insight. He was recognized for his prodigious memory and deep understanding of Buddhist philosophy from a young age as well as his poetry and compositions, which eloquently conveyed the essence of Buddhist teachings. He founded several monasteries and retreat centers to foster the spiritual growth and practice of Tibetan Buddhism.

Tilopa: Living in India during the eleventh century, Tilopa was a tantric master who led a life steeped in mysticism and spiritual insight. Tilopa’s teachings revolutionized Buddhist practice, stressing experiential understanding of the nature of mind. Recognized for his unorthodox methods, Tilopa transmitted his esoteric wisdom through experiential instruction rather than conventional texts, challenging his disciples to transcend intellectual pursuits for direct spiritual experience. His famous Six Words of Advice encapsulates his teachings on inner freedom and realization.

Tokmé Zangpo: A fourteenth-century Tibetan Buddhist master, Tokmé Zangpo, also known as Gyalse Rinpoche, was known for his teachings on ethics, compassion, and wisdom. His influential work The Thirty-Seven Practices of Bodhisattvas distills the essence of Mahayana teachings into practical advice for cultivating compassion, wisdom, and ethical conduct. Known for his humility and ascetic lifestyle, he often retreated to remote hermitages for meditation, exemplifying his commitment to spiritual realization.

Tsongkhapa: A Tibetan Buddhist scholar and reformer, Tsongkhapa revitalized Buddhism during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. He showed remarkable intellect from his youth, becoming a monk at three and mastering Buddhist scriptures and philosophy under renowned teachers. Tsongkhapa founded the Gelug school, emphasizing monastic discipline and Madhyamaka philosophy. His teachings integrated scholarly inquiry with meditation, stressing ethical conduct and altruism.

Zurchungpa: An eleventh-century Tibetan Buddhist scholar and a key figure in the transmission of Nyingma teachings, Zurchungpa was a disciple of Drapa Ngonshe and had a deep understanding of Buddhist philosophy and tantra. Zurchungpa is best known for his influential works, including The Eighteen Mahayoga Tantras, and his contributions to the practice and preservation of the dzogchen teaching.
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* Lama is a Tibetan word that can be interpreted as “teacher” or “spiritual guide.”
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* Bardo is a Tibetan term for the intermediate state between death and rebirth, and it can also be thought of as a transitional phase in life.
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* In the cited translation, the Sanskrit word apramāda is translated as “earnestness,” but apramāda can also mean “vigilance.”
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* In the original source, the Sanskrit word karunā is translated as “mercy,” but, as chosen here, it can also be translated as “compassion.”
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* In Mahayana Buddhism, bodhisattvas are people who, moved by compassion, dedicate their lives to helping beings overcome their suffering and attain freedom.


OceanofPDF.com



* In the cited translation, the Pali word dīpaḥ is translated as “island,” but dīpaḥ can mean either “lamp” or “island.”
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