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"Unconditional love is something we can immediately see the value of when it
relates to others... but how often do we think of cultivating unconditional love
for ourselves?"

| recently reread these words of Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche's, written
on the occasion of the Tibetan New Year in 2010, in a letter of well wishes
dedicated to his "friends, students and fellow meditators". It would be hard to
find finer words for introducing this issue of the magazine on the topic of love.

Indeed, when we think of love, how often do we relate it at first to our
relationship with ourselves? This may seem selfish, but it is just the opposite.
Both the cover story and the interview with the Taiwan-based nun Ani Miao
Rong make the point that unless we love and accept ourselves, just the way we
are, we cannot possibly love and accept others as they are.

Perhaps you already know this, because you've noticed how, on days
when you feel fundamentally well and at peace with yourself, you are less likely
to begrudge the people around you the attention and affection they need. You
give, because you can't help it.

Even though we may not always recognise it, this sense of well-being is
already within us. In his New Year letter, Mingyur Rinpoche recounted the time
when his father, a great meditation teacher in his own right, told him of our
ability to connect with a "timeless awareness that is not affected in any way by
the changing conditions of our lives".

"| just didn't believe it was possible for me," said Mingyur Rinpoche, who
suffered debilitating anxiety attacks when he was young. "Looking back, | can
see that my biggest obstacle at the time was that | thought of meditation as
something that would help me get rid of the parts of myself that | didn't like...
Yet what my father was leading me to was much more radical than that: he
wanted me to see that the only way out of suffering is to move toward it; that
the path of true awakening lies in experiencing every single moment, whether
pleasant or painful, with complete and unconditional love."

This approach to love is not only exceedingly gentle but also liberating.

Most of us find intimate relationships challenging in practice, even
irritating at times. But there's no need to be disheartened. We can accept
that the love we give now often comes with strings attached. That's OK; we're
doing the best we can. We don't give up, because we don't have to. Neither
do we blame another, or ourselves, for our pain, because we don't have to.

Fundamentally, we're all right.

"Just be what you are," the meditation teacher Chogyam Trungpa says in
a collection of his teachings. "You simply be what you are in the world. If you
can be what you are, external situations will become as they are, automatically.
Then you can communicate directly and accurately, not indulging in any
kind of nonsense, any kind of emotional or philosophical or psychological
interpretation.”

This open communication allows tremendous space, he says, "space in

which to dance and exchange".
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Text Mabel Sieh

To be made happy by love, we must learn to break our habits of self-identity,
and recognise that unconditional giving is part of our nature

Along time ago, a girlfriend told me of her plan to
draw up a "marriage contract" with her husband-
to-be. "The contract will stipulate that we shall
have separate rooms and our own social lives. We
will agree to give each other freedom, space and
time, whenever each of us needs it. This way, we
will have a happy marriage based on equality."

It sounded fair at the time. After all, we are
rational people. If we can agree to uphold our end
of a business partnership, why not a marriage?

It's logical: if | do this for you, you should do that
for me. If I love you this much, it's only right you
should love me that much.

Love as quid pro quo: very fair — and also a
piece of fantasy. The experience of life tells us that
fairness is not, actually, part of what makes love
love. The advice in popular magazines and the
internet may revolve around "how to get what we
want" to be happy in a relationship, but getting
what we want truly has little to do with happiness —
or love.

Instead, it is what we give — unreservedly give
— that makes love so moving to the human spirit.
In essence, this is a spiritual insight that is common
to major faiths of the world. In Buddhist teachings,
love isn't separate from compassion.

"To love is to give unconditionally. There is
no expectation of something in return," says Lama
Sherab of the Tergar Meditation Centre Hong
Kong. "When you love someone based on the
condition of getting something from him or her,
that is not love in its purest nature."

The frustrating thing is — as we well know —
unconditional love is difficult in practice. While
we long for love, we are so often disappointed
by it. This happens partly because we are bound
by our "habits of self-identity", according to
the Buddhist scholar Robert Thurman. Professor
Thurman, who holds the first endowed chair in

Buddhist studies at Columbia University, told an

interviewer: "We have a lot of self-identity habits,
and so our attention to the other [person] is mixed
with a desire to use them as objects or subjects,
or somehow agents of our happiness. When they
baulk at that and therefore we don't get enough
from them, we are disappointed.”

To be made happy by love, we have to
break those habits of self-identity and start
thinking of the happiness of others. We try to find
ourselves in others, says Thurman. "You exchange
selfishness for altruism, which right away makes
you feel happier. As the Dalai Lama says, being
selfish means you want something for yourself,
you want to be happy. And if you want to be
happy effectively, then think about other people's
happiness and you will be."

The question is: how do we actually do it?

Your intention matters

| am reminded of another woman | know. She has
been married to her husband for over 30 years.
They have three lovely children. But now that

the children have grown up and left home, she's
become depressed and overwhelmed by a sense
of emptiness. All her life, she feels, she has given
her all to her husband and children. Now she
feels there's nobody around her: Her husband is
always busy with his business and seldom spends

time with her. Her children are busy with their own

family and friends and rarely give her any attention.

She feels totally let down as there's apparently no
reward for the love she's given out all these years.
This story is as true as it is common.
Substitute the details and this could be a person
you know.
| related this story to Lama Sherab. He says
that while there is no sense in denying our honest

feelings, we should consider the possibility that

we may have misunderstood what love is. More
importantly, when we tell someone "l love you",
we should ask ourselves what we really mean.

"Even when you feel you have given yourself
totally to another person, it may not be out of
love," he says. "You could be doing it for other
reasons: perhaps you don't want to lose your
husband or children, or you want to gain their
affection and appreciation. If that is the case, and
if none of these things are coming your way, you
would feel lost. Your intention matters."

Understanding this requires self-knowledge
and honesty. And as we get to know ourselves,
not only will we gain a clearer view of our own
feelings and motivations, but we will also discover
something more fundamental - that love is already
part of our basic make-up as a human being.

Our hearts have a basic tendency to open
unconditionally, according to the Tibetan Buddhist
meditation teacher Tsoknyi Rinpoche. In his book
Open Heart, Open Mind he says that to love
others, we must first learn to love ourselves. This
love of self has nothing to do with narcissism.
Instead, it is a process of diving deeply into our
personal experience to connect with what "may
best be described as a very basic sense of well-
being, which, if nurtured properly, can extend to a
kinship with all other living beings".

Tsoknyi Rinpoche calls this "essence love".
"Every Buddhist meditation practice ultimately
turns towards a reconnection with essence love,"
he says. The more we connect with that spark
of well-being, the connection becomes "a little
stronger, a little brighter, a little more a part of our
everyday experience".

In time we become more confident, and
more willing to connect with others and open up
to others. "As that happens a little miracle occurs:
You're giving, without expectation of return.

Your very being becomes, consciously or not, an
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inspiration to others," he says.

Seen in this light, the wife and mother | spoke
of earlier had perhaps tried to be generous with
her affection while feeling like a beggar. This is no
basis for a healthy relationship.

"To love someone, we first need to love
ourselves," Lama Sherab reiterates. "This means
being honest with our feelings and with others.
During the years when the mother dedicated her
time and energy to her family, she lost herself. She
did not grow by giving to others.

"True love inspires growth. The people we
meet in our lives, including the ones we love and
with whom we form relationships, help us learn
about ourselves. Through loving the other person
unconditionally, we see what we need to change in
ourselves. They are our mirror."

In this way, we also learn to appreciate
everyone who comes into our lives, because
they come bearing gifts — the seeds of self-

understanding.

It's not you, it's me

This insight helps us to look beyond the pain of a
failed relationship to see the lessons it brings.

For Taiwanese journalist-turned-publisher
James Jin, this realisation came in mid-life. Jin, the
founder of Taiwan's leading business magazine,
Business Weekly, has been married three times. By
the third time, he realised one reason his previous
marriages failed had to do with him: his difficult
relationship with his mother had left a mark, and it
shaped the way he handled family life.

"| could see that so many of my habits of
thought and behaviour were the outcome of my
youthful rebellion against my mother," he writes in
a Chinese-language memoir on redefining success
and finding life's purpose, the title of which can
be translated as Still Learning. "Because | never
properly received the love behind my mother's
strict discipline, I didn't know how to accept a
woman's love, and because in my youth I'd always
wanted to escape my mother's rule, | became a

man who ran away from home, even a home | built

myself. Simply put, in my deepest soul | couldn't
'go home', and ended up marrying three times.
The reason is because | never made peace with my
mother."

Jin's realisation helped him improve his family
relations.

By becoming more willing to self-reflect, we
become more open-hearted. And a relationship
where both parties commit themselves to do the
same has more chance of lasting longer.

Professor Thurman has good advice for
building such a relationship. When the honeymoon
is over, as they say, the couple starts thinking
about what they are getting out of it, he says. "I
guess the ordinary egocentric person, who is not a
Buddha, brings that to a relationship".

However, he says, people who are on an
enlightened path — "which doesn't have to be a
Buddhist path, it could be Christian, Confucian,
Hindu, Taoist, whatever it is" — can learn to
"somehow connect the passion of falling in love
with the enduring passion of expanding their self-
centredness [to include others], and inviting the
partner to expand their self-centredness”.

"Although each is willing to give whatever the
partner wants, each knows what the partner needs
is to be less self-centred, in order to be happier,”
he says. "You don't get that way by lecturing
your partner; you get there just by being that way

yourself."

Basic goodness

When asked if the Buddha had given any advice
for couples, Thurman began by relating the story
of an 11th century Buddhist teacher who was
asked by the Tibetan nobles to give marriage
counselling. Atisa, the teacher, at first declined,
saying, "l am a monk, | don't do marriage
counselling". After much pleading, he finally
agreed and said: "OK, if you want marriage
counselling, here it is: Husband and wife, each of
them will soon be dead. Therefore while still alive,
they should be more kind to each other."

This made me laugh. But why did | find it

funny? Was it the over-the-top bluntness of the
remark, or the idea that two people in love actually
needed to be told this?

Perhaps we forget the simplicity of a good
relationship as our expectations about love
become more complicated. The simple fact is that
kindness and decency matter, whether the other
person is a neighbour or a wife.

Unconditional love and compassion do
not discriminate. In a collection of his teachings
titled Cutting Through Spiritual Materialism,
the meditation teacher Chogyam Trungpa
described compassion as "clarity which contains
fundamental warmth". "When a person develops
real compassion, he is uncertain whether he is
being generous to others or to himself because
compassion is environmental generosity, without
direction, without 'for me' and without 'for them',"
he says. "We could say that compassion is the
ultimate attitude of wealth."

While unconditional love and compassion
may seem beyond the capability of the average
person, Buddhist teachers tell us otherwise: they
are part of our nature. Besides, they say, most
of us have probably experienced for ourselves,
momentarily perhaps, that "basic okayness" that
Tsoknyi Rinpoche described.

When it comes to love, lofty ideals can point
us in the right direction, Professor Thurman says.
"Those sorts of supreme principles, | think, are
not out of place in discussing the closeness in a
family or among ordinary people, because it is the
ideal, the direction of that supreme principle, that
then leads to the tiny baby step, incremental self-
giving, self-surrender, trying to be more open, not
insisting on being right, not insisting on being the
better one, etc. All that give and take at the micro
level... those baby steps are what make up that

good relationship, the enduring relationship."



JOY OF LIVING @ BIEANE EBE R

T

h
I - I —

Z_‘K} :E
A HOME
OF THEIR
OWN

&5 Photography ZREZF Alecia Neo

URFHINIRERHXER S EESEHERAY
£—E "HEH,  NTFEKREERBEER
HEEHALBEREREL - BEEMRRES
MELE® T HNESF - TEBEBERIE
EMERE  BEGERREENSERER
% - BEBRARRZERNZEMMFIREEE
FIRY3SHR @ 3R - [RARFFESTNEG B
BESARSIBRS -

In her "Home Visits" series, photographer
and artist Alecia Neo revisits the
neighbourhood where she grew up.
Queenstown, in western Singapore, is one of
the city-state's oldest public housing estates.
For some, it is the only home they've ever
known, having lived there all their lives.
Captivated by the way the subjects of her
photos move and rest in their home, Alecia
says: "l focus on their personality, their
relationships with each other, and with

the space. The presence of these tenderly
ordinary individuals is enchanting."
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Home Visits 02: Michael and Philip
The identical twins share their room with their grandmother in a tiny flat.
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Home Visits 07: Wendy and Mother
Wendy was adopted by this lady when she saw Wendy being bullied at work.

BAAKRE Wendy MAME » BIREBET i -
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Home Visits 08: Tenants Long Zhi and Dan Dan

Flatmates Long Zhi and Dan Dan came to Singapore to study and are now close friends.

% Long Zhi 1 Dan Dan 2R&TH03% E 2 » KRBT AEFEA -
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Home Visits 10: Shana and Daughter

Mother and daughter live in a one-room flat.
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Home Visits 11: Ah Gu's Pets

A man who treats his animals as the most important thing in his life, he shares his room with more than 12 animals.

FEET 12 EEYH Ah Gu B AW AL REZNED -
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LOVE IS THE
ESSENCE

— A conversation with Ani Miao Rong

Translated from the Chinese Chen Zhijun ~ Photography Catherine Ng

There can be no love without understanding. To understand others,
we must first know ourselves, and this leads us to discover that

love and compassion are part of our nature, says Ani Miao Rong

Q: There are many different kinds of love. A: Because we cannot help ourselves — we always honest and see them as they are. That will in fact

Essentially, is love a feeling?

: No, itisn't. If it were just a feeling, it would be
very unstable because feelings change. When
you love, you may feel certain sensations and
emotions. But having just these emotions and
sensations isn't necessarily love. "Love" means
different things to different people. Buddhist
teachings encourage us to give up love that's
possessive or full of attachment because it
brings pain. Rather, we try to transform such
love into a broader kind of love: compassion.
You begin to do this by working on yourself - by
developing your insight and awareness — and

gradually, you transform your love.

: What does it feel like, this broader kind of love?

. The love most of us know well is love that comes
with some kind of attachment. That includes
me. So | don't know what this broader kind of
love feels like. Love with attachment brings
two kinds of feelings — positive and negative.
The positive emotions include a feeling of
warmth, gentleness and a kind of joy. On the
negative end, it brings heartache and anxiety.
A broader kind of love is expansive. We may
call it compassion, which can be described as
an open heart that accepts everything yet does
not try to hold on to anything. It wants nothing
for itself. This is my superficial understanding of

compassion.

: The unconditional love that you speak of is

difficult to achieve in practice. Why?

want something. This is a deep-seated habit

of thinking and behaviour driven by our ego.
We've been taught since youth that if we give
something, we ought to get something in return.
Unconditional love runs counter to all that. So
we can't do it without some practice. Even the
love most parents have for their children isn't
unconditional; it comes with expectations and
demands. Parents can get upset if they feel their
child is ungrateful. Truly unconditional love is rare

in practice.

. A willingness to give is most important, is that

right?

. Yes. We should remind ourselves to always be

aware of the kind of love we give. We care for
others, especially our family and loved ones, but
we don't have to force ourselves to be a paragon
of unconditional love right from the start,
because that's too hard. First we should try to
observe the kind of love we give in practice. Look
inside yourself to find out what you really want,
and what you hope to get from this relationship.
It's very important to understand yourself first.
When we see ourselves clearly, we may discover:
"Oh, so that's where my problem lies; | am asking

too much or | have too many expectations."

Seeing things clearly will help to lessen the hold
such feelings have over you — this is the power of
meditation and awareness. It's self-illuminating.
You don't have to reject your wants and desires,
because simply rejecting them will make them

more powerful. All you need to do is to be

help to make them more manageable.

: How do we love ourselves? And how is that

related to loving other people?

. There can be no love without understanding.

So to love yourself, we could say you have to
know yourself. Similarly, to love others, you have
to understand them. Love has many definitions.
For some, self-love means behaving selfishly.

But loving yourself can also mean that you
understand yourself, accept yourself and are

kind to yourself. Many people who say they love
themselves in fact harm themselves in many
ways. We must learn to relate to ourselves first, or
we cannot relate to others. In the Level 2 course
of the Joy of Living meditation programme,
Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche guides us to recognise
our own basic goodness, which we discover

is common to all humans. Once we see that,
respecting ourselves and respecting others come

naturally.

: Sometimes it feels as if loving myself and loving

others are opposites — if | love others more, | will

love myself less, and vice versa. Why is that?

. Perhaps because, for most of us, the person we

really love most is ourselves. When you realise
this, you no longer want to pretend to love the
other. You don't want to cover up any more with
lies of "Oh, | love you more". You openly show
your displeasure with the other person, and you
fight. This is how most of us are. It shows we

haven't really understood each other.
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Q: Is love no more than clouds that come and go,

as they say in song lyrics?

A: Most types of love are. Because they happen
when conditions are right and will disappear
when conditions change. That's true for most

things, not just love.

Q: What about this broader kind of love? Will it
disappear?

A: No. This broader kind of love is a state of mind.

| can't describe it, but many of us have felt it

momentarily. | received such love when relating

with my teacher. It's easy to doubt if it is there at
all, because it isn't like the love most of us are
familiar with. Yet you can't deny some kind of
love is there. The feeling is hard to describe. Our
teacher does not cry with us, he does not suffer
alongside us. He's like the clouds you talked
about, yet he's also like the sky. The concern he
has for the people and things around him carries
no attachment. Most of us are not used to love
without attachment, because it does not come
with the passion, the emotional ups and downs,

and the reactions we associate with love. But

there's little doubt there is care, attention, and

generosity in sharing.

Q: Doesn't that kind of love feel very ephemeral?

A: Yes. You feel it, but you can't quite catch
hold of it. We think of love as something that
is more intense. Our love usually carries so
many expectations, and all kinds of reactions
and responses, but often we don't even know
what we really want. We've been brainwashed
by television shows, adverts and movies that

portray a fantasy love; we believe them. In the
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movies, men give women flowers to show love,
but when and how did that gesture become
associated with love? People today are so
confused about love — we're no longer sure what

itis.

: When love goes, how should we cope?

. It'll be difficult, because attachment brings
pain. The best way is to accept the pain. This
means you don't run from it or try to suppress
it. You know and accept that you are in pain,
recognising that pain comes with loss. This is

a necessary process. But at the same time, we
don't wallow in our own unhappiness. It helps
to think about the many others who are also
suffering in some way — countless others, in fact.
We can think of maybe doing something for
other people. Expanding our point of view in
this way is helpful. Mingyur Rinpoche once said
that our suffering comes from seeing our own
pain but not seeing others'. | think this is true.
Of course, we don't use other people's
unhappiness to feel good about ourselves.
Instead, we jump out of the narrow focus of our
own unhappiness, and open our eyes to the
world and get to know other people. Doing this
alone will help to broaden our perspectives. Too
often in life we put our entire focus on ourselves,
or on someone else; this makes any relationship

difficult. It's better to broaden our world view.

: Some say hate is the opposite of love. What do
you think?

. Hate comes from love. My understanding about
this comes from Mingyur Rinpoche's teaching.
Once in class when he was talking about

love, he said that, at heart, love is the source

of everything, even anger and hatred. | can
understand this to some extent. For instance,
sometimes parents get angry with their children,
but it comes out of love. And often, couples
quarrel because they care for each other.

Still, | had a question. | was interpreting for

Mingyur Rinpoche at the time, so | didn't get a

chance to ask him about it till later. | said | could
understand why in some cases hatred comes
from love, and cited the example of a mother
getting angry with her child. But sometimes, a
person who doesn't know you well may dislike
you, get annoyed or even try to hurt you; how
can we say that such hatred or anger stems from
love? The Rinpoche says that is also love — love
for himself. He says the person behaves this way
because you annoy him, because of something
you've done or simply because of the way you
look. This annoyance makes him uncomfortable.
Because he loves himself, he doesn't like this
feeling of discomfort. So he reacts by disliking
you or even hurting you. So ultimately this, too,

comes from love.

The nature of love is the same whether it is
directed at yourself or others. In fact, many
people's hate comes from a love for the self. If
a person feels hurt or thinks his interests have
been harmed, perhaps by you, he reacts by
hating you. If he feels you've trampled on his
ego, he gets angry with you. There are many,
many reasons, but in the end, it all comes down

to a kind of self-love.

: Many people are searching for love. Is this need

for love a natural instinct?

. This is a big topic. If we take your question a

little further, we can talk about Buddha nature.
Love is our nature; all of us are born with it.

Its existence needs no specific target. We are
incarnations of love, full of compassion, which,
according to Buddhist understanding, is part of
our intrinsic basic goodness. Basic goodness,
which includes not just compassion but also
awareness, is already within us. But for most of
us, it remains hidden. Here we are: our troubled
minds bound in a cycle of suffering and pain,
bound in samsara. It's because we haven't
recognised our basic goodness. We have it,
but we don't know we have it; it's locked up
somehow, covered up by layers of something.

But don't we feel it? We do. In fact, we live for it.

No matter how covered up it is, basic goodness
still shines through, even if only occasionally
and perhaps a little weakly. But because of this
blockage, it does not appear as whole, and may

even seem a little perverse.

We want to feel connected, and we're always
looking to the outside world, to other people,
for fulfilment. Sometimes we feel a sense of
emptiness. We feel incomplete, so we are always
looking for something to fill this void. We think
love can help fill up this hole. It's something

we already have, of course, and we feel it from
time to time. Yet because we think we don't
have it, we think we have a hole to fill, so we
keep grabbing from the outside. But no matter
how hard we try, we still feel we can't possess it,
and that it's never enough. That's our biggest
problem.

So Buddhist teachings tell us to stop looking

to the outside world for fulfulment, because

it's an abyss; it can never be filled. If we don't
discover what we already have and allow it to
be, we will never have enough. This aching need
to be fulfilled makes us suffer. We go through
life feeling flawed, always wanting something.
Why? Because we never feel we have enough,
we don't know what contentment feels like. But
at the same time, being contented is part of our
nature, because we are complete as we are. We
have to unlock this treasure within ourselves, to
realise we are whole. When that day comes, we
will have enough; everything will be as it should
be, with no more need to keep grabbing. Many
people look for love because they feel empty

inside, and they are trying to mend this hole.

. Is the desire for love similar to our desire for

happiness?

. Yes. We all want to be happy. But we don't know

we already possess this happiness we seek. We
are complete as we are, except we don't know
it.
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SUFFERING IS

An excerpt from Joyful Wisdom Chapter 2

Through examining his
mind, the Buddha realised
that true freedom lay not in
withdrawal from life, but in
a deeper engagement in all
its processes. His insight led
him to outline the principles
of the Four Noble Truths,
the first of which is known
as the Truth of Suffering.
Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche
tells how the Buddha
skilfully presented this truth

The sutras related to these teachings have been
translated in many ways over the centuries.
Depending on the translation you read, you might
find this basic principle of experience stated as
"There is suffering", or even more simply, "Suffering
is".

At first glance, the first of the Four Noble
Truths might seem quite depressing. Upon
hearing or reading it many people are apt to
dismiss Buddhism as unduly pessimistic. "Oh,
those Buddhists are always complaining that life is
miserable! The only way to be happy is to renounce
the world and go off to a mountain somewhere and
meditate all day. How boring! I'm not miserable.
My life is wonderful!"

It's important, first of all, to note that Buddhist
teachings don't argue that in order to find true
freedom people have to give up their homes, their
jobs, their cars, or any other material possessions.
As his own life story shows, the Buddha himself had
tried a life of extreme austerity without finding the

peace he sought.

Moreover, there's no denying that, for some
people, circumstances can come together for a
while in such a way that life seems like it couldn't
get any better. I've met a lot of people who
appear quite satisfied with their lives. If | ask
them how they're doing, they'll answer, "Fine," or
"Just great!" Until, of course, they get sick, lose
their jobs, or their children reach adolescence
and overnight are transformed from affectionate
bundles of joy into moody, restless strangers who
want nothing to do with their parents. Then, if |
ask how things are going, the reply changes a little:
"I'm fine, except... "or" Everything's great, but..."

This is, perhaps, the essential message of the
First Noble Truth: Life has a way of interrupting,
presenting even the most contented among
us with momentous surprises. Such surprises —
along with subtler, less noticeable experiences
like the aches and pains that come with age, the
frustration of waiting in line at the grocery store, or
simply running late for an appointment — can all be
understood as manifestations of suffering.

I can understand why this comprehensive
perspective can be hard to grasp, however.
"Suffering” — the world often used in translations
of the First Noble Truth —is a loaded term. When
people first read or hear it, they tend to think that it
refers only to extreme pain or chronic misery.

But dukkha, the word used in the sutras,
is actually closer in meaning to terms more

commonly used throughout the modern world,

such as "uneasiness," "disease," "discomfort," and
" dissatisfaction."

While suffering — or dukkha — does refer
to extreme conditions, the term as used by the
Buddha and later masters of Buddhist philosophy
and practice is best understood as a pervasive
feeling that something isn't quite right: that life
could be better if circumstances were different;
that we'd be happier if we were younger, thinner,
or richer, in a relationship or out of a relationship.
The list of miseries goes on and on. Dukkha thus
embraces the entire spectrum of conditions,
ranging from something as simple as an itch to
more traumatic experiences of chronic pain or

mortal illness.

It's not personal

Very early on, | was taught that in order to work
with various kinds of suffering, it's essential to
draw some distinctions among them. One of the
first, and most crucial, distinctions we can make

is between what is often referred to as "natural"
suffering and what | was taught to see as suffering
of a "self-created" kind.

Natural suffering includes all the things we
can't avoid in life. In classical Buddhist texts, these
unavoidable experiences are often referred to as
"The Four Great Rivers of Suffering". Categorized as
Birth, Aging, lliness, and Death, they are experiences
that define the most common transitions in people's
lives.

As I've grown older and traveled more widely,
I've begun to see that natural suffering includes far
more categories than the ones listed in classical
Buddhist texts. Earthquakes, floods, hurricanes,
wildfires, and tidal waves wreak havoc on people's
lives with increasing frequency. Over the past
decade, I've heard and read about the tragic increase
in murders perpetrated by children in high school
and college classrooms. More recently, people have
begun to speak much more openly to me about the
devastation in their lives that has occurred through
unexpectedly losing their jobs, their homes, or their
relationships.

We don't have much choice in terms of our
susceptibility to the experiences over which we have
no control. But there is another category of pain,
discomfort, dukkha, or whatever you want to call it:
a virtually infinite variety of psychological tributaries
that our minds spin around the people, events, and
situations we encounter.

My father and other teachers helped me
to think of this type of pain as "self-created":
experiences that evolve from our interpretation of
situations and events, such as impulsive anger or
lingering resentment aroused by others who behave
in ways we don't like, jealousy toward people who
have more than we do, and paralyzing anxiety that
occurs when there's no reason to be afraid.

Self-created suffering can take the form of the

stories we tell ourselves, often deeply embedded in
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our unconsciousness, about not being good enough,
rich enough, attractive enough, or secure in other
ways. So although self-created suffering is essentially
a creation of the mind — as my own experience of
anxiety showed me — it is no less intense than natural
suffering.

The Buddha presented the First Noble Truth
with skilfulness. The Buddha didn't say to his
listeners, "You are suffering," or "People suffer," or
even "All creatures suffer." He merely said, "There
is suffering” — offering it up as a general observation
to be contemplated or reflected upon, rather than
as some sort of final statement about the human
condition that people might latch on to and identify
with as a defining characteristic of their own lives.

As if he were saying, "There is air" or "There are
clouds," he presented suffering as a simple fact,
undeniable, but not to be taken personally.

Psychologists I've talked to have suggested that
introducing the First Noble Truth in this emotionally
unthreatening fashion was an exceptionally
perceptive means of acquainting us with the basic
condition of suffering, in that it allows us to look at
the ways in which it manifests in our experience a
little bit more objectively. Instead of getting caught
up in thinking, for example, "Why am | so lonely? It's
not fairl | don't want to feel this. What can | do to
getrid of it?" —trains of thought that lead us in the
direction of judging ourselves or our circumstances or
trying to reject or suppress our experience — we can
take a step back and observe, "There is loneliness"
or "There is anxiety" or "There is fear".

Approaching an uncomfortable experience with
this type of impartial attitude is actually quite similar
to the way in which my father taught me to just look
at the distractions that came up for me every time
| tried to meditate. "Don't judge them," he'd say.
"Don't try to get rid of them. Just look."

The suffering of suffering

Because suffering is such a broad term, many of
the great masters who followed in the Buddha's
footsteps expanded on his teachings of the

First Noble Truth, dividing the variety of painful

experiences into three basic categories.

The first is known as "The Suffering of
Suffering," which can be described very briefly as
the immediate and direct experience of any sort of
pain or discomfort. A very simple example might
be the pain you experience if you accidentally cut
your finger. Included within this category, as well,
would be the various aches and pains associated with
illness, which can vary in intensity from headaches,
stuffy noses, and sore throats to the more intense
kinds of pain experienced by people who suffer from
chronic or fatal diseases.

Most of the examples described above relate to
what was defined earlier as natural suffering. But the
pain and discomfort associated with the Suffering of
Suffering extends, as well, to the psychological and
emotional dimensions of self-created suffering. The
terror and anxiety that welled up in me throughout
my childhood, though they didn't necessarily have
an organic cause, were certainly immediate and
direct. Other intense emotions like anger, jealousy,
embarrassment, the hurt that follows when someone
says or does something unkind, and the grief that
follows the loss of a loved one are equally vivid
experiences of this sort of suffering, as are more
persistent psychological disturbances like depression,

loneliness, and low self-esteem.

The suffering of change

The second category of suffering, as it was
explained to me, is much more subtle. Referred to
as "The Suffering of Change", this kind of suffering
is often described in terms of deriving satisfaction,
comfort, security, or pleasure from objects or
situations that are bound to change. Suppose, for
example, you get a new car, a television set, or a
shiny new computer with all the latest components.
For a while, you're ecstatic. You love how smoothly
the car rides, how fast you can pull away when the
traffic light turns green, how easily the press of a
button automatically warms the seats on a cold
winter morning. The picture on your new, flat-
screen TV is so clear and bright, with definition so

amazing that you can pick out details you never

saw before. That new computer lets you run ten
different programs with incredible speed. But after
a while, the novelty of whatever it is you bought
wears off. Maybe the car breaks down; somebody
you know gets a TV with a bigger, clearer screen;
the computer crashes — or a new model comes out
that has even more features and more power. You
might think, "l wish I'd waited."

Or perhaps it's not a thing that makes you
happy, but a situation. You fall in love and the world
is filled with rainbows; every time you think of the
other person, you can't keep from smiling. Or you
get a new job or promotion, and oh, everyone you're
working with now is so great, and the money you're
making — finally you can pay off your debts, maybe
buy a new house, or really start saving. After a while
the glow ears off, though, doesn't it? You start to
see flaws in the person who seemed so perfect just a
few months ago. That new job demands more time
and energy than you imagined and the salary, well,
it's not as great as you imagined. There isn't really
much left over for savings after taxes are taken out
and once you've started paying off your debts.

This explanation of the Suffering of Change is
close, but it misses the point. The dissatisfaction
or disenchantment experienced when the novelty
wears off or the situation starts to fall apart is actually
the Suffering of Suffering. The Suffering of Change
stems, more accurately, from the attachment to the
pleasure derived from getting what we want: be it a
relationship, a job, a good grade on an exam, or a
shiny new car.

Unfortunately, the pleasure derived from
external sources is, by nature, temporary. Once it
wears off, the return to our "normal" state seems less
bearable by comparison. So we seek it again, maybe
in another relationship, another job, or another
object. Again and again, we seek pleasure, comfort,
or relief in objects and situations that can't possibly
fulfill our high hopes and expectations.

The Suffering of Change, then, could be
understood as a type of addiction, a never-ending
search for a lasting "high" that is just out of reach.

In fact, according to neuroscientists I've spoken
with, the high we feel simply from the anticipation of

getting what we want is linked to the production of
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dopamine, a chemical in the brain that generates,
among other things, sensations of pleasure. Over
time, our brains and our bodies are motivated to
repeat the activities that stimulate the production of
dopamine. We literally get hooked on anticipation.
Tibetan Buddhist texts liken this type of
addictive behavior to "licking honey off a razor."
The initial sensation may be sweet, but the
underlying effect is quite damaging. Seeking
satisfaction in others or in external objects or events
reinforces a deep and often unacknowledged belief
that we, as we are, are not entirely complete; that
we need something beyond ourselves in order
to experience a sense of wholeness or security or
stability.

Pervasive suffering

The foundation of the first two categories of
suffering — as well as the kinds of suffering that

can be described as natural and self-created - is
known as Pervasive Suffering. Of itself, this type of
suffering is not overtly painful nor does it involve
the sort of addictive pleasure-seeking associated
with the Suffering of Change. It might best be
described as a fundamental restlessness, a kind

of itch persisting just below the level of conscious
awareness.

Think of it this way: you're sitting in a very
comfortable chair during a meeting or lecture, or
just watching TV. But no mater how comfortable
the chair is, at some point you feel the urge to
move, to rearrange your backside, or to stretch your
legs. That's Pervasive Suffering. You could find
yourself in the most wonderful circumstances, but
eventually a twinge of discomfort plucks at you and
whispers, "Mmm, not quite right. Things could be
better if..."

Where does that itch, that subtle twinge of
dissatisfaction, come from?

Very simply put, everything in our experience is
always changing. The world around us, our bodies,
our thoughts and feelings — even our thoughts
about our thoughts and feelings — are in constant

flux, a progressive and ceaseless interplay of causes

and conditions that create certain effects, which
themselves become the causes and conditions that
give rise to still other effects. In Buddhist terms,
this constant change is known as impermanence.
In many of his teachings the Buddha compared this
movement to the tiny changes that occur in the flow
of ariver. Viewed from a distance, the moment by
moment changes are difficult to perceive. It's only
when we step up to the riverbank and take a really
close look that we can see the tiny changes in wave
patterns — the shifts of sand, silt, and debris, and the
movement of fish and other creatures who inhabit
the water — and begin to appreciate the incredible
variety of changes going on moment by moment.
No matter how much we'd like to, we can't
stop time or the changes it brings. We can't
"rewind" our lives to an earlier point or "fast-
forward" to some future place. But we can learn
to accept impermanence, make friends with it, and
even begin to consider the possibility of change as

a type of mental and emotional bodyguard.

The breath of change

Some people can understand impermanence just
by contemplating the teachings on the First Noble
Truth. For others, understanding doesn't come
so easily — or it remains a concept, somewhat
mysterious and abstract. Fortunately, the Buddha
and the great masters who followed in his
footsteps provided a number of simple exercises
that can help us get in touch with the subtle level
of change in a direct and nonthreatening way. The
simplest of all, which can be practiced anytime,
anywhere, involves bringing attention to the
changes that happen to the body as we breathe.
Begin by sitting with your spine straight and
body relaxed. If it's more comfortable, you can
lie down. You can keep your eyes open or closed.
Just breathe in and out naturally through your nose.
And as you do, gently bring your attention to the
changes in your body as you breathe, especially the
expansion and contraction of your lungs and the
rising and falling of the muscles in the abdominal

region. Don't worry about concentrating too hard,

thinking "I've got to watch my breath... I've got to
watch my breath." Just let your mind rest in bare
awareness of the changes occurring as you breathe
in and out. Don't worry, either, if you find your mind
wandering as you continue the exercise — that is
simply another lesson in impermanence. If you find
yourself thinking about something that happened
yesterday, or daydreaming about tomorrow, gently
bring your attention back to the changes in the
body as you breathe. Continue this exercise for
about a minute.

When the minute is up, review what you
noticed about the changes in your body. Don't
judge the experience or try to explain it. Just review
what you noticed. You may have felt other things
aside from the rising and falling of your abdomen or
the expansion and contraction of your lungs. You
may have been more aware of the breath flowing in
and out of your nostrils. That's okay. You may have
become aware of hundreds of different thoughts,
feelings, and sensations, or of being carried away
by distractions. That's great. Why? Because you're
taking the time to observe the constant changes
occurring on a subtle level without resisting them.

If you continue this practice once a day or a
few times a day, you'll find yourself becoming aware
of more changes, on subtler and subtler levels.
Gradually, impermanence will become like an old
friend, nothing to get upset about, nothing to resist.
Over time, you may discover that you can carry this
awareness into other situations — at work perhaps,
or while waiting at the grocery store, or at the bank,
or even while eating lunch or dinner. Just bringing
yourself back to year breath is an effective way of
"tuning in" to the fullness of the present moment
and orienting yourself to the subtle changes going
on inside and around you. This in turn will provide
you with the opportunity to see things more clearly
and act from a psychological state of greater
openness and balance. Whenever disturbing
thoughts or sensations arise — or if you happen
to be caught off guard by a wax figure suddenly
coming to life — the situation will act as a kind of
reminder of the basic fact that impermanence

simply is.
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BUDDHA THE
PSYCHOLOGIST
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The Buddha's insight into
mental practices that help
to end suffering, gleaned
2,500 years ago, can be
said to be the world's
first cognitive behavioural
therapy programme

Some 2,500 years ago in northeastern India, a
boy named Siddhartha was born to a king who
ruled the country of the Sakya clan. Siddhartha's
mother died when he was still an infant, and his
aunt raised him. Quiet and sensitive, the young
prince was also intelligent, observant, and prone
to melancholy. He was often lost in thought.

What was he thinking about? What so
preoccupied him that he could not enjoy the
luxury he was born into?

Anxiety dogged him. When he saw people
falling sick, he worried that he might soon lose his
health. When he encountered the poor and the
homeless, he thought about how one day he, too,
might become poor. Meeting old people made
him think of his own fading youth. And when he
observed how grief followed death, he imagined
the day when he would part forever from his own
family. In the terms of modern psychopathology,
Siddhartha would appear to have been suffering
from generalised anxiety disorder.

Anxiety is of course an important human
emotion. When people developed the cognitive
ability of imagination, we also gained the power
to plan. This capacity is a big step forward in
the evolution of our species. But it also brings
problems.

Just think: if our life were being threatened
— for instance, by a predator — we would probably
experience great fear. The feeling would

overwhelm us in an instant. Nevertheless, it would

Translated from the Chinese Chen Zhijun

disappear as soon as the threat was gone.

But anxiety may affect us even when we face
no real danger. Our imagination alone can create
the conditions that continuously produce such
feelings, making us feel that escape is impossible.
Young Siddhartha was tortured by this self-created
distress. It eventually led him to leave his home
to seek a solution, and he spent the rest of his life
trying to understand the nature and working of his

mind.

Everything changes

The day came when this rigorous examination of
his mind bore fruit. Siddhartha was meditating
under a bodhi tree, on the banks of the Nairanjana
River, when he attained the insight that "form is
empty; emptiness is form; form is no other than
emptiness; emptiness is no other than form. The
same is true for feelings, perceptions, formation
and consciousness."

This discovery was recorded in the Heart
Sutra. "Form" here refers to phenomena;
"emptiness" refers to the transient nature of all
phenomena, which emerge when conditions are
right and will disappear when they aren't. Nothing
is permanent in this reality we live in.

Take water. Under the right conditions,
subatomic particles such as electrons, photons and
quarks combine to form the atoms of hydrogen
and oxygen, which in turn combine — again,
under the right conditions — to form water. When
water heats up to a certain point, it turns into
water vapour. In winter, the water vapour meets
with a cold air mass, for instance, over Harbin,
and becomes snow and ice. In Harbin, the ice is
used to create the sculptures the city is famed for,
turning ice into various shapes and forms. The
coming of summer brings heat that melts the ice,
which once again becomes water flowing into the
sea. The cycle repeats itself; the only constant is
change.

The process of "feeling, perception,
formation and consciousness” described in

Buddhist teachings may also be understood in

terms of cognitive neuroscience. When our mind
first perceives this material world, the emotion
centre and sensation centres in our brains get

to work. The affective appraisal function of the
amygdala will classify things as good (pleasurable),
bad (painful) or neutral. At the same time, these
affective reactions activate our memories, and
these working memories are sent to the prefrontal
cortex, sometimes called the chief executive
officer of the brain, which integrates all signals into
thoughts and actions accordingly. These mental
processes of feeling (sensations and emotions),
perception (memories), formation (thoughts and
actions) are how our stream of consciousness is
formed.

When perceived under different
circumstances, the same phenomenon in the
material world will trigger different emotions,
memories and thoughts, creating a whole new
conscious experience. In this way, all workings of
our mind can be said to be "empty or just transient
phenomena", in that no mental phenomenon is
permanent. Anxiety or depression may seem real

in experience, but they, too, will pass.

Four steps to problem-solving

Understanding the empty nature of all
phenomena is important to understanding why
we suffer. Knowing that the pain we may feel is a
consequence of the coming together of different
conditions, we may begin to observe — through
meditation — the combination of conditions that
create pain, as well as the conditions that lead to
the end of pain. More importantly, we may learn
what we can do to avert suffering.

The Buddha's insight of the Four Noble
Truths can be described as a four-step
approach to problem-solving. The first step is
the understanding that suffering, as a mental
phenomenon, is impermanent, and will disappear
when conditions change. The second step is to
observe and understand the conditions that lead
to suffering. The third step is to observe and
understand the conditions that lead to the end of
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suffering. And the fourth step is to learn what we
can do to end the cycle of suffering.

In Buddhism, the fourth step refers to the
eightfold path to awakening. It comprises right
view, right intention, right speech, right action,
right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness and
right concentration. We may see this as practice in
three main areas: discipline (of how we think, talk,

act and live), mental practices (right mindfulness

and right concentration) and wisdom (right view).

This set of systematic mental practices can be
said to be the world's first cognitive behavioural
therapy, aimed at correcting maladaptive
cognitions and behaviour.

Our state of Bodhi awareness is easily
distorted by strong emotions and desires. When
this happens, we find ourselves a slave to our

mind. Through the eightfold path, we may learn

to master it instead. But like any weight-loss
programme, this requires life-long effort. If we
return to our old eating habits, we'd soon regain
the weight we have lost. Working with our mind is

the same; it takes a lifetime of diligence.

Clinical psychologist Freedom Leung is a professor at the
Chinese University of Hong Kong and dean of students at
its Shaw College
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