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Compassionate Integrity Training (CIT) is a multi-part

training program that cultivates basic human values

as skills for the purpose of increasing individual, 

social and environmental flourishing. By covering a range of

skills from self-regulation and self-compassion to compassion

for others and engagement with complex systems, CIT 

focuses on and builds toward compassionate integrity: the 

ability to live one’s life in accordance with one’s values with

a recognition of common humanity, our basic orientation to

kindness, and reciprocity. Unlike some definitions of integrity

that focus on mere consistency with one’s values, without

examining what those values are, compassionate integrity

insists that consistency with one’s values is not enough if

those values promote harm to oneself, others or the world.

Instead, maintaining and increasing consistency with one’s

values is most beneficial when they are values that promote

one’s own well-being as well as that of others. As to what

those values are and how we understand them, this is 

arrived at by investigating and examining things for oneself,

using common sense, common experience and science.

Compassionate integrity is, therefore, not something

achieved merely as a result of wishful thinking or force of

will, but rather as the result of building up knowledge, under-

standing and a set of concrete skills. Because compassionate

integrity is what guards against actions that compromise the

well-being of oneself and others, cultivating it in one’s life 

and in one’s community directly impacts individual and 

collective flourishing.

Although CIT deals with values and concepts like compassion

and integrity, it is based on a secular approach to universal

ethics based on common sense, common experience and 

science, rather than a particular culture or religion.1 

Secular ethics can be useful to people of any or no religious

background, while not being in any way in conflict with

any particular religious values. The word “secular” in no way

implies a stance that is against religion; on the contrary, it

implies inclusivity and a respect for all. This approach to

ethics has been advocated by organizations such as the 

Sustainable Development Solutions Network of the United

Nations through its World Happiness Report, and individuals

such as His Holiness the Dalai Lama. The United Nations

Declaration on Human Rights of 1948 was also based on a

Introduction
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secularized philosophy of universal values which took all

human beings, all nations, all cultures and all religions and

nonbelievers into account.

CIT is based on cutting-edge developments in the fields of

neuroscience, psychology, trauma-informed care, peace and

conflict studies, and contemplative science, and builds off

of work done by Daniel Goleman (author of the book

Emotional Intelligence) and Peter Senge, initiatives in Social

and Emotional Learning (SEL), and other areas.2  Its devel-

opment has been aided by the collaborative work of a team

of experts with both academic and applied backgrounds in

these areas. The development of CIT would also not have

been possible if not for a range of other programs and 

protocols that have been trailblazers in exploring the 

cultivation of resilience, mindfulness, gratitude, compassion

and a recognition of interdependence. These programs 

include Cognitively-Based Compassion Training at Emory

University, Compassion Cultivation Training at Stanford

University, Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction, the

Trauma Resiliency Model and Community Resiliency

Models of the Trauma Resource Institute, the Ayeka model

and the Japanese practice of Naikan. While CIT is a 

complete training in itself, those who explore these other

available methods and protocols will no doubt expand and

deepen their understanding of the concepts and practices

explored in CIT.

CIT begins with the foundational concepts that set the

stage for the entire program, and then moves through a 

series of 10 modules, each focusing on a particular skill.

These modules are organized into three series, each 

corresponding to a domain.

The CIT Curriculum

Foundational Concepts

Series I: Self-Cultivation

1. Calming Body and Mind

2. Ethical Mindfulness

3. Emotional Awareness

4. Self-Compassion

Series II: Relating to Others

5. Impartiality and Common Humanity

6. Forgiveness and Gratitude

7. Empathy

8. Compassion

Series III: Engaging in Systems

9. Appreciating Interdependence

10. Engaging with Discernment



Compassionate Integrity Training (CIT) utilizes 

a “three-in-three” educational model that 

integrates three domains of knowledge and three

levels of understanding.3 The three domains begin with a

focus on the self (Self-cultivation), then move to others

(Relating to Others), and finally to a systems perspective,

meaning the larger networks we exist in.

1. Self-Cultivation covers how one relates to oneself

and the knowledge and skills related to the inner life

of the individual. This begins with the ability to self-

regulate one’s body and emotions, and then moves

on to include self-compassion and inner qualities like

courage, fortitude, forbearance and the identification

of one’s values.

2. Relating to Others covers how one relates to others

constructively and in a way that promotes one’s own

and others’ well-being. Built on the foundation of self-

regulation and restraint from harming others, this 

involves strengthening the prosocial skills of forgiveness,

gratitude, impartiality, empathy and compassion.

3. Engaging in Systems covers how one engages com-

passionately and with integrity as a participant in

complex systems. This involves recognizing our 

interdependence and the interdependence of systems,

which can be as small as our family or local community,

or as vast as the world, and developing the skills and 

discernment to act effectively for constructive change

within those systems. Engaging with compassionate 

integrity and critical thinking gives us the best

chance for achieving positive results that enhance the

well-being and flourishing of ourselves and others.

Additionally, each module in CIT is intended to allow

participants to progress through three levels of under-

standing. In CIT, it is important that knowledge not 

remain at an intellectual level; to be effective, it must

lead to realizations and lasting changes in behavior.

Knowledge becomes transformative when it moves

from head to heart to hand. The three levels of 

understanding are:

1. Received Knowledge: This refers to learning new

information and developing a clear understanding of
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a particular topic. It is the first step in developing 

understanding. Received knowledge can be quite 

extensive, but at this level it has not yet become 

personal.

2. Critical Insight: This is when the participant,

through exercises and practices, uses his or her own

life experiences and reason to come to a flash of 

personal insight, an “aha moment”, when he or she

realizes how the knowledge relates to his or her own

life. At this point knowledge has started to become

transformative.

3. Embodied Understanding: Moments of critical 

insight are often not powerful enough to dislodge

habits. Therefore, embodied understanding refers to

the deepening and further internalizing of knowledge

so that it becomes second-nature and spontaneous:

not just something one knows, but part of who one is.

This happens through repeated practice and continued

reflection on one’s critical insights. Recent discoveries

in neuroplasticity and neurogenesis show that 

sustained practice changes brain structure and neural

functioning, suggesting that long-term changes in body,

brain and behavior are possible. This is where knowledge

(including the knowledge and skills of self-compassion,

compassion, integrity and so on) becomes transformative

at its deepest level.

These three levels of knowledge apply to learning many

skills, such as speaking a foreign language or playing a

musical instrument. At first the student needs to learn 

the different parts of the instrument, how to read sheet

music and so on. Ongoing study and repeated practice

eventually leads to moments where things just “click” and

the student gains insights that lead to sudden increases in

their understanding and ability to play. For these gains to

be consolidated, however, the student needs to continue

to practice in the correct way over a long period of time.

Eventually, over a longer period of practice and study

time, this leads to a degree of fluency where the student’s

ability to play a piece (or speak the language) is spontaneous

and embodied. 

Each CIT module includes content for received knowledge

(including a written explanation, audio podcasts, and

PowerPoint presentations), activities for achieving critical

insight and guided reflective practices for deepening 

insights into embodied understanding. This manual 

includes the content for each of the modules, as well as

the Learning Outcomes for each. The manual is designed

to be used as part of a CIT course taught by a certified

CIT Facilitator. However, if a facilitator is not available, it 

can also be used on its own, accompanied by the audio

podcasts, audio guided practices and other online resources.
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Engaging in the work of exploring one’s own values, 

attitudes and emotions can often be challenging. Here

are a few guiding principles to make the journey easier

and more productive.

1. Help Create a Safe Space – 

One that is Open and Trusting

If you are learning and practicing CIT with others in

a group setting, strive to create a safe space where

people can feel relaxed and willing to explore together.

These principles may help you to achieve this:

Confidentiality Throughout the training, others

might feel inclined to share insights, stories or memories

with you or the entire group. It is important to remember

that anything that is said or discussed in the sessions

should remain confidential, unless someone specifies

otherwise. Retaining this confidentiality will foster a

safe and trusting space for all participants to delve

deeply into the content and practice.

Trust and Openness Allow everyone to speak his or

her mind and to disagree. The content in CIT is not

black and white. People will challenge each other. This

diversity is an important part of the self discovery that

is critical to the process. Remember to remain open

and allow differences to be heard and valued.

Speak from “I” We often speak in a way that states

our opinions or perspectives as facts. There is a 

difference between saying “Eggs are disgusting” and

“I think eggs are disgusting.” The latter states one’s

opinion but respects and allows room for other

views. Speaking from “I” actually gives more value 

to your statements. It helps cultivate a sense of 

confidence and empowerment.

Don’t Give Advice Even though it might seem

tempting, refrain from giving advice during CIT 

sessions. You can suggest ways that you or someone

else might approach the situation, but allow others to

come up with their own ideas and solutions for their

issues. Oftentimes, people simply want someone to

listen. Rather than giving advice, try to actively listen

by not interrupting or redirecting the conversation.

2. Progress, Not Perfection

In CIT we are aiming for gradual progress, not instant

results or perfection. Changing the course of a sailboat

by only a few degrees would not seem to make much

Guidelines for Learning

and Practicing CIT



Center for Compassion, Integrity and Secular Ethics  |  Life University  |  Marietta, Georgia

-  8 -

Compassionate Integrity Training

A Secular Ethics Approach to Cultivating Personal, Social and Environmental Flourishing

of a difference at first, but over time results in 

reaching a completely different destination at the

end of one’s journey. Likewise, if we make small,

seemingly insignificant changes in our life, we will

find that over time our life is moving in a different,

more productive direction. Many of the practices in

CIT can appear challenging, but there is no need to

feel discouraged if one does not achieve quick results.

Remind yourself that CIT is meant to be practiced

consistently over time, and that lasting change often

comes slowly. Measure your progress over months

and years, not days and weeks, and you will feel

more encouraged.

3. Take What You Like; Leave What You Don’t

CIT teaches many different skills and includes a 

lot of information. You may find particular skills of

benefit, but you may find others that you do not enjoy

or that you feel are ill-suited for you. That is perfectly

fine. CIT is structured so you can take whatever you

find most valuable and leave whatever you don’t want

or like. That being said, we encourage you to think

critically about the topics, try everything with an open

mind and then decide for yourself.

4. Attendance and Keeping an Open Mind

Each module builds upon the previous module.

Therefore, it is critical for you to attend as many 

sessions as possible if you are to gain the most from

the program. If you are unable to attend all the 

sessions, you should try not to miss more than one 

or two. If you do have to miss sessions, you should

try to listen to the associated podcasts.

Also, while you engage in the modules, you may find

information that does not correspond with your 

beliefs or experience. That is fine, as the point of CIT

is exploration, not adhering to or accepting someone

else’s truth. In some cases, however, your disagreements

may dissolve when the issue is examined more carefully

and through dialogue. This is because CIT is built

upon things that we share in common as human 

beings. If you approach the topics with an open

mind, you will have the best chance of coming to 

understand the intention behind them. At the end 

of the program, and after some time to discuss and

reflect on the issues, if you still disagree, then that is

perfectly fine, as what will ultimately count for you

is your own understanding.
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Compassionate Integrity Training includes many practices

to enable participants to embody the concepts and insights

they gain in the program. Some of these practices, 

such as Reflective Writing and Mindful Dialogues, are

designed to be used during a CIT session with others to

foster participants’ insight and magnify understanding of

each topic. Others, such as the Contemplative Journal

Questions and Contemplative Practice recordings 

(available online at the CIT website), are meant to be

practiced between sessions to cultivate each skill.

Reflective Writing Exercises4

For the Reflective Writing Exercises, it is

important to understand that whatever

you write is for your benefit and your eyes

only. It is best to simply write whatever

comes to mind after reading the question and continue 

writing, without thinking too much or worrying about

grammar, syntax, spelling, etc. Simply write. You will 

often surprise yourself with what you write.

Mindful Dialogues

In today’s hectic world, filled with 

increasing distractions, we rarely take 

the time to engage in meaningful, 

uninterrupted conversations. The best

conversations allow us to connect deeply with others

around subjects that matter, helping us explore our thoughts,

feelings and emotions in a safe space while being present

for another to do the same. Because these opportunities are

so rare, yet so important, Mindful Dialogues can be a very 

important component of Compassionate Integrity Training.

In order to facilitate generative conversations and create

safe space, there are some basic rules for the dialogues.

When it is your turn to listen: 

1. Be totally present for the other person. We rarely have

someone’s undivided attention during a conversation. It

is a gift. This presence can manifest through maintaining

eye contact and verbal and nonverbal gestures that let

your partner know that you are following what he or she

is saying. Please turn off any electronic devices to prevent

unexpected distractions and interruptions.

2. Try not to ask questions. Although we are not always

conscious of it, questions have a tendency to drive a 

conversation in the direction the questioner wants it to

go, rather than where the responder wants to take it. If

you feel you must ask a question, make it something

like, “Is there anything more you would like to add?”

3. Try not to give advice. The purpose of these conversations

is to allow your partner to vocalize important experiences

or insights, and to have someone honor them by listening

Guidelines for Reflective Writing, Mindful Dialogues

and Contemplative Journal Questions
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attentively and without judgment. Often, instead of

truly listening, we spend time thinking about what 

we would give. While this urge can be motivated by

compassion, it can also interfere with our ability to 

actually be fully present to what the person is saying.

4. Keep everything your partner says in total confidence.

Nothing creates safe space more effectively than trust.

Knowing that each of you will keep everything you hear

confidential will build that trust.

When it is your turn to speak:

1. Remember that the questions are phrased so that there

are no right or wrong answers.

2. Remember that what you share will be kept confidential.

3. If you do not want to answer the question that is asked

of you, then just feel free to answer the question that

you wish the other person had asked.

While designed to be used during a CIT group session, if

you are practicing CIT on your own, feel free to try these

exercises out with a partner. The Reflective Writing and

Mindful Dialogues exercises are based on the Ayeka Method

of spiritual education developed by Aryeh Ben David.

Contemplative Journal Questions

An effective way to continue to practice

the skills you are learning in CIT is to

keep a daily journal. First and foremost,

this journal should be an ongoing 

reflection of your experiences with the content you are

learning and the practices you are engaged in each week.

Consider keeping track of any insights you experience 

or challenges you face as you do the practices or test 

out what you are learning in your day to day life. 

Additionally, as a form of ongoing practice, you may

choose to use the Contemplative Journal Questions 

provided along with each skill as a form of analytical

practice to challenge your way of thinking and embody

the insights you gain from the course. These journal

questions can be used in connection with, or in place of,

the Contemplative Practice recordings found on the CIT

website. Since space here in this book is limited, you

may wish to copy these questions into your personal

journal, so you may answer them multiple times during

the course. The greatest benefit will come from repeated

consideration of these questions over time.
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Foundational Concepts

This section covers the foundational concepts that underlie all of Compassionate

Integrity Training. It draws from recent developments in various scientific disciplines

and provides some of the theories and the research upon which CIT is built.
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This section covers the foundational concepts that

underlie all of Compassionate Integrity Training.

It draws from recent developments in various 

scientific disciplines and provides some of the theories and

the research upon which CIT is built.

The First Fundamental Shift: 

Our Basic Orientation 

Toward Kindness

For thousands of years, people have wrestled with the

questions, “What is at the heart of the human being? What is

it that truly drives human beings?” Philosophers, theologians

and other academics have asked these questions for most

of human history. They have wondered if humans are

driven by purely selfish motives and whether human 

beings are inherently evil. The 17th century English

philosopher, Thomas Hobbes, believed that without 

government to control the population, the “state of nature”

would drive humanity into a “war of all against all.”5

Hobbes’s ideas exemplify what primatologist Frans DeWaal

calls the “veneer theory,” namely that morality is only a

thin veneer hiding our inherently selfish nature. For many

biologists stretching back to Thomas Henry Huxley, an

early proponent of Darwinism, to George C. Williams

today, morality is not believed to be inherent to human

nature and is a very late development in the history of 

humankind.6 Without religious systems, laws and other

restrictions put in place to hold back our selfish and 

unethical tendencies, they argue, we would live in chaos.

In recent years, there has been a significant shift from this

view of human beings as basically selfish and completely

driven by that self-interest to a view of humans as mainly

Foundational Concepts

Learning Outcomes

Content

● Participants will explore how we all want

happiness and to avoid distress, harm and

difficulties.

● Participants will explore how humans are 

social beings that require cooperative groups

to survive.

● Participants will explore how our wish for

happiness and need for others means that 

we all are oriented toward kindness and

compassion over selfishness and meanness.

Having compassion and kindness at the core

is a shift away from darker views of human

nature as unrelentingly selfish and fierce.

● Participants will learn about neuroplasticity

and the fact that people change over time

through practice.

● Participants will explore how all human 

beings have inherent value.

Practice

● Participants will gain a greater understanding

of their values and how those values are

grounded in their basic orientation toward

kindness, care and compassion.

● Participants will gain a deeper appreciation

for their inherent value and innate potential

as a human being.
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driven by the need to receive and express compassion,

care and kindness.7 Maternal care is one universal that

demonstrates an evolutionary advantage to explain how

humans have come to be hardwired for compassion.

Every mammal and bird species requires maternal care

for the survival of their offspring. Without maternal

care, these species would die off in a single generation.

As mammals, our human anatomy has similar biological

and physiological systems that make offspring naturally

seek care and adults naturally provide it. Humans are

driven by connection and care. In fact, any species of

mammal or bird that does not receive care in the form

of touch or contact from another individual from the

species, will not fully develop.8 In particular, unnurtured

individuals have physically and anatomically under-

developed brains, depleted immune function, and suffer

from intense anxiety and depression.9 It has become

abundantly clear that more than water, food and shelter

is needed for our survival and development: we need

warmth, affection and compassion.10

Going beyond maternal care, humans require relationships

with others for survival as well. Although human beings

sit at the top of the so-called food chain, this is not the 

result of our ability to be physically more powerful than

other species, but rather our ability to work together, 

cooperate and protect one another. From an evolutionary

perspective, as our species evolved, we could never have

survived on our own. Social isolation meant physical

death, because alone, one would be vulnerable to predators.

In comparison, human beings in a group protecting and

caring for each other survive and even thrive. From this

understanding, the need to connect and care for others is

built into our survival instinct.
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Frans DeWaal, a primatologist at Emory University, 

conducts research with different animal species to see

how deeply the sense of social connection extends. 

DeWaal and colleagues examine which emotions, 

specifically moral emotions, are shared with other 

animals. Moral emotions include: gratitude, compassion,

forgiveness, empathy, and a sense of fairness and justice.

DeWaal and his colleagues are increasingly finding evidence

to demonstrate that other mammals do experience 

social and moral emotions, at least in protoform.

It has been found, for example, that Capuchin monkeys

reject unequal pay for equal work.11 In studies, monkeys

were rewarded with a small slice of cucumber when

they completed a simple task. However, when one 

monkey started to get rewarded with a grape, a better

reward, the other monkey stopped participating if it

was only offered a cucumber. The monkeys who were

offered unequal rewards become agitated, banging on

the cage and making loud vocalizations, and refused to

participate until they were given the same reward.

The presence of what we might consider social and

moral emotions among animals, at least in a protoform,

is not limited to unequal pay, but extends to cooperative

behavior, reciprocal helping and remembering help.12

For instance, if one monkey or chimp helps another, 

it has been found that the recipient is more likely to 

return that kindness the next day or on subsequent

days, suggesting a form of protogratitude even among

nonhuman animals. Consolation behavior is also 

commonly witnessed when two chimpanzees get into 

a fight, and the chimp who lost the fight is consoled by

another member of the group who puts his or her arm

around the loser.13

Since such examples are common among mammalian

and bird species, primatologists and comparative 

psychologists such as DeWaal conclude that maternal

care is likely the common factor at the root of these 

tendencies. At some point, dating back to at least the

last common ancestor between birds and mammals,

there was a shift that occurred toward the ability 

to care for offspring. From this, the social and moral

tendencies developed in a more concrete way out of a

need to extend and receive care. All this helps to explain

why sociality and the ability to care and respond to care

is a very deep and internalized mechanism within the

human brain and body.

Moving from birds and mammals to humans, research

has been conducted with infants and young children

showing similar outcomes to the research with monkeys.

Presumably before these infants and young children are

imprinted with the teachings and learning that come

with later life, children still distinguish helping behavior

automatically.14 For instance, 5-month-old babies have

been found to show preferences for animations of char-

acters or puppets that are providing help as opposed to

those impeding others.15 Even extremely young infants

reach out toward those characters providing help and

care and move away from those impeding help and not

giving care.16

If it is believed that humans are intrinsically selfish,

then all human institutions (including business, criminal

justice, law, medicine, etc.) will inevitably reflect this

perspective. If we see ourselves as having compassion 

at the core, then we can look for different ways to do

business, establish justice, conduct law and practice

medicine. It is important to acknowledge that selfishness

is not the same as self-interest, which is a basic attitude

of preferring and seeking well-being. CIT’s approach

does not eliminate self-interest; rather, the question is

whether we can be wise about our self-interest and 
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recognize that we flourish best when we are in 

constructive relations with others.

As human beings in today’s world, we live in complex,

interconnected societies. Our everyday activities and

personal goals require contributions from countless others.

Therefore, other-interest and self-interest go hand-in-

hand. Our relationships with each other are as vital 

as our relationship to the environment. If we were to

destroy the environment out of short-term selfishness,

this would hardly be an effective act of self-interest.

Similarly, to seek personal gain in ways that alienate 

or deprive everyone around oneself is not effective self-

interest either. Science is showing that far from harming

self-interest, the cultivation of prosocial emotions like

compassion, gratitude and forgiveness actually benefits

the self, just as much, if not more, than it benefits 

others.17 If genuine altruism seems too lofty a goal,

therefore, we can still aim for an enlightened self-interest

that benefits the self by benefiting others.

The Dark Side of Our Need to Connect

There is a dark side in the human need to connect to oth-

ers. When this need is not met, we feel it intensely. For in-

stance, people often claim that their number one fear is

the fear of public speaking.18 In surveys, people will often

list this fear even above the fear of death. Why is this?

From an evolutionary perspective, our physical survival

depended on our ability to live in groups. Therefore, for

the individual, social isolation could mean physical death.

Our physiology is still wired to sound the alarm of social

isolation as though our lives depended on it, so we fear 

social rejection very intensely. Although no physical harm

will likely befall us when giving a public speech, when on

stage our bodies can respond as if it might. Our bodies, in

order to keep us alive, have come to link social rejection

very closely with physical danger.19

Our need for social acceptance is so deeply rooted in our

psychology and physiology that when we lack it, we face

dire consequences for our mental and physical health.

When we lack social support, care and protection from

others, we experience loneliness, depression and a variety

of negative health outcomes, including even changes in

gene expression.20 Social embarrassment is so painful and

scary to us, that sometimes we even attempt or commit

suicide out of fear of social rejection. This can be seen

from statistics: groups of people who are at risk for social

isolation and rejection consistently show much higher 

attempted suicide rates. Those who self-identify as gay,

lesbian or bisexual, and whose sexual orientation is not 

accepted by their family, have attempted suicide rates of 

7 to 8 times that of the average, while those who self-

identify as transgender face attempted suicide rates of 100

times or more compared to those who do not.21 Parental

rejection, in particular, is an exacerbating factor. Recently,

the principal of a private school in Atlanta, Georgia com-

mitted suicide because a secret about him was coming to

light. Similarly, a college student committed suicide after

being outed for being gay before he came out publicly

himself.22 Such stories have become all too common.

Although the reasons for suicide are very complex and

highly individual, this data suggests the tragic conse-

quences of social rejection and social isolation. When we

encounter others and treat them with hostility, threats

and rejection, rather than with compassion, we are deeply

impacting others’ physiology. Social threats create a

stress-response, which leads to inflammation and other

physiological changes, making people less healthy.23 In

turn, inflammation can even change gene expression,

making individuals more susceptible to chronic illnesses,
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depression and cancer.24 Furthermore, such actions under-

mine the basic social bonds that we have evolved to need

to flourish as a community and society.

We have seen that as humans we have a capacity for 

empathy, compassion and love that is deeply rooted in our

brains and bodies, and without which, we would cease to

survive as a species. One might ask: if compassion lies at

our core and is so deeply rooted in us, why do we still see

violence, cruelty and apathy in the world? The reason is

that despite being fundamental to our well-being, our

prosocial tendencies tend to be limited to those near and

dear to us. Since they likely evolved for survival purposes,

they are governed by what is called “in-group bias.” One

thing we also share with non-human mammals is the 

ability to form ingroups – those we consider to be similar

to us and, therefore, more worthy of our love, empathy

and compassion – and out-groups, everyone else, who we

can ignore or even demonize.

Our biological capacity for compassion can be limited, 

and it can also be irrational. This is partially explained as

the effect of what is known as “compassion fade,” although

it might be more accurate to say that it is a fading of em-

pathy. For example, when we see a single person suffering

or in need, we may feel a tremendous amount of feeling

for them. However, if we increase the number of those

suffering from one to two, instead of increasing, our sense of

concern tends to go down. If we increase it to thousands,

we tend to feel helpless and have a very muted empathy.25

This phenomenon is why most charities using a commercial

or video choose to focus on one child who is starving or

suffering rather than hundreds or thousands.26 But it

makes no sense to be more strongly compelled by knowing

that one person is suffering than if we were to witness

thousands of people suffering. This underscores the fact

that we have kindness and compassion at our core, but it

is limited in scope and can manifest in irrational ways.27

The Second Fundamental Shift:

Neuroplasticity and Neurogenesis

There is a second shift that has been offered through 

research in the last twenty years. If the first shift 

is that we have kindness at the core, then the second

shift is our capacity to increase our kindness and com-

passion. Research suggests that eliciting anger and other

antisocial emotions negatively affects human immune

function, illustrating that these emotions can have a 

direct effect on our psychological and physiological

health.28 However, the cultivation of compassion and a

greater sense of connection with others appears to have

the opposite effect. Studies suggest that such cultivation

improves immune function and reduces psychosocial

stress.29 All of this suggests that our need for compassion

and care is built into our bodies, and that if we know

this, we can use this knowledge to our benefit.

This second shift occurred in the mid 1990s, beginning

with the recognition of neuroplasticity and neurogenesis.30

It was only at this point that neuroscientists agreed that

even the adult brain, earlier thought to be fully developed

and non-malleable after around age twenty-five, could still

change in structure and function, and continued to grow new

brain cells up until death.31 Up until this point, scientists who

believed in neuroplasticity and neurogenesis were so

ridiculed for this theory that some of them even lost their

jobs or grants.32

We now know that the brain grows in measurable ways and

can form new pathways and increase cortical thickness
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through sustained practice and study.33 This opens the

door to exploring our human potential. If we are able to

change our brain on this most basic level, the question

then becomes, “In what direction should we train our

brain?” It is an extremely important shift to know that 

we can change the structure and function of our brain by

practice.34 It means that we can cultivate and practice 

ethical skills and basic human values, and overcome much

of the limited and irrational nature of our biologically-based

compassion, expanding on our biology to expand our 

ability to be fair, compassionate and just.35

The Value of Every Life

Fundamental for both self-care and compassion for 

others is the recognition that our life has immense value,

and so too do the lives of others. The more we see our

life as precious, the more we will appreciate it and en-

gage in the activities that lead to protecting our genuine

well-being and not sacrificing our long-term well-being

for temporary satisfactions. The more we see others’

lives as precious, the more we will show concern and

consideration for them, engaging in actions that promote

their well-being and that protect them from harm. Not

everyone is able to recognize the preciousness and value

of their own life, much less the lives of strangers, but

CIT includes practices that explore the question of

whether our life and the lives of others have value,

meaning and worth.

Our society tends to evaluate worth on the basis of per-

formance and utility. It holds up things like fame, wealth,

level of education, physical beauty and material success, as

if these were true indicators of a person’s value. An overly

material focus leads to seeing people in a transactional way

– a person’s value may be only what that person can do

for me or my interests. But if we look deeper, we can see

that this is a somewhat shallow way of thinking about

the value of people. We know this intuitively when we

look upon a newborn baby to whom we feel affection.

The love that parents or caregivers experience when seeing 

a newborn is not based on what that child can do at that

moment or will do in the future; it is based solely on his

or her existence as something precious and wonderful.

This is why when a child is born with a serious genetic

disorder or disease that may cause the child to die prema-

turely, those who care for it rarely call for the baby to be

euthanized. That child has value in the eyes of those who

view it with affection, despite its apparent lack of utilitarian

value to society.

We were also all once that baby. Even if we feel that we

never received affection, or enough of it, the fact that we

survived our time in the womb and our birth, and indeed

survived up to this very point, is proof that we had at

least some value in the eyes of others. Without such value,

we would not have survived, because as unborn children

or infants, we simply cannot survive on our own. If we

look closely, we will see that our daily existence even 

now is supported by the kind acts of countless others 

who prepare our food, ensure our safety and maintain the

conditions that we need to survive and live our lives the

way we do. Recognizing the value that we have, which

we can see through the investments that others make in

us and have made in us, provides a secure base for us to

grow and develop our inner qualities.

The inherent value of human life is illustrated by a legal

debate found in the Jewish Talmud. In it, Rabbah, a third

century rabbi, asks the following question: If a man

throws a vase from a tall building and, right before it hits

the ground, another man hits it with a stick, causing the
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vase to shatter, who is liable?36 Rabbah concludes that the

thrower is liable for the damage and not the one who hit

it with the stick, because the second man broke a broken

vessel. Once thrown, Rabbah says, it is considered a

“doomed vase,” because it no longer has any use and

therefore no value. Then Rabbah asks: If instead of a vase,

a man throws a baby from the building, and a second 

man “catches it on the end of his sword” before it hits the

ground, who is most liable for her death? Rabbah concludes

that while both the thrower and the stabber are considered

liable for murder, the stabber is more culpable and subject

to punishment. The difference is this: the vase’s value lies

only in its form and function, but human life has nothing

to do with how useful one is or what function one performs.

As a result, every split second of a human life is valuable.

Because human life is not merely of utilitarian value, a

baby does not lose its value when it becomes a “doomed

baby,” and even ending its life a split second sooner than it

would have otherwise is tragic.

The point is that, in the eyes of a person who cares deeply

for us, even a moment of our life is precious, and we can

come to see others’ lives in this way too. As we move 

toward this, we feel more connected, more grounded 

and more confident; our own flourishing and our collective

flourishing with others increases. This is a point that CIT

will return to again and again in various forms.

Secular Ethics

The fundamental shifts outlined in the previous sections

provide the basis for a secular approach to a system of uni-

versal human values, or a secular ethics. For the first time,

scientific disciplines are exploring basic human values like

compassion, gratitude and forgiveness, and the impact they

have on our physical, psychological and social health. More-

over, science is also exploring how we can cultivate these

values for the benefit of ourselves and others. This has given

rise to entirely new fields like positive psychology and social

and affective neuroscience, and to regular academic and 

scientific conferences like Stanford University’s “Science 

of Compassion” conference that is held every two years.



Over the past two decades, His Holiness the Dalai Lama

has been articulating a vision for secular ethics in his books

and talks.37 Although not the sole proponent of this idea,

his vision is presented most clearly and has proved very

influential in these fields, so we will outline his under-

standing here, as it forms an important context for CIT.

The Dalai Lama’s call for secular ethics is based on his

recognition that the world has become far more intercon-

nected and interdependent over the past century, and our

communities far more diverse. No longer can societies 

rely on individual cultural or religious systems to provide

ethical frameworks that will satisfy all of their citizens,

let alone the global problems that cut across vast numbers

of societies. In order to confront the issues facing the

planet, we must find ways to agree upon and teach a set of

values that transcend any one cultural or religious system.

The Dalai Lama articulates his vision through the

metaphor of tea and water, where the tea is religion and

ethics is water. There are many different religions, just

as there are many types of tea, and each adds its own

qualities to a person’s life, just as teas add more flavor

and nutrition to water. “But however the tea is prepared,

the primary ingredient is always water,” the Dalai Lama

says. “While we can live without tea, we can’t live

without water. Likewise, we are born free of religion,

but we are not born free of the need for compassion.”38

Here he uses compassion as the core of secular ethics,

the water that is the common value that sustains and

connects all people, religious or not. He goes on to state,

“In today’s secular world, religion alone is no longer 

adequate as a basis for ethics … any religion-based answer

to the problem of our neglect of inner values can never

be universal, and so will be inadequate. What we need

today is an approach to ethics which makes no recourse

to religion and can be equally acceptable to those with

faith and those without: a secular ethics.”39 Here the

Dalai Lama is not critiquing religion; after all, he is a 

religious person himself. Instead, he is pointing out that

a religious answer to the world’s problems can never be

universal, because there is no one religion that all the

people of the world can agree upon. Therefore, if we are

to have a truly universal approach, it must be open to

all people.

CIT focuses on relationship between our internal 

well-being and the external problems in the world. War,

intolerance and division, economic inequality, discrimi-

nation, violence in our communities and in our schools,

and threats to our environment are all pressing problems

that have their origins in the decisions we make based

on our values. “The fundamental problem,” the Dalai

Lama writes, “is that at every level we are giving too

much attention to the external, material aspects of life

while neglecting moral ethics and inner values … Our

inner lives are something we ignore at our own peril,

and many of the greatest problems we face in today’s

world are the result of such neglect.” 40

According to the Dalai Lama, in order to face the challenges

confronting our communities and the world, we must first

face our own misguided obsessions with wealth, physical

pleasure, status and praise and focus more on inner values

like compassion, loving kindness and sympathetic joy.

This other-orientation is a shift from what he calls “foolish

selfish” to “wise selfish,” because the result is greater

individual and communal flourishing.41 If we and future

generations are to find sustainable solutions to the 

problems that face us, it will require a firm grounding in

moral principles that stress our common humanity, our

fundamental equality and our interdependence with 

each other for survival and communal flourishing.
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Some of the basic human values that the Dalai Lama 

includes are compassion, kindness, generosity, patience,

honesty, forgiveness, self-discipline and contentment.42

He appeals to common sense and common experience to

see that these values are shared by individuals regardless

of religion or lack thereof; however, it is also noteworthy

that the scientific study of individual and social flourishing

and well-being in fields like positive psychology is 

beginning to validate these common-sense views.43

The Dalai Lama bases the universality of this approach

on what he calls the “two pillars” of secular ethics. The

first is common humanity, the fact that we all wish 

for happiness and well-being, and wish to avoid harm, 

suffering and dissatisfaction. In this, every human 

being is the same — indeed, this desire is so basic that 

it is even shared by animals. The second is interdependence

— we depend on each other for our well-being. As

human beings we are social beings. No one individual

can survive, much less flourish, without the help of many

others. From the moment we come into the world, we 

depend on others for our survival. Interdependence is,

therefore, a basic aspect of our human experience, 

and has important implications for how we treat one

another. Of these two, he writes, “Together, I believe, 

they constitute an adequate basis for establishing 

ethical awareness and the cultivation of inner values. 

It is through such values that we gain a sense of 

connection with others, and it is by moving beyond 

narrow self-interest that we find meaning, purpose 

and satisfaction in life.”44
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Guidelines for success

1. Help Create a Safe Space

2. “Progress, Not Perfection”

3. “Take What You Want; Leave What You Don’t”

4. Attendance and Keeping an Open Mind

5. Other Guidelines?

Series i: Self-Cultivation

1. Calming Body and Mind

2. Ethical Mindfulness

3. Emotional Awareness

4. Self-Compassion

Series II: Relating to Others

5. Impartiality and Common Humanity

6. Forgiveness and Gratitude

7. Empathic Concern

8. Compassion

Series III: Engaging in Systems

9. Appreciating Interdependence 

10. Engaging with Discernment

Shift from a World-view of

Narrow Self-Interest to Compassion

Foundational Concepts

Notes
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Foundational Concepts

Notes

The First Fundamental Shift: 

Our Basic Orientation 

Toward Kindness

- Shift from a worldview of narrow self-interest

to compassion

- Our biological basis for kindness and compassion

- Humans require relationships with others to survive

- Humans are wired for fairness

- Selfish vs. Self-interest

- The Dark Side of Our Need to Connect

- Our empathy can be limited and at times irrational

The Second Fundamental Shift: 

Neuroplasticity and Neurogenesis

- Neuroplasticity

- Neurogenesis

- We can cultivate compassion and other pro-social 

values with measurable changes to our brains, health

and behavior

Linking the Two Shifts Together:

Secular Ethics

- Tea and water metaphor

- “Two Pillars” - Common Humanity and 

Interdependence

- Common Sense, Common Experience and Science

The Value of Every Life

- Utilitarian value versus inherent value

- The fact that we are alive shows we have all been 

valued by others



Instructions: Answer the following questions as freely and openly as possible. Your answers are for you only and are not meant

to be shared. As such, do not worry about the quality of your prose or grammar. There’s no need to think much before you write;

you can just write.

1. What values are most important to you?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. How are those values related to our basic human kindness?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Think about a time when you were living in sync with your values. What was it like? What do you think was 

helping you to live in sync with your values? If there is no such time that you can think of, what do you imagine it

would be like to live truly in sync with your values?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Think about times in your life when you lived or acted out of sync with your values. Why do you think you acted in

that way? If you cannot think of a time, imagine what it might be like to act out of sync with one’s values, or use an

example from someone else’s life that you have observed.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. How would life be different if we acted more in sync with our values, individually and collectively?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Reflective Writing Exercise

Foundational Concepts
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Instructions:  Each participant will select a partner with whom to have a mindful conversation. Take turns answering

the following questions. The partner whose turn it is to listen should follow these rules:

1. Be totally present for the other person. 

2. Avoid asking questions. 

3. Avoid giving advice. 

4. Maintain total confidentiality: anything that your conversation partner decides to share must be held in strict confidence. 

Question 1: What values are most important to you?

Question 2: What benefit do you get from living your life in a way that reflects these values?  

Question 3: Can you think of one thing you could do that would help you live out your values more fully?

Mindful Dialogue Exercise

Foundational Concepts
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Series I:  Self-Cultivation

The first step toward improving relationships with others and making a positive

impact in communities is developing an increased level of personal well-being. A

greater degree of inner calm, self-control, emotional intelligence and self-compassion

benefits oneself, while also providing a firm foundation upon which to build

pro-social skills. In CIT, we call this process of self-consciously working to increase

these types of personal skills and well-being “Self-Cultivation.”
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Skill 1: Calming Body and Mind

Before beginning to delve into personal cultivation, we must have the ability

to recognize how our body and mind respond to stimuli that either activate us

into an anxious state or dampen us down into a more depressive state. We act

with greatest clarity when we are in the resilient zone, neither overly activated

nor overly deflated. The content and skills taught in this section are designed to

enable us to recognize bodily cues that indicate when we are moving out of

our resilient zone and how to return to it. Practices such as grounding, tracking

and resourcing are utilized to regulate the body and mind to achieve a calm

yet alert state that is suitable for developing attention and other skills.

Learning Outcomes

Content

● Participants will learn about the

autonomic nervous system (ANS)

and the difference between its fight

or flight response (sympathetic

activation) and its rest and digest

response (parasympathetic 

activation).

● Participants will learn about the

three zones their body can be 

in (high, low and resilient) as a

useful heuristic for understanding

the ANS.

Practice

● Participants will learn how to

both return to the resilient zone

when they move outside of it 

and to expand their resilient zone

through practice.

Series I:  Self-Cultivation
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The first step in self-cultivation is developing the

ability to calm the body and mind through an

understanding of our nervous system. Our bodies

and minds are deeply connected, and what we experience

in one will have an immediate and automatic effect on

the other. We start CIT with learning how to pay atten-

tion to our bodies, because our nervous systems react to

external and internal stimuli very quickly. As such, our

difficult emotions and thoughts often begin as bodily

sensations. These bodily sensations can be the leading

indicators of stress, anxiety, fear and depression. As we

will see, our bodies can also alert us to our states of joy,

calm and clarity.

The Nervous System

Ideally our nervous systems, and therefore our bodies

and minds, operate in what can be called the “resilient

zone.”45 This is a state of being where we are able to feel a

sense of clarity and calm, despite what might be going on

in the external world. We are capable of making decisions

in a rational way and not getting thrown off balance. We

do not feel hyper-aroused, whereby our bodies are in a

state of anxiety or panic, nor do we feel hypo-aroused,

whereby our bodies are lethargic, depressed or dull. By

learning to track our sensations, we can tell whether our

body is in or out of its resilient zone. If we notice it is out

of this zone, we can use practices to bring it back.

The autonomic nervous system (ANS) is the part of our

nervous system that controls our organs and automatic

functions like breathing, heart rate, digestion, etc. 

As a product of evolution, its purpose is to keep us alive

by responding differently to situations of safety as opposed

to situations of threat. It therefore has two pathways:

the sympathetic nervous system (SNS) and the

parasympathetic nervous system (PNS).46 Any time the

body senses danger or a threat to its survival, it activates

the sympathetic nervous system, more commonly

known as the “fight or flight” system. The body releases

hormones, adrenalin, cortisol and proinflammatory 

cytokines as it prepares for the possibility of the need to

fight, run or repair itself. At the same time, it deactivates

functions not needed in such situations: reducing digestion,

sex-drive, growth, etc. It is easy to see why all mammals

share similarities in the activation of their nervous 

system in this way: those who did not react with an 

appropriate stress response would have been less likely

to survive when confronted with danger.

The other autonomic pathway, the parasympathetic nervous

system, is activated when one senses safety. Here the body

is ready to “rest and digest.” In this state, heart rate decreases,

muscles relax, digestion increases and an overall sense of 

relaxation is experienced. When this system is activated, we



Center for Compassion, Integrity and Secular Ethics  |  Life University  |  Marietta, Georgia

-  34 -

Compassionate Integrity Training

A Secular Ethics Approach to Cultivating Personal, Social and Environmental Flourishing

feel more calm and balanced. In a healthy individual, the

body naturally cycles back and forth between sympathetic

and parasympathetic activation throughout the day, with

brief periods of sympathetic activation (such as waking

from sleep), followed by periods of relaxation. The problem

comes when the body becomes dysregulated because one

system is activated for too long or too much (i.e., too 

intensely). For example, while the “fight or flight” response

is evolutionarily adaptive when a sabertoothed tiger is 

about to attack, it can be quite debilitating when it remains

activated for extended periods of time due to workday

stress, relationship issues or financial crisis. As social beings,

our bodies seem not to distinguish between physical threat

and psychological or social threats. Therefore, fear of 

embarrassment, failure or social rejection can be just as

threatening to us as physical danger.

A useful heuristic is to think of the autonomic nervous

system as being in one of three zones. We have mentioned

the resilient zone, where we feel safe, confident and in

control, and where we can make good decisions. The

other two are the high zone, where we feel hyper-aroused,

such as anxious, stressed, angry, nervous or agitated; and

the low zone, where we feel hypo-aroused, lacking energy,

lacking interest in activities and possibly depressed. If we

are a human being with a body, then it is most likely that

we are familiar with times when we felt stuck in the high

zone or stuck in the low zone.

Tracking

What tells us whether we are in our resilient zone or

not? Interestingly, because the autonomic nervous 

system evolved long before the higher regions of our

brain, such as the cortex, we are not always conscious of

whether it is exhibiting sympathetic or parasympathetic

activation. If we just think about what we’re feeling or

what emotional state we may be in, our introspection

can often be wrong. However, if we examine what 

sensations are taking place in our body, this provides 

far better clues. This is because, as Elaine Miller-Karas 

of the Trauma Resource Institute says, the body speaks

the language of sensations.

The practice of noticing sensations in the body is called

“tracking.” Normally, we tend to use feeling and emotion

words to describe what state we are in. For instance when

someone asks us, “How are you today?” we might say,

“I’m feeling good,” or “I’m feeling sad.” Rarely do we

spend time acknowledging the physical sensations that

are associated with “feeling good” or “feeling sad.” We 

can learn to do so, however, and developing this skill is

enormously helpful in allowing us to know what state our

body is in. Being able to recognize a warm sensation in the

chest radiating out, or butterflies in one’s stomach, or the

tightening or loosening of muscles gives us information

about the body. As we learn about our bodies, we develop

“body literacy.” We notice that our bodies are experiencing a

whole host of sensations at every moment. Each sensation

is giving us information about the state of our body. 

Interestingly, if we attend to unpleasant sensations and

keep our attention on them, they have the potential to

send us into the high or low zone. It is as if the body 

is sensing danger, and we are focusing on the threat.

However, if we attend to neutral or pleasant sensations

and remain with them, they have the potential to 

regulate our bodies and move us back into the resilient

zone. When we do this, it is as if we are letting our 

bodies know that things are safe and okay.

Tracking, therefore, is the act of noticing the physical

sensations that are occurring within the body in the
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present moment. It also involves recognizing if they 

are pleasant, unpleasant or neutral. As mentioned, 

if the sensation is pleasant or neutral, we can simply 

notice the sensation and then remain with it for a few

moments. This period of remaining with the sensation

helps our body recognize well-being. If the sensation is

unpleasant, then we can redirect our attention, finding

a place in the body that is pleasant, neutral or just

somewhere that is less unpleasant than the original 

sensation. If we have chronic pain or discomfort across

the body, there may no place in the body that is pleasant

or neutral, but there might be places in the body that

are less unpleasant than other places, and we can place

our attention there.

Resourcing

One effective way to move into or stay within the resilient

zone is to come up with an external, internal or imagined

resource that brings about a state of greater well-being,

safety or security. External resources can be a memory,

place or person that makes you feel better, or an activity

such as jogging, biking or swimming, that gives you a

sense of greater well-being while you are engaging in it.

Internal resources can be a part of oneself, like a characteristic

one has (such as a sense of humor) or a part of one’s body

that is strong or healthy. Resources can be unique to each

of us, and we can have multiple resources.

To practice resourcing, one brings the resource to mind as

vividly as possible. The more detail that can be attributed

to the resource, the stronger its effect. Recalling smells,

sounds, tastes, physical sensations and colors will allow 

the resource to grow and strengthen. Once the resource is

vivid, keep it in mind and engage in tracking — that is, 

notice what is happening inside the body in the present

moment. Oftentimes, people mistakenly think resourcing

involves thinking about how you felt when the event in

your memory actually took place. But actually this practice

involves noticing what is happening in one’s body in the

very moment that one is thinking of the resource.

Resources should be things that make us feel a bit better 

or safer when we think of them. But it’s also possible that

when we think of a resource, we experience unpleasant

Tracking Resourcing Grounding
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sensations. If this occurs, we can shift to a place in the

body that feels more pleasant or neutral. Then, we can 

either go back to our resource or choose another resource 

to think about. Like all CIT skills, tracking and resourcing

must be practiced and learned over time. Therefore, 

persistence is key.

It is also very helpful to learn tracking and resourcing with

a partner. One of you will serve as the guide, and the other

will engage in the resourcing and tracking. The guide can

ask the practitioner to think of a resource, describe it and

then notice the sensations that arise in the body. When 

facilitating with groups, one can ask each participant to draw

their resource and then notice the sensations that arise for

them when they share their resource drawing with others.

Grounding

Another skill to help regulate the nervous system is

grounding. Grounding is the practice of noticing the 

direct contact of one’s body with an object (including

another part of the body) in order to bring oneself back

to the present moment. When the nervous system is

dysregulated, it can be helpful to notice a part of the

body that feels grounding or that feels supported. For

example, if you are sitting in a chair and your feet feel

firm and supported on the ground, you can notice this

sensation and sit with this for a few moments. As you

sense into this part of the body that feels grounded, you

may notice yourself relaxing and feeling more stable.

This is another way of returning to or staying in the 

resilient zone. 

Grounding is extremely helpful when someone feels

anxious, “out of body,” or when the person is having 

a difficult time sensing into the body. It is helpful to

practice resourcing before grounding, because if the

body gets dysregulated while grounding, then we can

use our resource as a tool to return to the resilient zone.

It’s helpful to recognize that we engage in grounding

practices naturally. For example, we may have a necklace,

bracelet or other object that we instinctively touch or

hold and that makes us feel more secure when we do so.

We may cross our arms, or sit in a particular way. There

may be objects that we like to keep with us because

they make us feel more secure. When we consciously 

engage in grounding and combine it with tracking, we

are strengthening our ability to regulate our nervous

system consciously. Like any skill, it then develops

through practice, and we become better and better at it.

The advantage is that as our expertise grows, we can

regulate our nervous system more quickly before we

move into the high zone or low zone; or if we do find

ourselves in one of these zones, we can move back into the

resilient zone more quickly. This results in a healthier body

and in better decision making.

The skills involved in Calming Body and Mind are useful

in and of themselves in helping us to increase our overall

well-being. They are also very useful as a preparation for

the further practices in CIT. This is because dysregulation

of our nervous system has the potential to bypass or

short-circuit all other considerations. If we are stuck 

in the high zone, and therefore extremely agitated, we 

will be very limited in our ability to use discernment, 

understand our own and others’ emotional states 

and make good decisions, and it will be hard for us 

to act with compassionate integrity for the benefit of

ourselves and others. If we do learn to regulate our 

bodies, however, and then build on this to develop 

the other skills of CIT, then we are using the natural 

resilience of our bodies to practice self-care in a 

profound and meaningful way.
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Series I:  Self-Cultivation

Skill 2:  Ethical Mindfulness

The ability to place one’s attention where one wants when one wants is a

basic form of freedom, which can lead to greater happiness and avoidance 

of suffering. Furthermore, unethical behavior, which leads to one’s own 

suffering and the suffering of others, often begins with the inability to control

one’s mind. When we develop a greater capacity for monitoring our thoughts,

speech and actions, we can catch ourselves earlier before speaking or acting

in a way that causes harm. Just as it is much easier to put out a small 

spark before it becomes a forest fire, it is much easier to stop ourselves from

speaking or acting unethically if we can catch it early. The three components

of ethical mindfulness are heedfulness, a recognition that one has the capacity

to harm others and the cautiousness that follow; mindfulness, the recollection 

of one’s core values and one’s core identity; and awareness, the present moment

observation of one’s speech and actions. As a skill, ethical mindfulness

focuses on cultivating the ability to sustain attention for longer periods of time

to become aware of one’s thoughts, feelings and emotions. This skill serves as

a foundation for the analytical practices that are introduced later in CIT.

Learning Outcomes

Content

● Participants will learn the impor-

tance of attentional stability.

● Participants will learn to become

heedful of their capacity to do

harm to self (first, and then 

others) through their speech 

and actions.

● Participants will learn to be

mindful of the reasons why

harmful speech and action cause

harm to themselves and others.

Practice

● Participants will gain a deeper

appreciation for their inherent

value and innate potential as a

human being. 

● Participants will increase aware-

ness of the present moment in

order to become more cognizant

of their speech and actions in

order to reduce their propensity

to do harm to self and other.
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Ethical mindfulness combines the skills of heedfulness,

mindfulness and awareness to help one avoid actions

that are harmful to oneself and others. A growing body

of evidence suggests mindfulness practices can reduce stress

and anxiety, lower inflammation in the body, reduce blood

pressure, improve immune function and response to psycho-

social stress and create a greater overall sense of well-being.47

Heedfulness

Within ethical mindfulness, heedfulness is the basic 

recognition of our capacity to engage in harmful actions,

both intentionally and unintentionally, and the concomitant

vigilance one needs in order to not do so. An ancient Indian

metaphor used to teach this level of heedfulness is that of a

person who was ordered to carry a bowl filled right to the

brim with hot sesame oil, while a guard holding a drawn

sword walked behind him. If the person spilled even a drop

of sesame oil, the guard was instructed to chop his head 

off. Clearly, in such a situation, we would be extremely 

careful. This metaphor explains what heedfulness is: a sense

of care and restraint with regard to things we recognize as

dangerous. Often, however, we lack heedfulness. We are

unaware that things we do cause harm to ourselves and

others, and therefore we show no care or concern with 

regard to such actions. Often it is only in hindsight that we

recognize that we were foolhardy and careless. Therefore,

this first step in the process of ethical mindfulness requires

that we think critically about what actions we do that

endanger ourselves and others, recognize and identify these

actions clearly, and then resolve to avoid them and treat

them with a sense of caution.

Mindfulness

The next step in cultivating ethical mindfulness is the

faculty of mindfulness itself. As opposed to other popular

definitions of mindfulness,48 in CIT, mindfulness is defined

as intentionally bringing something into working memory

and maintaining one’s attention on this object so that it 

becomes familiar and hard to forget. The value is that by

cultivating mindfulness, we can develop the ability to 

remember our ethical values and not forget them in 

situations of stress, distraction or temptation. The more

often we bring our values to mind, the more effortlessly

they will come to mind and become second nature.

For example, through heedfulness, we may become 

cognizant of the fact that we often say things that are 

upsetting to, or critical of, others. Despite this heedfulness,

if we are not mindful of our value to not harm others

through speech, we may continue to do so. The more we

bring this value to mind, the more automatic it will become.

Awareness

Along with heedfulness and mindfulness, we also need

awareness. Here, awareness is present moment conscious-

ness of our speech and actions. For example, if we recognize

our ability to cause harm with our words (heedfulness),

and bring to mind our desire to not cause harm through 

our words (mindfulness), we nonetheless may continue to

cause harm with our words if we are not aware of what we

say when we say it. The same is true of our actions. People

with heedfulness and mindfulness can still cause harm to

themselves and others by not being aware of their present

state and activities. Without all three components of 

ethical mindfulness, we will continue to have a lack of 

self-restraint. Since actions that cause harm to others 

also tend to endanger ourselves, developing this kind of 

restraint is the beginning of the ethical journey and a major

step in enhancing our personal well-being.
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CIT includes some optional reflective and 

contemplative practices that can be considered

forms of meditation. As noted in the introduction,

CIT is a program of secular ethics, meaning that it

is designed for use by people of any or no religion.

The practices included in CIT are therefore 

intentionally designed to not conflict with 

anyone’s religious beliefs or practices. That being

said, there may still be individuals who prefer

not to engage in any kind of meditative practice

whatsoever, even a secular one. That is perfectly

fine, and such individuals can still engage fully 

in CIT by using the journaling and mindful dialogue

exercises to deepen and internalize their under-

standing without practicing meditation. It is 

important, nevertheless, to clarify how meditation

is understood in CIT for those who wish to 

engage in the optional meditation practices.

Meditation is a word that has become widespread

in popular culture, but it can be misleading.

Often people think meditation refers to a single

practice, such as emptying the mind, but in reality

there are a host of practices that can be considered

meditations, each with their own methods and

goals. The fact that the verb “meditate” does 

not require a direct object means that people 

can simply say “I meditate” without saying

what they are meditating on. But in reality,

without knowing what a person is meditating

on, we do not know what practice they are 

actually engaged in.

By way of contrast, the Sanskrit and Tibetan

terms that are translated as “meditation” are

more precise. The Sanskrit term bhavana-, for ex-

ample, means “cultivation.” This prompts us to

Sidebar: Meditation
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ask, “cultivating what?” One can cultivate many

things, including mindfulness, lovingkindness,

compassion, gratitude, forgiveness, etc. Similarly

the Tibetan word goms is translated as “to 

familiarize.” One can familiarize one’s mind

with many things, again including forgiveness,

gratitude and compassion. The Sanskrit and 

Tibetan terms therefore show that meditation

involves cultivating something or familiarizing

oneself with something so that it grows. This

shows that we can engage in a wide variety of

meditations, since there are many inner qualities

we can cultivate. Meditation, therefore, is not

just one thing.

As we will see, it is critical to understand 

the skill one is trying to cultivate in order to

know what the object of that practice is. If we

constantly familiarize our mind with something

then that thing will get stronger and more

deeply rooted into our everyday life. As we have

seen, this idea is supported scientifically through

the process of neuroplasticity, whereby the brain

is constantly restructuring neural pathways based

on environment and practice. If we cultivate 

distraction, anger or frustration, then our minds

begin to more easily react to stimuli in those

ways. If we practice their opposites, however,

such as mindfulness, kindness, gratitude and

compassion, then over time, these values and

skills become stronger and more deeply rooted

into our lives.

Some forms of meditation are nonanalytical,

meaning that they do not require a critical 

engagement with an object of focus. Mindfulness

meditation, for example, involves maintaining

an observant and nonjudgmental stance to the

unfolding of experience in the present moment.

Focused attention practices, also called “stabilizing”

meditation, involve focusing the mind on a par-

ticular object, such as the breath, and maintaining

concentration on that object in order to refine

attention. While such practices have become

quite popular in modern culture, and have many

benefits, recently attention has also turned to

“analytical” meditation. Different from simple

present moment awareness, analytical meditation

involves investigating an object or topic in order

to gain insights into it. For example, it would 

be rather straight-forward for us to select 

someone who has been very helpful in our life

and then meditate by stabilizing our mind on

the gratitude we feel for this person. Such a prac-

tice would certainly be beneficial and would re-

inforce the gratitude we feel. However, such a

practice would not help us feel gratitude toward

someone who harmed us and who we considered

an enemy. This is where analytical meditation

comes in. Through analytical meditation, we 

can use our mind to investigate the person in

question to try and find some way to feel gratitude

toward this person, not necessarily for the harm

they caused, but for other things they may have

done that have benefited us. In this way, analytical

meditation can lead us to new insights that can

increase our gratitude, forgiveness and compassion.

This allows us to overcome obstacles that stand in

the way of our own happiness and that of others.

The specific strategies for cultivating gratitude,

forgiveness and compassion come later, but for

now it is simply important to know the difference

between non-analytical and analytical meditation,

since both are useful. Most of the meditations in

CIT are analytical meditations.
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Stabilizing Meditation

Analytical meditation involves holding an object in

one’s attention and then investigating it in order to

gain a deeper insight. We’ve all had “aha” moments

when we saw things in a different way, and we’ve all

encountered people whose problems stem from their

perspective. The purpose of analytical meditation is

to gain these insights and shift our perspectives, 

allowing us to be free from things like resentment,

jealousy or arrogance, which will inevitably cause

problems for us. In order to gain the ability to 

practice analytical meditation, however, we first

need to be able to concentrate on a topic or object of

mind for a period of time. The practice of learning to

do this is called stabilizing meditation, or focused

attention training.

In ancient India, the metaphor of cultivating 

attention was compared to the project of taming 

a wild elephant. The wild elephant represents the

mind, which has the power to go where it wants

when it wants with seemingly little or no control

by its master. If we sit for only a few seconds and

attempt to focus our mind on one thing, we

quickly realize that our mind goes where it wants

and does not stay still. The fact that our mind

tends not to obey our wishes creates problems for

us – for instance, when we are trying to fall asleep

at night but can’t stop thinking or worrying about

something.

In the metaphor of taming the elephant, the elephant

is tied with a rope to a stake in the ground and then

watched by an attentive trainer who chides the 

elephant when it wanders away from the stake.

The stake represents our object of attention, namely

what we are focusing on. The rope is our capacity

for mindfulness or attention. Just as the rope holds

the elephant to the stake, so does our attention keep

our mind on its object. When the elephant begins to

roam, or move away from the stake, the elephant

trainer, holding a goad in his hand, recognizes that

the elephant is beginning to wander and lightly taps

the elephant on its ear to remind it to go back to the

stake. Similarly, when our mind begins to wander,

we need metacognition, also called introspective

awareness, which allows us to recognize when we

have moved off or away from our object of focus.

When practicing focused attention or stabilizing

meditation, the method is simple. Our purpose is

simply to try to maintain our focus on our object

(such as the breath) for longer and longer periods

of time without distraction. Whenever we notice

that our minds have wandered away from this 

object, for example to memories of the past or

thoughts of the future or to distraction in the

room, we gently bring our attention back to the

breath. If we practice this for several minutes each

day, we will naturally find that our mind gets

trained, just like the wild elephant. Gradually we

will be able to maintain our focus on the breath, or

any other object, for long periods of time without

distraction. This brings many benefits, including

greater calmness to our body and mind, and it 

creates the foundation for analytical meditation.
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Stability and Clarity

The purpose of these practices is to cultivate certain

capacities of the mind. With each practice that we

engage in during CIT, we can ask ourselves, “What is

it that we are trying to cultivate here?” In the focused

attention practice, we are trying to cultivate stability

and clarity. Stability is the ability for the mind to stay

and remain where we focus it (i.e., our breath or any

other object). The opposite of stability is distraction.

In addition, we are cultivating clarity. If we are going

to engage in a task, we want our mind to be clear

with a sense of brightness, vividness and awareness.

It is possible to cultivate stability, but lose clarity.

This could happen if we are engaging in a practice

and become very focused on your object. At the same

time, we start to become lethargic and sleepy.

Sometimes this will result in actually nodding

off, slumping or drooling. These are signs that we

are lacking clarity of mind. In that case, we need

to revivify our mind, open our eyes and bring

greater clarity to our practice.

Each time we lose our object of focus or get distracted,

and then bring our mind back to the object of focus,

it is like we are strengthening the muscle of attention

in our mind. This action is similar to going to the

gym and doing pushups or pullups. We needn’t feel

distressed that we got distracted, just as we don’t

need to worry when we lower a weight; instead, we

just need to lift that weight back up and build the

muscle. So each moment of losing our attention is an

opportunity to bring the mind back and strengthen

our muscle of attention.

The focused attention practice becomes the very 

foundation of our ability to have ethical mindfulness

by enabling us to stay more present, have more

mindfulness (in terms of remembering values),

and be more aware of our actions and speech.
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Series I:  Self-Cultivation

Skill 3: Emotional Awareness

In order to achieve greater well-being and to reduce behaviors that harm 

ourselves and others, we need to discern between potentially beneficial and

harmful mental states. Beneficial mental states are the attitudes, emotions

and perspectives that lead us toward happiness and away from suffering. 

For example, both scientific research and common sense suggest that having

more gratitude, forgiveness and generosity in our lives leads to more happiness

and better relations with others, whereas increasing ungratefulness, resentment

and stinginess leads to less happiness and poorer relations. Harmful mental

states are those that distort reality and lead to problems for ourselves and

others, such as prejudice and hatred. Recognizing mental states in this way

seems abstract until we look directly at our minds and start to observe them

with equanimity and without getting caught up in them or trying to repress

them. This skill, called emotional awareness, enables us to become less reactive

and more resilient, providing a space between a stimulus and response that

provides an opportunity to respond consciously and with more wisdom. 

Observing our minds with equanimity also sheds light on which mental

states and habits we wish to cultivate more strongly, and which ones we wish

to gradually weaken or transform. 

Learning Outcomes

Content

● Participants will investigate

whether the nature of thoughts

and feelings is permanent or

transitory. 

● Participants will learn to 

differentiate between what they

consider potentially harmful

mental states and potentially

beneficial mental states for

themselves.

Practice

● Participants will cultivate 

equanimity toward their 

mental states, learning how to

observe mental states with less

attachment or aversion.

● Participants will learn to create

more space between thoughts

and speech/action in order to

have greater mental balance 

and be less reactive. 
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Emotional awareness is the ability to be aware of

the rising and falling of our mental experiences

on a moment by moment basis, and to increasingly

discern for oneself beneficial mental states and potentially

harmful ones. Our attentional skills that we have practiced

thus far in CIT, including tracking sensations inside 

the body and focusing our attention on cultivation of

mindfulness of the breath, can be directed toward any

object of focus. To cultivate emotional awareness, we

turn the focus of our attention on the mind itself, 

observing moment by moment mental or sensory 

experiences. Going back to the wild elephant metaphor,

in this practice, the stake in the ground, or the object of

focus, is the mind itself. By observing the moment by

moment experiences of the mind, we see more clearly

the nature of mental experience. 

Resting the mind in its natural state means settling 

the mind by allowing thoughts, emotions and bodily

sensations to arise and dissipate according to their own

natural rhythms. As we observe the mind non-

judgmentally, we may find that we get less caught up 

in the thoughts, feelings and emotions that arise. To do

this, we simply observe these thoughts, feelings and

emotions and let them come and go naturally, without

clinging on to them and without pushing them away.

We observe our minds with an open curiosity, without

trying to manipulate or change anything. At the same

time, this practice is not like daydreaming, because in

daydreaming we do become caught up in our thoughts

and lose the awareness that we are daydreaming. The

technical name for this “awareness of awareness” that

we are cultivating is meta-cognitive awareness. 

A metaphor often used to understand this practice is

that of the blue sky. The sky is a backdrop against

which clouds, birds, planes and other objects manifest,

but it does not show a preference for any of these 

objects. It does not prefer the plane to the cloud or the

rainbow to the bird. It does not attempt to hold on to

any of these objects. The sky does not get involved with

any of these objects. The sky is always there as 

a spacious container for these objects or things to

emerge and dissipate. This is the same thing that occurs

with our own thoughts, feelings and emotions. If we

imagine our mind like the sky and think of the thoughts,

feelings and emotions that appear, like the objects that

emerge in the sky, then we will be able to observe these

thoughts, feelings and emotions without getting caught

up in them. Typically, when we have an emotion or

thought that emerges in their mind, we react in one of

two ways. Either we try and push it away because it is

unpleasant, because we don’t want to think about it or

feel it, or we get caught up in the emotion or feeling.

For instance, when we are trying to fall asleep and a

thought arises in the mind of something we need to 
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A powerful tool

for cultivating

emotional awareness

is to allow

thoughts, feelings

and emotions to

simply be – observing

them and gaining

greater insight

into our mind.
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accomplish the next day, that thought triggers a whole

set of new thoughts, emotions and sensations. It might

lead to thinking of everything we have to get accomplished,

the consequences of not getting it all finished and the

likelihood there is simply not enough time to get it all

done. This might even lead us to believe we will lose 

our job. None of these things is true, but is simply 

mental proliferation driven by anxiety. This fear is 

very unproductive, yet we get tangled up in our own

thoughts and emotions all the time. 

Emotional awareness is not about trying hard to clear

the mind of thoughts, feelings or emotions. Through

the practice, however, there may be moments when all

thoughts, feelings or emotions drop away, and one is 

left with a sense of bare awareness. If so, that is a sign

of progress. The benefits of this practice are recognizing

the spaciousness of the mind and understanding a sense

of equanimity toward our thoughts, feelings and emo-

tions that arise. By allowing ourselves to create a little

space or form a gap between the initial experience and

the subsequent reaction to the mental state, we have

more space and time to respond in a way that can be

more beneficial. It is like the relationship between a

spark and a forest fire. A forest fire that is raging out 

of control is incredibly difficult to put out, but it began

from a tiny spark, that if caught in time, anyone could

easily have stamped out. This “mental proliferation” occurs

when one mental event or sense impression triggers 

another mental event and so on, in quick succession,

often escalating our emotional and physical response to

the initial event.49 We are often unaware that an angry

outburst, for example, was the final stage in a series of

many mental events that cascaded out of out control

from an initial moment of frustration or irritation. 

As we examine our thoughts, feelings and emotions, 

we can also investigate their nature: are they permanent

or impermanent? Are they solid or non-material? Do

they come and stay forever, or do they pass away? Are

my thoughts and emotions me, or are they something

separate from myself? If we examine our mental experience

with openness and equanimity, we may come to our

own conclusions about the nature of our minds. 

Potentially Harmful and Beneficial Mental States

Psychology groups emotions into positive and negative

categories based on whether they feel good or bad. In

other words, we categorize “joy” as a positive emotion

while classifying “sadness” as negative. While this is

useful for some purposes, it does not help us understand

which emotional states are helpful for us or not in

achieving greater well-being for ourselves and others 

and which we might therefore want to cultivate. For 

example, being joyful at seeing another person suffer
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(called Schadenfreude in German) may feel good temporarily,

but is hardly an emotion that is likely to lead to long-term

well-being or something we would want to promote in

ourselves and society. 

If our purpose is ethical discernment, then we can cate-

gorize emotions and mental states in another way, based

on whether they tend to promote individual and collective

well-being or not. No one can decide for us what is beneficial

or potentially harmful, and the approach in CIT is not to

prescribe certain emotions, attitudes and mental states as

inherently beneficial or harmful. Rather, it is up to each of

us to determine what we feel is potentially beneficial or

harmful. We can use several methods for doing so. First, is

to use common sense. We can ask ourselves, “What would

my life be like if I had more of X?” where X can be any

mental state, such as generosity, forgiveness, contentment,

compassion, patience, self-confidence, self-acceptance or

concentration; but also states like resentment, prejudice,

anger, fear, arrogance, etc. Then we can ask, “What would

society look like if people in general had more X?” such 

as generosity, forgiveness, etc. We can also look at our 

experience, asking, “How do I feel, and what experiences

do I tend to have when I am experiencing X?” Lastly, one

can look into the emerging scientific literature and see,

“What does science say would happen to my body, my

mind and my relationships if I had more X?” 

Engaging in this process of self-inquiry will lead to an

ever-growing understanding about what we wish to 

cultivate and what we wish to gradually weaken and 

diminish in our minds. This is directly connected with

our values, what kind of person we want to be and

what kind of life we want to lead. Fortunately, as noted

before, the science of neuroplasticity shows that through

repeated practice we have the ability to strengthen 

certain neural pathways, and that similarly we weaken

other pathways when we let them fall into disuse. This

means we do have the potential to change over time and

reap the benefits of such changes in our lives.
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Series I:  Self-Cultivation

Skill 4: Self-Compassion

The process of self-inquiry and the ability to examine our 

mental experiences directly allow for the practice of genuine

self-compassion. Self-inquiry may reveal to us that all of our

thoughts are driven by our fundamental desire for happiness

and the alleviation of suffering, but that harmful mental states

actually lead us away from these goals. It has the potential to

show us that if we get caught up in material and short-sighted

concerns, believing that achieving these goals will actually lead

to enduring happiness, it will be harder to find true satisfaction.

Both common sense and research show us that material gain,

physical pleasure, praise and status bring only temporary 

happiness and not lasting contentment. Furthermore, unrealistic

expectations of ourselves can lead to excessive pressure and

self-criticism when we meet with the reality that we cannot be

exceptional at everything. Fortunately, self-compassion also

leads us to the realization that we are capable of change, since

we can gain insight, develop skills and familiarize ourselves

with more productive attitudes and emotional responses. The

goal of self-compassion,therefore, is to build confidence and 

resolve in one’s ability to achieve lasting well-being, resilience

and inner freedom.

Learning Outcomes

Content

● Participants will explore whether the 

underlying motivation beneath all of our

thoughts and actions is a desire for happiness

and well-being.

● Participants will explore how suffering and 

happiness do not depend solely on external 

situations, but on our own emotions, 

thoughts, attitudes and habits of mind, 

which we can transform.

● Participants will learn how seeking external

sources of happiness (material gain, sensory-

dependent pleasure, praise and status), rather

than internal ones, often fails to bring lasting

satisfaction. 

● Participants will explore how unrealistic 

expectations can lead to suffering and 

excessive self-criticism.

Practice

● Participants will explore through practice 

how harmful mental states can be changed,

gaining confidence in the possibility of self-

transformation.

● Participants will generate increasing resolve 

and determination to gradually transform 

their afflictive mental states.
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If we look at all living beings, including animals, it

appears that we all want happiness, and none of us

wants unhappiness. Since happiness can mean so

many things, it is important to clarify that in CIT 

this basic wish for happiness refers to our fundamental

orientation toward that which we consider good for us

and those we care for, such as safety, security, well-being,

health and so on. Simple observation shows that even

non-human animals seek warmth in the winter and a

safe place for themselves and their offspring. In fact,

even single-cell organisms move toward nourishment

and away from danger.

Finding True Sources of Happiness

That being said, research suggests that we are not terribly

good at determining what will lead us to happiness. When

individuals are asked to predict what future outcome will

bring them happiness and will bring unhappiness, they

prove consistently poor at predicting the effect these 

outcomes will have. Those who get what they wanted tend

not to experience the lasting change in happiness that they

predicted, and those who get what they don’t want (an 

unfortunate thing happening) tend not to experience the 

decline in happiness that they expected.50

Common experience also shows us this, although it is often

easier to see in others’ lives than our own. How often do we

think (or do we see others think) that having something will

bring great lasting satisfaction, and yet even when we achieve

it, it results in only temporary happiness, or even worse, actual

dissatisfaction and disappointment. How often do we see peo-

ple chasing after the same things again and again, even though

we know they will not achieve lasting happiness that way? 

The problem is not our wish for happiness and to avoid 

unhappiness, pain, disappointment and distress, which is

universal and in itself a good thing. Rather, the problem

seems to lie in us making mistakes with regard to under-

standing what will genuinely bring us lasting happiness. 

It’s easy to see the problem in a person who believes that a

steady stream of narcotics will bring them lasting happiness.

It’s harder to see the same problem in ourselves when we 

believe that increased fortune, status, praise, material 

possessions or finding the right partner will bring us true

happiness. Similarly, it’s easy to see that when a friend is

dreading a certain outcome (like not getting what they

want), that the outcome might not be as bad as they are 

fearing. It’s harder to see this exaggeration in ourselves when

we are afraid of something that we believe will bring us great

and lasting unhappiness.

As in the previous skill, here we should use various methods

to investigate what will in fact bring us greater lasting happi-

ness and well-being. Our universal goal is happiness. If 

we think an external thing or circumstance can bring us 

happiness, we should examine this idea and see if it is true.

Our society often tells us that certain external things will

bring happiness. Four in particular stand out as general cate-

gories: pleasure, praise, material gain (such as wealth) and

status/fame. However, under these broad categories we may

come up with a variety of external circumstances that we

think will bring happiness: finishing a major project; getting

a raise; being a genius or very talented; winning a certain

prize or award; being respected more at work; and so on.

Whatever things we want, if they are external, then we will

probably find through investigation that we want them 

because we think they will lead to one of the four universal

external circumstances that we tend to associate with happi-

ness. And we believe that those external means will lead to

happiness. Unfortunately, research, common experience and

common sense all suggest that external conditions do not 

reliably lead to lasting happiness, satisfaction and well-being.
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Beyond a certain minimum level, achieving more wealth,

status, etc. do not increase our happiness. Moreover, our 

pursuit of these external things often leads to problems for

ourselves and others. In extreme cases, we may trample 

on the rights and needs of others in our pursuit of these 

external things, even violating our own basic values. 

Ultimately, that only leads to destroy our own happiness,

as well as that of others. 

There is another path to happiness, however, and that is

seeking internal conditions. What would the general cate-

gories be here? Again, examining research, common sense

and common experience points us in a certain direction, 

toward compassion, forgiveness, gratitude, self-discipline,

wisdom, contentment, integrity and honesty. As before, we

can investigate and ask ourselves: if I had more of these in

my life, what would my life be like? If society had more of

these basic human values, what would society look like?

Would an increase in these values lead to an increase in 

lasting happiness and satisfaction? That is the question 

we should investigate until we gain a level of conviction. 

Like the general categories of external conditions (pleasure,

praise, material gain and status/fame), these general internal

conditions can also be connected to specific outcomes. 

For example, it may involve forgiving a specific person; 

developing stronger relationships with our family members;

being more considerate of the needs of the poor and other

disadvantaged groups; being able to show compassion to

those who harm others; being able to see the humanity in

those we previously disliked; and so on.

External circumstances are often beyond our control. We

may wish to surround ourselves with nice people, but in

reality, we cannot ensure this no matter how hard we try.

We may wish to only hear praise, but there is no way to

ensure this. We may wish for our wealth to only ever 

increase, but this is impossible to guarantee. Instead of 

focusing on external things as the genuine sources of our

happiness, we can instead focus on inner qualities. These 

are immediately accessible to us, are within our control 

to influence, can develop them at any moment and cost

nothing to cultivate.

One important foundation for self-compassion is the growing

realization that between external and internal factors, the 

internal ones are actually more important for our happiness

and well-being. We tend to think the opposite: if only our life

circumstances and the people in our lives would simply

change to our satisfaction, we would be happy. It is common

for many of us to think, “If only I had X external thing in

my life, I would be happy.” This is natural. But far more than

external factors, our own minds and attitudes are much

more powerful in determining our level of happiness and 

satisfaction. Having more money but being less appreciative

will not lead to happiness, nor will finding the right person, if

our mind remains filled with confusion and misperceptions.

It is crucial, therefore, that we take time to consider what 

it is we want to cultivate in our life in order to achieve 

happiness and greater well-being: external things like money, 

praise, status and sensory pleasure, or internal qualities like

compassion, integrity, patience and understanding.

A famous metaphor told by an ancient Indian teacher,

Shantideva, explains the futility of trying to achieve happiness

by trying to get one’s external circumstances perfect. He

states that if we want to prevent getting thorns stuck in our

feet as we walk, we have two choices: either we can try to

cover the whole world with leather, or we can put leather on

the soles of our feet in the form of shoes. Covering our own

two feet is as effective as covering the whole world, but far

more practical. Similarly, we may think that we can achieve

happiness by controlling all our external circumstances: 

only having nice people around us, only having nice things,
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contrary to 

popular opinion,

our own minds and

attitudes are much

more powerful in 

determining our

level of happiness

and satisfaction

than material 

possessions.
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always receiving good service, living in the best places,

having the best cars or possessions, only eating the best

food. However, this is unrealistic. In reality, the more we 

try to achieve happiness by controlling everything in the 

external world, the more we will meet with frustration, 

disappointment and unhappiness. It’s natural to want to

avoid annoying people, but it just isn’t practical. Although 

it may seem more difficult at first, a better strategy is to

transform one’s own mind and cultivate patience, learning

to deal with adversity and beginning to see those annoying

people and circumstances as slightly less annoying. This

builds resilience, and gradually we begin to see that circum-

stances or persons we found difficult to tolerate are now

much more manageable. By working on our own mental

states or internal way of looking at the world and ourselves,

we have a much better shot at achieving lasting happiness. 

In the last module, we discussed potentially harmful and

beneficial mental states. That knowledge supports self-

compassion. It is not that wealth, pleasure, praise or status

are inherently bad and we should not seek them at all. There

is no question that they play a role in our happiness and

well-being. The real question is how much of a role. How 

invested should we be in seeking them as genuine causes 

of happiness? It is when this craving — a mental state — 

becomes too strong and too distorted that we begin to have

problems. We lose sight of the fact that our inner qualities

are more important and are better guarantees of happiness

and well-being. We lose our sense of equanimity, a balanced

state of mind where we are not overly-invested in either

achieving or avoiding these concerns. This loss of balance 

is a major source of dissatisfaction. 

Research in psychology speaks of being on the hedonic

treadmill, where we continuously chase after money, status,

pleasure and praise in an endless loop that leaves us needing

more and more with less and less actual satisfaction.51

Moreover, investing overly in external circumstances for

one’s happiness can lead to compromising one’s integrity.

Here are a few examples for reflection: 

1. I really want my boss to recognize me for being an 

excellent employee. If I lose equanimity and want this

recognition badly enough, it could lead me to take credit

for something that I didn’t actually do. This is an example

of how being so attached to praise and external rewards

can lead down a path of unethical behavior. 

2. I am terrified of running out of money, despite the fact

that I am a wealthy individual. This fear drives me to

cheat on my tax returns, so that I do not  have to pay as

much to the government. At the same time I am breaking

the law, I am also cheating someone else out of money they

may need to receive through a government program. This

is an example of how attachment to wealth and aversion

to loss can lead down the path of unethical behavior. 
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3. I do not want to feel physical pain, so I drink all day 

and night. I numb my pain with alcohol because I am 

so averse to physical pain. Due to my addiction, I steal

money from a friend and wrecked my car. This is an 

example of how being averse to physical or emotional

pain can lead down the path of unethical behavior.

As noted, we can with practice reduce our attachment to

the external conditions we tend to associate with happiness.

They are mental states, and we have the ability to change

our mental states. As Viktor Frankl realized while enduring

unspeakable suffering in a Nazi concentration camp, 

“Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last

of the human freedoms — to choose one’s attitude in any

given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.”52

Through practice we can increasingly gain more confidence

in our power to change, reorienting ourselves away from

an exclusive focus on external conditions toward a greater

focus on the inner causes of genuine happiness.

Unrealistic Expectations

An especially prevalent mental state in today’s world

that can be potentially quite harmful to ourselves is 

the unrealistic expectations we place on ourselves and

others. We live in a society where certain people are held

up to be considered the pinnacle of success. These include:

rich, famous, beautiful, successful, smart and articulate

people. We internalize these things and begin to believe

that “I need to be like these people.” We think that we

need to be above average in everything. 

However, common sense shows that this is a very 

unrealistic expectation. For instance, if you ask people

where they rank in terms of intelligence, job or school 

performance, popularity and many other areas, 80 to 90% 

of people will say they are in the top 50% of these categories.

In some cases, as many as 40% will rank themselves in the

top 10%.53 Statistically, this is impossible. By definition,

half of all people in any category are below average. What

this means is that each one of us is below average in about

half of every category. 

This distortion in our self-perception might be fine if it

did not actually lead to harm. Sadly, this combination 

of perfectionism and self-delusion does often lead to

significant harm. Instead of having resilience, it means that

when we fail, we may have very damaging experiences of

self-hate, self-loathing or we may even feel like ending our

lives. This is a complete overreaction, but it stems from

this unrealistic sense of perfectionism. 

Such perfectionism is a tremendous cause of suffering

within our society, causing us to judge ourselves harshly

when we fail even in minor ways, and causing us to judge

others harshly when they make mistakes and fall short of

perfection. We can begin to fix this problem by analyzing

these unrealistic expectations and shifting to a more real-

istic view of ourselves and others, one that is humble and

realistic. A fundamental aspect of self-compassion is simply

learning to see things more realistically, despite our mind’s

tendency to distort reality. We tend to go through life

with assumptions about the way things are or should be.

When we place these assumptions under scrutiny, however,

we often realize they are not accurate. 

Self-compassion is deeply understanding the true causes

of happiness and suffering, as well as cultivating greater

contentment with, and acceptance of, what we have. 

Happiness and contentment are very closely related. 

The antidotes to the trap of the “hedonic treadmill” are

realism, contentment and a sense of appreciation. This

does not mean one does not strive for more in life, but

this striving is should be done with an awareness of the

genuine causes of happiness and suffering and remaining

content with what one has in every moment. 
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Notes

Skill 1: Calming Body and Mind

The Resilient Zone

- Stuck in the High Zone

- Stuck in the Low Zone

Organizing Principle:

Three Parts of the Brain

- Survival Brain: Instinctual

- Limbic Area: Emotional

- Cortex: Thinking
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The Autonomic Nervous System

- Sympathetic Nervous System

- Parasympathetic Nervous System

Skills

- Tracking

- Resourcing

- Grounding

Trauma

- Adverse Childhood Experience (ACE) Study

- Connecting trauma and health

- Types of trauma

Notes

Skill 1: Calming Body and Mind
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Write down three things that are resources for you:

1. __________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

2. __________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

3. __________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

RESOURCES

A resource is anyone or anything that

helps you feel better.

It can be internal (something you like

about yourself, something you like 

to do), external (a person, memory,

place, animal, spiritual figure, faith

tradition, etc.) or imagined.

Circle one of your resources.

Write down three details about the resource that you circled or draw a visual representation of your resource.

1. ____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. ____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. ____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Now read the three details you wrote down or look at the drawing of your resource. 

See if you notice any pleasant or neutral sensations in the body. If you do notice a pleasant or neutral sensation, pay 

attention to that sensation for a few moments. 

Write down any sensations that you noticed on the inside that were pleasant or neutral.

1. ____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. ____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. ____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Building Resource Exercise

(This exercise is based on the Community Resilience Model designed by Elaine Miller-Karas.)

Skill 1: Calming Body and Mind 
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Instructions:  Each participant will select a partner with whom to have a mindful conversation. Take turns answering

the following questions. The partner whose turn it is to listen should follow these rules:

1. Be totally present for the other person. 

2. Avoid asking questions. 

3. Avoid giving advice. 

4. Maintain total confidentiality: anything that your conversation partner decides to share must be held in strict confidence. 

Question 1: Would you share what you put down as your resources? 

Question 2: Would you share the details you wrote for your resource or your drawing of your resource?

Question 3: If you like, would you share any positive or neutral sensations in your body that you notice right now as

you are sharing your resource with me? 

Final Reflections

Use this space to capture any insights or ideas that emerged for you during this exercise.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Mindful Dialogue Exercise

Skill 1: Calming Body and Mind 
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Instructions: These journal questions are designed to help reinforce the skills you are learning in CIT. The greatest 

benefit will come from repeated consideration of these questions over time. They can be used in connection with, or in

place of, the Contemplative Practice recordings found on the CIT website. Since space in this book is limited, you may

wish to answer these questions in your personal journal. 

1. Bring to mind one of your resources. Try to imagine the resource in as much detail as possible. Either draw your resource

in your journal or list some of the most vivid details of your resource. 

2. Notice what is happening inside as you think about the resource and notice the sensations that are pleasant or 

neutral. If you find a pleasant or neutral sensation, stay with it for a few moments. 

3. Write down the pleasant or neutral sensations that you noticed. It may be helpful to bring a resource to mind, track

the sensations and write about it each time you journal.

4. Did you gain any insights from today’s journal entries? If so, explain what insights you gained and why they might be

valuable.

Contemplative Journal Questions

Skill 1: Calming Body and Mind 
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Ethical Mindfulness

- Heedfulness

- Mindfulness

- Awareness

Notes

Skill 2: Ethical Mindfulness
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Training the Wild Elephant

- Meditation

- Stability and Clarity

- Building the muscle of mindfulness and awareness

Notes

Skill 2: Ethical Mindfulness
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Instructions: Answer the following questions as freely and openly as possible. Your answers are for you only and are not meant

to be shared. As such, do not worry about the quality of your prose or grammar. There’s no need to think much before you write;

you can just write.

1. Write down one or two examples of times when you lacked heedfulness, mindfulness or awareness and it may have

caused you some difficulties.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Write down one or two examples of times when you employed heedfulness, mindfulness or awareness and it 

benefited you or saved you from an unfortunate situation.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. What is one small step you could take to increase your heedfulness, mindfulness or awareness?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Reflective Writing Exercise

Skill 2: Ethical Mindfulness
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Instructions:  Each participant will select a partner with whom to have a mindful conversation. Take turns answering

the following questions. The partner whose turn it is to listen should follow these rules:

1. Be totally present for the other person. 

2. Avoid asking questions. 

3. Avoid giving advice. 

4. Maintain total confidentiality: anything that your conversation partner decides to share must be held in strict confidence. 

Question 1: If you like, would you share an example of a time you lacked ethical mindfulness and what happened?

Question 2: If you like, would you share an example of a time you exhibited ethical mindfulness and what happened?

Question 3: What small step do you think you could take to cultivate this skill?

Final Reflections

Use this space to capture any insights or ideas that emerged for you during this exercise.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Mindful Dialogue Exercise

Skill 2: Ethical Mindfulness
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Instructions: These journal questions are designed to help reinforce the skills you are learning in CIT. The greatest 

benefit will come from repeated consideration of these questions over time. They can be used in connection with, or in

place of, the Contemplative Practice recordings found on the CIT website. Since space in this book is limited, you may

wish to answer these questions in your personal journal. 

Start with bringing to mind a resource or focus on the contact of your body with a surface, object or another body part,

and allow yourself to notice any neutral or pleasant sensations that arise in your body.

1. Write about a time you used (or forgot to use) ethical mindfulness this week. 

2. Which aspect of ethical mindfulness in particular (heedfulness, mindfulness or awareness) did you use (or forget to

use), and how did that happen? 

3. How might this situation have turned out differently if you hadn’t used (or forgotten to use) your ethical mindfulness?

4. What types of things can get in the way of our ethical mindfulness?

5. Did you gain any insights from today’s journal entries? If so, explain what insights you gained and why they might 

be valuable.

6. If you are engaging in concrete steps or practices to increase your ethical mindfulness, how has that been progressing, 

or what have you been learning?

The next time you practice this exercise, try and use an example that involves one of the three aspects of ethical 

mindfulness (heedfulness, mindfulness, awareness) that you did not focus on this time.

Contemplative Journal Questions

Skill 2: Ethical Mindfulness
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Emotional Awareness

- Beneficial vs. Harmful Mental States

- The Spark to the Forest Fire

- Mental Proliferation

- Equanimity

Notes

Skill 3: Emotional Awareness
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Resting the Mind in its 

Natural State

- Blue Sky Metaphor

- The Blue Ocean Metaphor

Benefits of Emotional Awareness

Notes

Skill 3: Emotional Awareness
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Instructions: Answer the following questions as freely and openly as possible. Your answers are for you only and are not meant

to be shared. As such, do not worry about the quality of your prose or grammar. There’s no need to think much before you write;

you can just write.

1. Describe a time in your life when you could have let your thoughts or emotions get out of control, but you were able

to stop the spark from becoming a forest fire. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. How might this situation have turned out differently if you had not controlled your response or had let it get 

out of hand? 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. What would your life be like if you were able to be more emotionally aware and less reactive in general?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Reflective Writing Exercise

Skill 3: Emotional Awareness
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Instructions:  Each participant will select a partner with whom to have a mindful conversation. Take turns answering

the following questions. The partner whose turn it is to listen should follow these rules:

1. Be totally present for the other person. 

2. Avoid asking questions. 

3. Avoid giving advice. 

4. Maintain total confidentiality: anything that your conversation partner decides to share must be held in strict confidence. 

Question 1: Would you describe a time in your life when you could have allowed a small spark to transform into a 

forest fire, but you were able to stop it or change direction?

Question 2: How might this situation have turned out differently if you had not controlled your response or had let 

it get out of hand?

Question 3: How would your life be different if you were more aware of your thoughts, feelings and emotions 

without getting as caught up in them?

Final Reflections

Use this space to capture any insights or ideas that emerged for you during this exercise.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Mindful Dialogue Exercise

Skill 3: Emotional Awareness
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Instructions: These journal questions are designed to help reinforce the skills you are learning in CIT. The greatest 

benefit will come from repeated consideration of these questions over time. They can be used in connection with, or in

place of, the Contemplative Practice recordings found on the CIT website. Since space in this book is limited, you may

wish to answer these questions in your personal journal. 

Start with bringing to mind a resource or focus on the contact of your body with a surface, object or another body part,

and allow yourself to notice any neutral or pleasant sensations that arise in your body. 

1. Describe an aspect of emotional awareness that you now have, but that you didn’t have when you were younger 

(such as an insight into a particular emotion, or an ability to recognize emotions, etc.).

2. Since the last time you journaled, was there a moment when a spark could have turned into a forest fire? Or did?  

How would this situation have turned out differently if you had had less emotional awareness? 

3. Reflect on the skills you used to prevent the situation from being worse than it was.

4. Did you gain any insights from today’s journal entries? If so, explain what insights you gained and why they might 

be valuable.

5. If you are engaging in concrete steps or practices to increase your emotional awareness, how has that been progressing

or what have you been learning?

Contemplative Journal Questions

Skill 3: Emotional Awareness
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Unrealistic Expectations

- Hedonic Treadmill

Notes

Skill 4: Self-Compassion
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Notes

Skill 4: Self-Compassion

Self-Compassion

- Seeing reality more clearly

- Desire for happiness and alleviation of suffering

- Causes of suffering

Self-Compassion

- Seeing reality more clearly

- Desire for happiness and alleviation of suffering

- Causes of suffering
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Instructions: Answer the following questions as freely and openly as possible. Your answers are for you only and are not meant

to be shared. As such, do not worry about the quality of your prose or grammar. There’s no need to think much before you write;

you can just write.

1. Can you think of a time when you got overly attached to, or concerned about, something you were trying to achieve

(e.g., financial gain, pleasure, status or praise) or avoid (e.g., financial loss, physical pain, blame/disrespect or loss of status)?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. How did this loss of equanimity affect your life? Why did it seem so important at the time?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. How would your life have been different if you have had more equanimity in this situation?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Reflective Writing Exercise

Skill 4: Self-Compassion
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Instructions:  Each participant will select a partner with whom to have a mindful conversation. Take turns answering

the following questions. The partner whose turn it is to listen should follow these rules:

1. Be totally present for the other person. 

2. Avoid asking questions. 

3. Avoid giving advice. 

4. Maintain total confidentiality: anything that your conversation partner decides to share must be held in strict confidence. 

Question 1: Has your mind ever tricked you into becoming overly attached or concerned with something you later 

realized was relatively superficial? How did it do this?

Question 2: How might unrealistic expectations of yourself and others lead to problems in your life?

Question 3: Would your life be different if you were less focused on the more trivial concerns of yourself and more 

focused on the concerns of others? How?

Final Reflections

Use this space to capture any insights or ideas that emerged for you during this exercise.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Mindful Dialogue Exercise

Skill 4: Self-Compassion
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Instructions: These journal questions are designed to help reinforce the skills you are learning in CIT. The greatest 

benefit will come from repeated consideration of these questions over time. They can be used in connection with, or in

place of, the Contemplative Practice recordings found on the CIT website. Since space in this book is limited, you may

wish to answer these questions in your personal journal. 

Exercise #1:  Inner Versus External Factors of Happiness

Start with bringing to mind a resource or focus on the contact of your body with a surface, object or another body part,

and allow yourself to notice any neutral or pleasant sensations that arise in your body. 

1. List one or more internal qualities that you feel bring (or could bring) happiness to your life.

2. Choose one thing from the list above. What is it specifically about this thing that brings you happiness? If you had

more of it, would you have more happiness?

3. List one or more material possessions or accomplishments that you feel bring (or could bring) happiness to your life.

4. Choose one thing from the list above. What is it specifically about this thing that brings you happiness? If you had 

more of it, would you have more happiness?

5. Repeat the questions from above, but this time looking at the internal and external things that you think bring 

(or might bring) unhappiness.

6. Did you gain any insights from today’s journal entries? If so, explain what insights you gained and why they might 

be valuable.

7. If you are engaging in concrete steps or practices to increase your self-compassion, how has that been progressing or

what have you been learning?

Contemplative Journal Questions

Skill 4: Self-Compassion
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Instructions: These journal questions are designed to help reinforce the skills you are learning in CIT. The greatest 

benefit will come from repeated consideration of these questions over time. They can be used in connection with, or in

place of, the Contemplative Practice recordings found on the CIT website. Since space in this book is limited, you may

wish to answer these questions in your personal journal. 

Exercise #2:  Hedonic Treadmill

Start with bringing to mind a resource or focus on the contact of your body with a surface, object or another body part,

and allow yourself to notice any neutral or pleasant sensations that arise in your body.

1. Thinking about the past few weeks or months, what are some of the things that have occupied most of your thoughts

and actions? 

2. What are you trying to achieve, if anything, by doing and thinking about these things (i.e., what goals are 

you pursuing)?

3. What are you trying to avoid? 

4. How do these pursuits relate to your inner values?

5. Consider a time you achieved something similar to an item you described in question 2. How long lasting was the 

happiness you experienced when you achieved this goal?

6. Consider a time you experienced a difficulty like one listed in question 3. How long lasting was the difficulty? How

long was it before you shifted your attention to the next difficulty that could befall you?

7. In looking back over your answers, is there any correlation between those goals that strengthen your inner values versus

those that rely on external factors?

8. Are there times when striving for these goals and trying to avoid these difficulties causes you stress, anxiety or to act

unethically, causing harm to yourself and others?

9. How could you approach these situations differently, where we continue to care appropriately for ourselves and others,

without leading to as much anxiety, stress and harm?

10. What inner qualities could you develop to approach these situations with greater mental balance and self-compassion? 

11. Did you gain any insights from today’s journal entries? If so, explain what insights you gained and why they might 

be valuable.

Contemplative Journal Questions

Skill 4: Self-Compassion
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Instructions: These journal questions are designed to help reinforce the skills you are learning in CIT. The greatest 

benefit will come from repeated consideration of these questions over time. They can be used in connection with, or in

place of, the Contemplative Practice recordings found on the CIT website. Since space in this book is limited, you may

wish to answer these questions in your personal journal. 

Exercise #3:  Unrealistic Expectations

Start with bringing to mind a resource or focus on the contact of your body with a surface, object or another body part,

and allow yourself to notice any neutral or pleasant sensations that arise in your body.

1. Can you describe a time in your life when you set realistic expectations for yourself and you met or exceeded 

your expectation?

2. How did it feel to meet or exceed your expectations?

3. Describe a time when you failed to meet your own expectations and reacted harshly to yourself, or a current situation

in which you feel you might fail to meet expectations. 

4. Imagine someone you love dearly telling you about this situation and their feelings of self-judgment. What specific

things would you say to them?

5. Do you think these same things would apply to you in your situation? Why or why not?

6. Although the outcome may not have changed, how would your well-being have been affected if you had set more 

realistic expectations for yourself?

7. If you are engaging in concrete steps or practices to set more realistic expectations for yourself, how has that been 

progressing, or what have you been learning?

8. Did you gain any insights from today’s journal entries? If so, explain what insights you gained and why they 

might be valuable.

Contemplative Journal Questions

Skill 4: Self-Compassion
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Series II:  Relating to Others

Based on the skills in Series I, which focused on developing an awareness of oneself

and the cultivation of genuine compassion for oneself, Series II turns to focus outward in

order to improve relationships with others. This involves examining how we interact

with others so that we avoid actions and attitudes that may cause harm and cultivate

the actions and attitudes that help others.
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Series II:  Relating to Others

Skill 5: Impartiality and

Common Humanity

Series II shifts from a focus on ourselves to a focus on others

and how we relate to them. We already tend to exhibit 

compassion, empathy, generosity and tolerance toward 

those we love. This comes naturally. To extend these emotions

and attitudes toward strangers and those we feel distant

from, we need to recognize common humanity and cultivate a

degree of impartiality. Without a degree of impartiality, bias

can distort our compassion such that we could even treat 

others unethically or harmfully out of preference for those we

like. Too much preferential treatment and excessive loyalty,

however, actually harms ourselves, our society and even our

loved ones, because it is a out of step with our interdependence,

our sense of justice and our common humanity. By cultivating

impartiality and recognizing that all human beings seek

more happiness and less suffering, we see that we are equal

in a fundamental way. If we think deeply about this equality

as we develop pro-social attitudes and skills, we can learn 

to direct them toward all people impartially. 

Learning Outcomes

Content

● Participants will explore explicit and implicit 

bias and methods for weakening them.

● Participants will explore what we all have in

common as human beings, such as wanting 

happiness and wanting to avoid harm and 

suffering. 

● Participants will learn that psychological 

essentialism (relating to categories as if they 

had real, fixed essences) can have harmful 

effects and perpetuate injustice and division.

Practice

● Participants will learn to reduce partiality and

bias and increase a sense of common humanity

by reflecting on the superficial nature of the 

categories of friend, enemy and stranger in light

of the deeper commonalities shared by all people. 
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In thinking about how we want to relate to others, 

we can consider how we’d like them to relate to us:

with kindness, understanding, empathy, forgiveness,

generosity and compassion. If we want these things for

ourselves, integrity and consistency demand that we

should extend them to others also – otherwise we would

have a double standard for ourselves and others. 

Unfortunately when it comes to relationships between

individuals and groups, we find that there often is a 

double standard. We have a common tendency to privilege

our own well-being and the well-being of those of our 

“in-group” (our family, our friends, our religion, our racial

or ethnic group, our nation) over others who we consider

strangers or enemies. While this is so common that it may

be hard to even question the correctness of such a view, 

we can see that it is a problem if we step outside our 

own situation and think more broadly. Between any 

two individuals or human groups, can we say which one

deserves happiness more than the other? Even if we were

to think we could determine this, would both sides agree

with our conclusion?

Furthermore, we can see how bias, prejudice and unfair

preferential treatment causes a number of ills in our 

relationships and our societies. If these qualities were to

increase among family members, would the family be

happier? If they were to increase in our society, in our work

places, or in our justice system, what would happen? 

Moreover, we can look at places in the world where bias

and prejudice is especially strong between different

groups. In such places, as an outsider, we can clearly see

that such views lead to protracted conflict, often violent

conflict, that only harms the entire community and 

people on both sides in the long run.

Common Humanity

Fortunately, it is not hard to use common sense, common

experience and science to arrive at our common humanity.

The principle of “common humanity” is based on what

all human beings have in common. For example, we all

seek happiness and wish to avoid suffering. Even when

we engage in actions that appear to lead to pain or suf-

fering, the motivation underlying them always seems to

be seeking a greater well-being.54 This isn’t just something

we share on a mental or emotional level; it is even 

embodied in our nervous system. As seen in the skill 

on Calming the Body and Mind, we all have a central

nervous systems that reacts to perceived danger and

safety in order to keep us safe and alive. In fact, we 

even have this in common with non-human animals. 

Once we recognize aspects of our common humanity,

we begin to see other people more and more as equal to

and the same as ourselves in a fundamental way, despite

our various differences. Gradually, we can even see that

others’ lives are as important as our own. We begin to

see that the categories we create to differentiate groups

are superficial and changeable when compared to our

common humanity. While these categories can be useful

and must be acknowledged, when we lose sight of our
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common humanity and only see our differences, we 

are moving toward the possibility of hardened divisions

that then justify unfair and unethical treatment of 

one another. 

Impartiality

CIT uses the term “impartiality” to refer to the dimin-

ishment of strong prejudice or bias (partiality) in favor

of one group over another. This does not mean, however,

that we become neutral or apathetic toward everyone.

Nor does it mean reducing the positive feelings we have

for our loved ones. Rather, impartiality in CIT means 

elevating how we appreciate and value others who we

once saw as unrelated to us (strangers and those in 

so-called “out-groups”) to a similar degree of closeness

through focusing on our common humanity. 

Because of our proximity and familiarity with our near

and dear ones, we may still have a different and special

relationship with them, and this in no way stands in 

opposition to impartiality. A useful metaphor here is 

the sun, which radiates light and energy in all directions

without any intention of favoring one person or group

over any other, yet which naturally shines its light more

strongly on those who are closer to it. Similarly, even

though the people closest to us will experience more of

our compassion and kindness, this need not be because

of our strong bias toward them or a thought that they

somehow deserve more happiness and others deserve less.

The Negative Consequences of Bias

We will not be motivated to cultivate impartiality and a

sense of common humanity if we do not recognize the harm

caused to ourselves, our loved ones and our communities

by bias and prejudice. We can easily see how people do not

appreciate other people who have a lot of bias or partiality.

For example, we do not value judges who exhibit strong

bias toward one person or group over another. We do not

appreciate it when our supervisor at our workplace exhibits

strong bias toward a colleague over ourselves. No one

would want to lose a job opportunity, for example, because

a hiring manager is friends with the parents of another 

candidate. In contrast, we do appreciate people who find

a way to rise above bias and extend their sense of caring

beyond their in-group. 

A key step in this skill, therefore, is spending time to reflect

on the negative effects of bias, partiality and prejudice. We

can ask ourselves, “What happens to an individual if their

bias and prejudice grows? What effect does this have on their

happiness and their relationships with others?” Similarly, 

we can ask, “What happens in a society when prejudice

and bias increase? What happens if bias increases between 

two different groups, where they start to develop stronger

prejudices about each other?” Lastly we can make it personal

and ask, “What if bias and prejudice were to increase in 

my life?” Then we can go on to ask the reverse of these
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questions: “What would happen if bias and prejudice were

to decrease in a person, in society, between two groups 

that are often in conflict or in myself?” This method of

questioning can be used for all the CIT skills and can 

be accomplished through quiet reflection, journaling or 

dialogue. The more we contemplate such questions, the

more we will develop critical insight into the harmful 

effects of bias. Then on the basis of that critical insight, we

can cultivate an embodied understanding of impartiality

and common humanity, which will undermine and weaken

bias in our minds. Going through this process will also 

enhance our ability to share our understanding of bias 

and impartiality with others in a compelling way.

Implicit Bias

It is easy to see the harmful effects of bias when 

considering racism, sexism and the enemy images 

created in violent conflicts. It is easy to think of people

who exemplify bias and prejudice. In general, most of 

us do not see ourselves as very biased as prejudiced, but

surprisingly, even those we consider biased or prejudiced

will often say they are not. What we see as their bias,

they may see as views based on fact. This suggests that

we may not actually recognize many of our own biases,

instead mistaking them for fact or simply taking them

for granted as “the way things are.”

Recent research in psychology supports the notion that

we can have biases that are unrecognized. This is called

“implicit bias,” which may be based on norms that we have

been exposed to in society and in our culture. Even if we

may not be consciously biased against a particular group,

we may still harbor negative associations with that group.55

For example, one tool developed by psychologists is the

Implicit Association Test, which can be taken for free 

online at Harvard University. This test uses reaction times

to see whether those who take it associate white names

and faces with good things as quickly as they associate

black names or black faces with good things, and the same

for bad things.56 If there is a clear discrepancy in reaction

times, this may suggest an implicit bias. This test can 

be used to judge a variety of types of bias, and often the

results are surprising to those who take it.

Implicit bias appears to be reflected in many situations in

today’s world.57 Recently, police departments in the U.S.

have been under greater scrutiny for potential implicit

bias against African-Americans after a number of tragic

shooting deaths. Studies have shown that bias may 

impact individuals’ decisions on how long of a prison 

sentence someone deserves, and that even in split-second

decisions, such as whether to shoot or not, reaction times

may differ based on the perceived race of the person

whose image is presented.58 Fortunately, studies have also

emerged suggesting that intentional training methods,

such as the cultivation of lovingkindness, can reduce im-

plicit bias across groups.59
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The problem lies not in our ability to categorize, which 

is essential for our survival and indeed for all conceptual

thought. The problems arise when we mistake our cate-

gories for absolutes and then use these to justify treating

one group of people as lesser than another group. This

process is called “psychological essentialism,” because 

we “essentialize” a group as a fixed category with set

characteristics. Explicit bias, such as racism, sexism and

anti-semitism, continues to be a serious problem, but we

should also be aware of the potential for implicit bias.

In some cases, learning about implicit bias makes people

feel somewhat hopeless, especially people who care about

others and are shocked to find that they harbor implicit

associations that are negative toward one group of people.

It is important to remember that recognizing bias is the

first step to overcoming it, and that we have every reason

to believe that bias – even implicit bias – can be overcome

with time, reflection and practice. Furthermore, while 

it may not be possible to eliminate all elements of bias,

this is not necessary. The most dangerous aspect of bias – 

explicit or implicit – is when we see a person or group of

people as less deserving, less human, less valuable, less equal

than ourselves and others like us. That is the type of bias

that leads to conflict, violence and dehumanization, and

that prevents compassion and our ability to act with 

integrity. Recognizing that we have biases may make us 

feel uncomfortable at first, but reflecting on the fact that

we can impact our biases directly through effort should

increase our motivation and determination to relate to all

individuals from the more stable basis of our common 

humanity, equality and fundamental sameness.

Cultivating Impartiality

We have already examined one way to cultivate 

impartiality, and that is by focusing on our common 

humanity. The more we see all human beings as sharing

basic qualities, the more we will contextualize our 

differences appropriately. Another powerful method is

to examine the superficiality of our categories, such as

the categories of “friends,” “enemies” and “strangers.”

Consciously and unconsciously, these categories 

significantly affect how we relate to others. In general,

we are very nice to our friends and want them to have

happiness. Enemies on the other hand, we may want to

see suffer. For strangers, we tend not to care too much

one way or the other. 

There is a reflective practice drawn from the Tibetan 

Lojong tradition that can lead to deeper critical insight

into this. Choose and then picture in your mind three

people: a close friend or loved one, a stranger to whom

you feel somewhat indifferent, and a person who you

find difficult or who you somewhat dislike. (It is 

advised not to begin with your worst enemy for the
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third person.) Think for a moment about how you would 

really feel if something wonderful happened to your close

friend or loved one. Imagine it and picture it in your head.

Likely, you would rejoice in their good fortune and feel

happy. Now picture the same or a similar wonderful

thing happening to the stranger. As you imagine this, it

is likely you will feel less joy. Finally, picture a similarly

wonderful thing happening to the person you dislike or

find difficult. You will likely feel even less joy, perhaps no

joy at all, or you may even feel disturbed at the thought.

Now we can spend some time to reflect: What justifies

these three different reactions to the same event? We

seem to care more about the happiness of those we are

close to and not much about the happiness of those we

dislike. Is this because they actually deserve happiness to

different degrees, or is it a result of our own preference

and bias toward them? Upon examination, we can easily

see from our own experience how friends can become

enemies, enemies become friends, and strangers become

both enemies and friends. Although the individuals we

place in these categories change throughout our life,

their placement completely affects how we relate to them.

These categories are no different than any category of

people we create, whether it is based on race, ethnicity,

political views, gender, etc. These categories are superficial

and changeable and do not define any particular essence

of all members of that category. The categories may be

relevant (it could be problematic to mistake an enemy 

for a friend), but the key point here is that the differences

need not lead to a bias that sees a person or group of

people as lesser than others. 

Two critical insights that may emerge from doing this

practice are as follows. First, we may come to realize

that the qualities we attribute to others – both positive

and negative – come not entirely from their own side,

but also from our own perception of them. In other

words, we see certain people as lovely (such as our 

family and children) because they are close to us, but are

they objectively more lovely than other people (such as

others’ families and children)? Or do they appear that

way because of our close feelings for them? Similarly,

we tend to think that people we dislike have negative

qualities that come completely from their side. But we

can see that they do not appear as objectionable and

horrible to their own loved ones and friends. So how

much of those negative qualities is in fact our own 

projection, based on our feelings, and not objective? The

psychologist Aaron Beck, father of Cognitive Therapy,

has famously said that when we are angry with someone,

90% of the negative qualities we attribute to them are

nothing more than our own projection. Dr. Beck sees 

the root of anger and hostility among people as largely

coming from these exaggerated beliefs.60 This has clear

implications for understanding both small-scale interper-

sonal conflicts as well as large scale conflicts that are

supported by enemy images.61

While reducing bias is essential for allowing our 

compassion to extend outward in ever-increasing circles,

we are in fact the first to benefit from this practice. 

Reducing bias and recognizing common humanity

makes us feel closer to others and a part of the whole

human community. We gradually recognize that the 

superficial differences that made others feel so different

to ourselves are in fact minor compared to what we

have in common. This paves the way for empathizing

with others and experiencing solidarity with people

around the world and those who may be living next

door. That sense of connection, which is the very 

opposite of loneliness and isolation, is a great contributor

to our well-being and happiness.



Center for Compassion, Integrity and Secular Ethics  |  Life University  |  Marietta, Georgia

-  84 -

Compassionate Integrity Training

A Secular Ethics Approach to Cultivating Personal, Social and Environmental Flourishing

Series II:  Relating to Others

Skill 6:  Forgiveness and 

Gratitude

Forgiveness is often seen as an interpersonal process 

involving both oneself and a transgressor or perpetrator.

But the intrapersonal aspect of forgiveness, which is a 

releasing of anger and resentment and a replacement of

those with positive feelings toward the transgressor, is even

more important and is always a choice open to us. This

kind of forgiveness is a gift we give to ourselves, 

because it opens the door for inner freedom and happiness.

Without it, we can remain chained to past events and other

people, causing continued suffering to ourselves and others. 

Gratitude is a powerful way to cultivate forgiveness and 

is itself essential for happiness. Unfortunately, due to our

biologically-wired negativity bias, our minds often play

tricks on us, leading us to believe that others do more to

harm us than to benefit us, when in most cases the opposite

is true. Gratitude for others is an essential step in both

cultivating greater happiness and compassion. By

appreciating what others do to benefit us and the harm

they refrain from doing to us, we can both feel better and

develop greater affection and concern for others. Furthermore,

by learning to appreciate what we have, rather than what

we lack, we can develop a sense of contentment, which

leads to greater well-being and more generosity.

Content

● Participants will learn the benefits of forgiveness

for one’s health, peace of mind and relationships.

● Participants will learn to distinguish forgiveness

from condoning, excusing, forgetting or 

reconciling.

● Participants will learn specific strategies for 

cultivating forgiveness.

● Participants will learn the benefits of gratitude.

● Participants will explore interdependence. 

● Participants will learn that it is possible to be

grateful even for the harm that someone abstains

from doing to them. 

Practice

● Participants will get increasingly better at 

noticing the ways others benefit them and 

recalling past benefit.

● Participants will cultivate the ability to recognize

how they often focus on transgressions rather

than the benefits others do for them.

● Participants will develop an increasingly greater

appreciation for forgiveness and ability to forgive.

● Participants will gain an increasing ability to see

the positive in people, objects and experiences

that were previously taken for granted.

Learning Outcomes
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Although forgiveness and gratitude are part of

Series II “Relating to Others,” they are both

also acts of self-compassion. 

Understanding Forgiveness

Forgiveness is a gift we give ourselves. Through the process

of forgiveness, we release and let go of pain and resentment,

which only serve to negatively impact our own psychological

and physical well-being while doing nothing to affect the

transgressor.62 It is important to understand that forgiveness

is not forgetting. Sometimes it is not possible or even 

beneficial to forget what happened in the past. Forgiveness

is also not condoning, because it does not mean that the

harm that was done is justified or was right in any way.

Forgiveness is not the same as reconciliation either; it does

not imply that there will be a new positive relationship 

between ourselves and the person who transgressed against

us. Forgiveness is also not a sign of weakness or an excuse

to allow someone to continue abusing us. Rather, many

find the key to forgiveness to lie in releasing internal anger

and hurt, accepting what has happened and moving on

with no ill-will in one’s heart toward the transgressor.63

Forgiveness has been shown to be very beneficial to our

own well-being and can promote better relationships with

others, yet it is often so hard to find. That is why it can be

helpful to learn strategies for cultivating forgiveness. 

One strategy is to try and separate the actor from the 

action. We make this distinction for ourselves all the time.

We do something wrong to someone. When we recognize

this wrongdoing, we may apologize, but we tend not to

condemn ourselves forever for each and every mistake we

have ever made, nor do we quickly reach the conclusion that

we are an evil person. Similarly, if we examine someone to

whom we feel anger or resentment, we may recognize that

we are failing to extend the same understanding toward

them. Are they necessarily evil or a bad person because 

they made a mistake or did something harmful? Are we

condemning them more harshly than we would ourselves

or those we love? Have we lost sight of our common 

humanity with them? 

If so, we may employ another strategy, which is to focus

on our common humanity. When we have a lot of anger or

resentment toward an individual or group of individuals,

we don’t want to see them as like ourselves. It is easier to

be angry at someone who we have decided is “nothing 

like me.” Yet if we do focus on the similarities, it can have

the effect of diminishing our anger. We can do this by 

contemplating, “Just like me, this person seeks happiness

and doesn’t want suffering. Yet just like me, they lack 

genuine lasting happiness and still experience various

forms of suffering. They are vulnerable to sickness, illness

and, one day, death. They struggle with all sorts of issues.

They have doubts and fears, as well as hopes and aspirations.

In this way, they are very similar to me.” Of course, thinking

this once may not have much impact, so this is a reflective

practice that may need to be dwelt on over time in order

for it to sink into the level of embodied understanding.
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If we can see the other as a fallible human being, just 

like ourselves, and not hold him or her to an unrealistic

standard, we can often find it easier to forgive them. 

Recognizing that the transgressor is acting out of afflictive

mental states (such as greed, delusion, anger, prejudice)

and is suffering from these distorted states may even 

elicit compassion.

A wonderful exemplar of forgiveness is Richard Moore,

who serves as a Fellow of the Center of Compassion, 

Integrity, and Secular Ethics at Life University. Richard

was shot by a British soldier with a rubber bullet in

Northern Ireland in 1972 at the age of ten while walking

home from school. The bullet knocked one of his eyes out,

blinded him in the other and damaged his skull. Although

the rubber bullet did not kill him, he has been completely

blind from that moment forward. When he found out he

was going to be blind for life, instead of reacting with

anger, he simply accepted it. He realized that there was 

no point in harboring resentment toward the British in 

general or to the man who shot him. Later, when the Dalai

Lama met Richard Moore and heard of his story, he started

calling Richard his personal hero, something he continues

to do, because of Richard’s amazing practice of forgiveness. 

More than thirty years after being shot, Richard managed

to locate the soldier who shot him and sent him a letter to 

express his forgiveness and his desire to meet. The soldier

and Richard met shortly thereafter and are now friends.

Richard now gives talks on forgiveness and likes to say 

that “holding anger and resentment is like drinking poison

and expecting other people to be hurt, and they are not.”64

Richard went on to found the charity Children in Crossfire,

which has brought life-saving aid to tens of thousands of

children in Tanzania, Ethiopia and elsewhere. He says he

would not have been nearly as successful, or nearly as

happy, if he had not practiced forgiveness.65

Gratitude for Others

Like forgiveness, gratitude is also an act of self-compassion,

because it increases our happiness and well-being 

powerfully at no cost to ourselves whatsoever. Scientific

research suggests grateful people are happier, have more

positive relationships, cope better with adversity and 

exhibit more pro-social tendencies.66 The greater the 

gratitude that people have in their lives, the more it will

impact their connections and relationships with others.67

Like forgiveness and many other skills in CIT, gratitude

is a skill that can be developed and strengthened over

time, almost like a muscle. Therefore, to cultivate 

gratitude, we can begin with family and friends, since it

is easiest to see how they benefit us. Then we can move

on to strangers, where it is a bit harder to see the benefit

we receive from them. Finally, when we are ready, we

can take on the most difficult task, which is cultivating

gratitude in relation to those who have caused us harm,

such as the case of Richard Moore. 



Center for Compassion, Integrity and Secular Ethics  |  Life University  |  Marietta, Georgia

-  87 -

Compassionate Integrity Training

A Secular Ethics Approach to Cultivating Personal, Social and Environmental Flourishing

Gratitude for Family and Friends

It is easiest to cultivate gratitude with regard to those

we love. Yet if we reflect closely, we may find that even

in the case of such people, we tend to take things for

granted and to minimize the full scope of the role they

play and have played in our lives. Opening ourselves 

to gratitude means opening the door to being utterly

amazed at the countless ways others have supported us

and continue to support us. It means gradually realizing

that we could never survive, much less thrive, without the

constant support and care of others. This recognition can

lead to a profound sense of humility, a deep appreciation

for others and a wish to repay their kindness, which

paves the way for genuine compassion.

In marriage counseling, when clients are asked what

percentage they contribute to their relationship, most

people say sixty percent. Clearly, it is not possible for each

partner to contribute sixty percent of the relationship. This

is only one way that we over-inflate ourselves and take

others for granted. When we think of our accomplish-

ments in life, do we recognize the myriad individuals

who made each accomplishment possible – most of

whom we probably do not even know personally? 

Our gratitude is also affected by what psychologists call 

a “negativity bias.”68 As the name suggests, a negativity

bias is an instinct to focus first on what is negative in 

a person or situation. From an evolutionary perspective,

this bias can be helpful. For our distant ancestors, 

it was much more costly to not immediately notice 

danger when assessing a person or situation rather than 

seeing what was beneficial. Although this bias serves 

a useful function, it also leads us to distort reality by

exaggerating what is wrong with a person or situation

and obscuring the positive. This distortion is not 

conducive to forgiveness and gratitude.

An example of a practice that helps us recognize the

ways we truly benefit from others is the contemplative

practice of Naikan, which originated in Japan and has

now spread to Europe and North America.69 In this 

practice, we bring to mind a person in our life, usually

beginning with our primary caregiver, such as our

mother. We then ask three questions: “What have I 

received from this person?”, “What have I given in 

return?”, and “What trouble have I caused them?” 

Although Naikan is traditionally practiced all day for

seven days straight, which leads to powerful memory

recall, it can be done effectively in shorter sessions over

a longer period of time, such as 20-30 minutes a day for

several weeks or months. 

Naikan uses memory along these structured questions

to help us see how much we take for granted and how

much support we have received from others over the

course of our life. To practice Naikan, we should find a

quiet place where we will not be distracted for a minimum

of 10 minutes or so (although we can spend much longer

per session should we wish to). Then we should pick a



person in our life and a period in our life spanning a few

years, such as from birth to age 3 (you can even begin in

the womb if you wish to). Then we simply reflect on

the three questions and try to answer them: What did

we receive, what did we give back and what trouble did

we cause to that person during that time period? We

should then write down what we remember from that

Naikan session. In our next session, we can continue

with the same person and move forward chronologically

in our life: such as taking the age from 3 to 6 years old.

It may be that we cannot remember much from that 

period, but we should persist patiently. Research on

Naikan has shown that the more Naikan sessions we 

do, the more we will gradually start to remember.70 Once

we have reviewed our entire life from the perspective 

of one person, we can then choose a second person and

begin again from the time we first met that person until

now. Once we have reviewed several people in our lives,

our familiarity with the process and our ability to do

Naikan will have increased. We can then go back and 

do Naikan on our primary caregiver again. 

There are additional activities in Naikan that can also be

effective. One is to calculate the total number of hours

our primary caregiver(s) spent cooking for us, doing our

laundry and transporting us from place to place. We 

can spend a few minutes thinking about this and then

jotting down the numbers and doing the calculations.

When we have completed this simple process, we may

find that our primary caregiver spent thousands of

hours for our benefit. When translated into years, this

could amount to several years of their life spent doing

these rather mundane chores for us. 

It can be eye-opening to realize how much time and 

energy people have spent on us. If we engage in this

process sincerely, we will likely feel moved to a degree

by the care that has been shown to us – care that we 

previously took for granted. We may begin to realize

that without the constant help of family, friends and

strangers, we would not be able to lead our lives and be

happy. When we recognize this, it may shift our attitude

toward genuine gratitude and appreciation. Further-

more, we may come to a deeper understanding of how

valuable we are in the eyes of others. When we see that

value, it may lead us to value our own life more, filling us

with a greater self-confidence as well as a desire to make

use of our life, in which so much has been invested, to 

return that kindness by benefiting others and making

the most of our opportunities. This can lead to great

psychological and physical health benefits.71

Gratitude for Strangers

Those skilled in Naikan can use this method to cultivate

gratitude for strangers and even enemies over time. In 

addition, there are other methods in CIT for extending

our gratitude beyond our families and friends. One chief

tool is reflecting on interdependence. 
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We often think of ourselves as relatively self-sufficient and

independent. When we do recognize our dependence on

others, it may be on only a few people, such as our spouse,

our employer, a parent or a caregiver. But to what extent

is this true? Isn’t it true that everything we need in life in

fact comes to us in dependence on other people? We can

see this more clearly by drawing an interdependence web

– either literally on a piece of paper or through reflection.

For example, consider a cotton shirt. No matter how we came

by the shirt, at some point someone had to assemble the

shirt with thread and cloth. In order for the shirt to be 

assembled, people had to spin the thread, weave the cloth

and dye the cloth. Before that, people had to plant the seeds,

cultivate the plant, pick the cotton on a farm and so on.

Each of the people involved in this process also had to

have others who cared for them and supported them in

such a way that enabled them to be on the job that day.

Furthermore, in between each of these steps along the way

from seed to shirt, the products had to be transported by truck,

train, ship and/or plane to the next destination. Every part of

every vehicle, no matter how small, has its own interde-

pendent chain of people who enable that part to be made.

As we draw out this web of interdependence, we find that

there are literally millions of strangers whose acts enabled us

to have this shirt. And we also can quickly recognize that

the same process would apply to all the other things we need

to survive and thrive: our clothes, our food, our houses, our

cars, our computers and so on. Every day, every moment,

we are inextricably connected with millions of others who

enable us to live the way we do. We can certainly regard their

actions as acts of kindness, even though they are strangers

to us, because they enable us to survive and provide us

with countless things we need to live and to be happy. 

In the beginning, this activity may seem abstract and 

intellectual, but with practice it can lead to critical 

insights regarding our interdependence. It may help to do

the interdependence exercise with an object or accomplish-

ment that is particularly important to you. For example,

think of something that happened in your life that 

was particularly important and trace out the web of 

interdependence, recognizing the role that others played

in making what happened possible. If we reflect on these

insights more deeply, this can lead to genuine gratitude.

Another technique that can be very powerful for generating

gratitude is to cultivate gratitude for what others have not

done. We tend to think that gratitude can only arise by

thinking of the things others have done intentionally to

benefit us, but this is not true. In order to drive safely on

the street, we need others to cooperate by also driving

safely. If they drove recklessly, it would cause great problems

for us and would make it hard for us to reach any destination

without injury. So when others drive in a reasonable way,

they are protecting us from harm by the simple act of

their conscientious driving. If we reflect on this, we can

feel grateful when we see others doing things like driving

in a reasonable way.

Similarly, when we are around others, most of the time

they are not abusing us physically or verbally, nor are they

stealing from us or lying to us. We normally take this for

granted, but we can actually use it to generate gratitude,

because to refrain from harming another is actually a form

of ethical behavior. Consider if everyone acted like that all

the time? There would be no threat of violence, verbal

abuse, being lied to or being stolen from. The world

would be a wonderful place. Therefore, when we see 

people acting in this way and refraining from harming 

us, we can recognize this good behavior and feel grateful

toward them, since their actions are protecting us from

harm, even though prior to this reflection, we saw them

as doing nothing special at all.
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As Matthieu Ricard says, we should not be speaking

about the banality of evil, but the banality of goodness,

because when we look at human behavior objectively,

we tend to see ethical action. Although our negativity

bias makes us see violations as more salient, the reality

is that most people, most of the time, are not engaged 

in actively harming or seeking to harm others. When 

we walk out into a public place, we do not expect the

majority of people to attempt to harm us; we expect

them to refrain from harming us. If we reflect in this

way, we may decide that it is unethical action that is

the aberration, not the norm.72

Gratitude for Enemies

All the above practices involve using our powers of reason

to engage in analytical reflection so that we can gain new

insights. We can use this same process to engage in the

hardest task of all: extending our gratitude toward our 

enemies or those people we find very difficult. The first

thing that must be stated here is that we are not attempting

to justify or feel grateful for the harm that was caused.

Harm and wrong actions should be recognized as such.

Rather, we are seeing if we can connect with the person

who caused the harm and develop a human connection

with them. This separation of the act from the actor is 

an important distinction. 

First, we can ask ourselves, “Has the person who harmed

me ever done anything that benefited me?” Often when

we feel wronged, it is by individuals who we are close to

and who have actually done many things to benefit us in

the past. When we feel wronged and angry, as Dr. Beck

pointed out in the section above, we lose sight of these

things, only seeing the hurt and the harmful actions.

When we contextualize this and recognize the benefits we

also received, using the techniques provided above, we

may gradually feel more inclined to forgive the other, and

we may even be able to cultivate genuine gratitude for

them, recognizing the good things they did to benefit us.

This is a difficult process that may take time, and in the

beginning it may even seem impossible. If this is a process 

you wish to engage in, it can be very beneficial to read stories

of forgiveness and gratitude, such as Richard Moore’s

book “Can I Give Him My Eyes?” or the accounts of 

people who have done Naikan recounted in Chikako

Ozawa-de Silva’s book on Naikan, entitled “Psychotherapy

and Religion in Japan.” 73

Another strategy is to contemplate whether we have

benefited from the negative interaction with the person

who has harmed us. For example, often a break up in a 

relationship may lead to positive outcomes, or losing one

job leads to other opportunities. We also learn a great deal

about ourselves and develop resilience through going through

difficult circumstances, as in the case of “post-traumatic

growth.” Sometimes all we can say from watching another

person’s bad behavior is that that person taught us how

not to behave. That too is valuable.

Once we consider all these ways of cultivating gratitude,

we see that there is no limit to the amount of gratitude

we can experience toward others. Since gratitude is 

directly related to happiness, cultivating gratitude in these

ways can greatly improve our well-being, our happiness,

our outlook on life and our relationships with others. Like

forgiveness, gratitude is a practice that benefits us first

and foremost, and it is something that we can go on to

cultivate more and more of throughout our life. So if we

care about ourselves and want more happiness in our life,

we would do well to sincerely make an effort to cultivate

more gratitude.
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Instead of focusing

on what a person 

has done to harm

you, it can be 

beneficial to look

at ways individuals

have practiced

restraint and

ethical behavior

so as not 

to harm you.
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Series II:  Relating to Others

Skill 7: Empathic Concern

Empathy is the ability to understand the emotions,

thoughts, and motivations of another and to 

resonate with them. While important for ethical

development, empathy can be irrational and biased.

It can also lead to empathic distress (an inability

to handle one’s own feelings) rather than empathic

concern (an other-oriented concern). For these 

reasons, we need to expand upon our biologically-

based empathy through practice, expanding it 

beyond our in-group and making it a better tool

for compassion and ethical behavior. Exploring

empathy is very helpful for developing a deep 

concern for others and for reducing our focus on

ourselves. The vast majority of the problems we

face are rooted in narrow self-interest and a lack

of consideration for the needs of others. Empathic

concern for others, on the other hand, leads to

greater individual and collective flourishing.

Learning Outcomes

Content

● Participants will learn empathy operates on two levels: 

affective and cognitive.

● Participants will learn the difference between empathic

distress, which is self-focused and leads to burnout, and

empathic concern, which is other-oriented and leads to

compassion.

● Participants will learn one can have empathy for 

another ’s joy (sympathetic joy) as well as difficulties.

Cultivating sympathetic joy reduces envy, jealousy 

and greed. 

● Participants will learn the benefits of having consideration

for others over narrow self-interest for our individual and

collective well-being.

Practice

● Participants will increase their ability to experience emotional

resonance with others’ joy and suffering.

● Participants will strengthen perspective-taking. 

● Participants will cultivate affection for others and an ability 

to see the preciousness of each individual.
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When we increase our forgiveness and 

gratitude for others, we naturally increase

our sense of closeness to them. This sense 

of closeness then creates a fertile ground for enhancing

our empathy. Empathy is the ability to understand and

feel the thoughts, feelings and emotions of another, 

and comes in two types: cognitive (understanding) 

and affective (feeling). Affective empathy is when one

resonates with another person on an emotional level.

For example, if someone feels very sad or disappointed,

and we “feel their pain” ourselves. Or if one of our loved

one’s experiences something wonderful, and we too feel

joy in their happiness. Cognitive empathy is an ability

to discern the emotional state of another person,

whether or not you are resonating with their 

emotion yourself. 

Empathy is a natural process. As humans, we experience

“emotional contagion.” This dates far back in our 

evolutionary history, probably at least as far back as 

the last common ancestor between mammals and birds,

which is also likely when maternal care developed.

Emotional contagion is the automatic transfer of 

emotions and behaviors from one person (or animal) 

to another. From an evolutionary perspective, this is

highly adaptive, as it allowed one to quickly react to a

threat before having to see the threat for oneself. If a

companion suddenly becomes frightened and runs,

then it would probably be a good thing for us to run

also, even if we didn’t know what for (or from).74

We see this today when someone yawns and it 

makes others around them feel like yawning, or when 

someone who is very anxious walks into the room and

suddenly we feel a bit anxious ourselves. Emotional

contagion can be passed through facial expressions,

body language, vocal cues and other ways. Emotional

contagion is not yet full-blown empathy, but it shows

that the foundations of empathy are deeply embodied

and deeply rooted in our evolutionary history.75

Cognitive Empathy

The second channel of empathy is cognitive empathy,

which involves knowing the mental or emotional state

of another person. Cognitive empathy can happen just

by looking at someone and recognizing their emotion

from their facial expression, or it can involve a process

of perspective taking, where we try to understand what

a person is thinking and feeling. Cognitive empathy is

helpful if we want to help another person, since if we

cannot understand their feelings and emotions, or if we

misread them, it might prove difficult to relate to them

in a helpful way.76

Cognitive empathy by itself is not enough, however, since

we can use our understanding of another’s emotional

state to harm them. Psychopaths may perform fine on

cognitive empathy tasks, such as discerning another ’s

emotional state or intention, yet they do not resonate

with the pain of others. That lack of affective resonance
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in fact allows them to harm others without feeling 

pain themselves. Normally, if we inflict pain on another

person (such as unintentionally), we are disturbed to a

degree by seeing their suffering because of the affective

resonance we naturally share with others.

Empathy Can Be Irrational

Although empathy can be clearly very helpful to us, it

has come under fire recently because of how irrational

and prone to bias it can be. For one thing, our empathy

is greatest for those who are like us and who are 

members of our in-group. As we have seen in the section

on impartiality, our empathy tapers off when it comes

to strangers and those in our out-group. Studies with

oxytocin, a bonding hormone, show that increased 

levels of oxytocin are associated with greater affection

and empathy for one’s in-group and a denigration of

one’s out-group.77 If empathy is restricted to those we

like and feel close to, it would not appear to be a very

sound basis for ethical development. 

Empathy also does not scale appropriately. As noted in the

Foundational Concepts chapter, research has shown that

we experience the greatest empathy when only a single

individual is in danger, in need, or suffering. Oddly, if we

increase this to two people in need, our empathic response

goes down rather than up. If we increase it to hundreds,

thousands, or millions, we have an even weaker empathic

response.78 This decrease in empathy makes no sense, 

because if the need is greater, our empathic response

should also be greater. These limitations on our empathy

are why we must use practices to help us further our 

empathy to widen the playing field.

Empathic Distress and Empathic Concern

Both of these problems of empathy can be countered to

some extent by cultivating impartiality and a sense of

common humanity, which is why that skill precedes

this one. The more we can gain a recognition of our 

fundamental equality, the less our empathy will be 

limited to our in-group. Furthermore, the more we 

recognize that suffering is universal and expand our

view to include all of humanity, the more we will 

recognize that problems are not limited to individuals,

but extend out to large numbers of people and must be

addressed on that scale as well.

Another important tool for countering the irrational 

aspects of empathy is to distinguish between empathic

distress and empathic concern. Empathic distress occurs

when one feels overwhelmed by the suffering of another.

This occurs because it is naturally distressing for us to

see others in pain, especially those we resonate with,

such as vulnerable individuals like children and animals,

or close loved ones. For example, we may think of a

problem that seems particularly distressing, such as the
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threats to the environment or the fact that some 

20,000 children die every day due to malnutrition. If 

we try to think about these issues, they may appear so

overwhelming that we feel hopeless, powerless, afraid

and begin to shut down. Or we may have a friend who

we try to help again and again, but who keeps falling

into the same problem time and again. Although we

care for our friend, we may give up because that caring

is causing us so much distress. These are all signs of 

empathic distress. 

To combat empathic distress, we have to have strong 

resilience and an ability to deal with suffering ourselves,

as well as a sense of hope. These all come from the 

practice of self-compassion, described earlier. Through

self-compassion we understand that change is possible,

we develop a realistic and hopeful outlook, and we also

understand how to navigate our own emotions so that

they do not overwhelm us. Dealing with the suffering

of others may then still cause us a degree of distress, but

we learn to better manage that distress so that it does

not overwhelm us. In this way we manage to direct our

empathy toward empathic concern and compassion,

rather than empathic distress. If we do not learn to do

this, we may find that empathic distress only leads to

burnout.79 With empathic concern, however, we are 

focused on the other more than ourselves.80 This is 

the kind of empathy we are trying to cultivate in this

module and leads directly to compassion.
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Sympathetic Joy

It is important to recognize that empathy is not limited

to another person’s suffering. We can also feel empathy

for others’ joy. This is called “sympathetic joy” or

“symhedonia.” This ability to rejoice in another ’s good

fortune is very important and can be surprisingly difficult

to practice at first.81 Often when we see another experi-

encing something positive, we feel jealousy or envy, 

instead of joy, and this can happen even if it is someone

close to us. Parents can even feel jealousy over the 

success of their children. If we reflect, however, we may

find that our envy is connected to our belief that external

circumstances lead to happiness, something we explored

earlier in CIT. We may also reflect on whether envy and

jealousy are things we want in our lives or whether their

presence actually decreases our happiness. We may also

subtly believe that another ’s success is somehow our

loss, when in reality this is rarely the case. If we do find

that envy and jealousy are problematic, then we can 

determine to gradually minimize them by cultivating

sympathetic joy and actively rejoicing in the good fortune

of others. Although difficult at first, like anything, this

can become second-nature through repeated practice. 

As our ability to rejoice in others’ good fortune increases,

it is only natural that we will also begin to feel closer 

to them. That in turn will reduce our sense of loneliness

and isolation and will increase our happiness, health 

and well-being. 
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Series II:  Relating to Others

Skill 8: Compassion

Compassion is the desire to address the needs 

of another grounded in care for their well-being.

On the most basic level, this skill requires three

things: noticing another’s needs, experiencing 

empathic concern for them and feeling empowered

to act skillfully and meaningfully. True compassion

should not increase one’s own suffering, but instead

should build confidence, hope and energy. Like

empathy, compassion is biologically-based, but

must be expanded so that it does not remain 

limited to our in-group. Extended compassion 

recognizes the universality of human value and

seeks to meet the needs of others out of a genuine

sense of concern for their well-being regardless of

their relationship to ourselves.

Learning Outcomes

Content

● Participants will learn that compassion is not weakness.

Instead participants will learn that compassion is the 

motivation to alleviate the suffering of another, which

takes great strength and gives us strength.

● Participants will learn the three necessary components of

compassion – seeing needs, having empathic concern for

the one suffering and feeling confident that one has the

ability to do something to help the other.

● Participants will learn that suffering and needs occur on

multiple levels, not just obvious ones.

Practice

● Participants will increase their ability to resolve to extend

compassion by experiencing wishing, aspirational and 

engaged compassion.

● Participants will increase their awareness in the 

universality of needs and suffering and thereby extend

their compassion beyond in-groups.
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Compassion is the desire to address the needs of 

another grounded in care for their well-being and a

degree of self-confidence. It is important for us to

investigate this definition, because if we do not understand

compassion properly, we may mistake it for weakness. 

In our society, we are often told that compassion makes 

us “doormats” or “pushovers.” If we are compassionate, 

people may say we will not get what we want and need for

ourselves, and others will take advantage of us. Moreover,

we may lack the strength to bring about positive change in

our relationships and in the world. 

Compassion as Inner Strength

All this rests on a misunderstanding of compassion. Our

desire to give in to others, regardless of whether this will

be truly beneficial or not, typically comes from empathic

distress, not compassion. On the contrary, compassion is

other-oriented, and therefore is a form of inner strength

and requires courage. It does not mean simply giving 

others what they want, but recognizing on a deeper level

what they need. Compassion can require that we have to

be very tough with certain individuals and hold our

ground, recognizing that to give in would be harmful to

others and to ourselves. For example, imagine a friend

who comes to us who is addicted to a drug but is going

through a rehab process. That person pleads with us to

give them access to drugs. If our response is empathic 

distress, we may be so troubled by their pain that we give

in and accommodate them, even though we know what

we are doing is wrong. Compassion, however, dictates

that we remain strong and do what is in their genuine

best interest, and not what makes us feel better in the

short-term. That may mean kindly saying no to them and

explaining why we cannot do what they are asking of us. 

Parenting serves as a good example for this kind of other-

oriented care and concern. A good parent does not simply

give in to whatever their child wants. They have to set

boundaries and even discipline their child at times in order

to enable them to grow up into a healthy, responsible adult

who can lead a happy life. If a child in a grocery store is

throwing a temper tantrum because he or she wants candy,

the compassionate thing to do may be to refuse the child’s
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outbursts. If the parent’s desire is to help the child learn

self-control and to eat healthier, this refusal would be 

focused on the child’s benefit and his or her long-term

needs. Giving in to the tantrum, in this case, might simply

be giving in to empathic distress, which would be about

meeting the needs of the parent, not the child.

As can be seen in the examples above, compassion requires

discernment. There is no right or wrong answer to the 

situations given above, just as there are rarely obviously

right or wrong answers in life. Compassion refers to our

orientation toward the other – cognitively, affectively and

motivationally – but it does not tell us what action is best

in any given situation. For that, we need to complement

compassion with discernment, critical thinking, knowledge

and understanding. What compassion does do, is that it

guarantees that our sense of concern is genuinely other-

oriented and that we are seeking to meet the others’ needs,

not our own. Because of this, compassion is essential to 

ethical action and to leading a life of integrity.

The Three Components of Compassion

As noted, compassion is comprised of three components: 

recognizing needs, empathic concern and a feeling of self-

confidence that one can take action. The first component 

of compassion, recognizing the needs of others, can be quite

subtle. While it is often easy to see obvious forms of outward

suffering, such as someone crying or bleeding from a wound,

often people are suffering or have needs in ways that are less

noticeable. 

Referring back to common humanity and self-compassion,

all human beings suffer and have needs. By virtue of merely

being alive, we all face emotional pain and distress, we all 

encounter sickness, we are all aging, and we will all die. 

On the surface, a person may appear to have no problems

whatsoever, but if we take time to investigate, we will

doubtless discover that they do indeed experience emotional

pain, relationship issues, financial worries, non-obvious

physical ailments, or any of countless forms of suffering that

are not readily obvious to an outsider. Even if they are not

suffering now, we know that as a human being they are 

vulnerable to suffering just by being alive on this earth. We

may need to reflect repeatedly in order to gain and strengthen

this insight. It is essential for feeling empathic concern and

therefore also compassion, because without seeing a need,

we will feel no need to address it.

The second component of compassion is empathic concern

itself, the ability to care about and resonate with the other

person. As discussed in the last module, we have a great 

deal of empathic concern for our loved ones, but far less 

for strangers, and often very little for those we dislike. 

Therefore, noticing suffering and needs is not enough; 

we must care and have empathic concern. 

Lastly, without a sense of self-confidence in our ability to

take action, our compassion will hit a brick wall and we will

feel helpless, powerless and eventually apathetic – a result 

of empathic distress. We have to believe that we have the 

ability to do something constructive, however small. We have

to think creatively also about what this constructive action

could be. Often there is no immediate solution to the prob-

lems that face us, but that does not mean we are powerless

to do anything. An incredibly powerful example of this 

concept is highlighted in the work of Samuel and Pearl Oliner,

who interviewed rescuers of Jews in Nazi Europe during the

Holocaust. Among other factors, one of the distinguishing

differences among those who chose to rescue Jews and those

who did not was an internal sense of efficacy or agency. In

other words, those who rescued believed that their actions,

even in the midst of chaos, destruction and the Nazi war

machine, however small, actually could make a difference.
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By contrast, non-rescuers and bystanders reported that they

didn’t believe their actions (small or large) could or would

make any difference against the forces that were too great,

so they didn’t bother to act at all. Thus, a sense of internal

self-confidence in their ability to make some difference 

allowed the rescuers to see a choice to act where others

perceived only compliance – and believed they could 

succeed where others only saw failure.82

Of course this is an extreme example that few us have or 

will ever face, but the principle holds true whatever the 

circumstance. Therefore, on a more realistic level for us, even

the simple act of learning and educating ourselves about an

issue, talking with others, and cultivating inner qualities like

compassion can be seen as proactive steps that will gradually

lead us closer to a solution. We need to be patient and 

recognize that just because we cannot immediately solve a

problem, that does not mean that no solution exists or that

we are powerless to contribute to a solution one day. 

At its highest level, compassion involves not merely wishing

to help others and feeling concern for their needs and their

suffering, but actually taking responsibility for others. This

level of compassion, called “active” or “engaged” compassion

in compassion training protocols like Cognitively-Based

Compassion Training, has the capacity to give us great inner

strength and help us recognize the power we have to make 

a difference in the world and in other people’s lives. This

level of compassion is like that of a loving parent for their

child: they do not merely wish happiness for their child, 

they actively engage to do whatever they can to protect 

their child and make his or her life better. If we can cultivate

this compassion for even one additional person beyond our

in-group, it brings great benefit to our lives, improving our

sense of self-worth, our confidence and our meaning in life.

His Holiness the Dalai Lama says, “The first beneficiary of

compassion is always oneself. When compassion, or warm-

heartedness, arises in us and shifts our focus away from our

own narrow self-interest, it is as if we open an inner door.

Compassion reduces our fear, boosts our confidence and

brings us inner strength. By reducing distrust, it opens us to

others and brings us a sense of connection with them and a

sense of purpose and meaning in life. Compassion also gives

us respite from our own difficulties.”83 As the Zen teacher

Roshi Joan Halifax says, compassion is about having a soft

front and a strong back. 

There is a great deal of benefit to relating to others in a com-

passionate manner. As well as helping improve relationships,

being compassionate to others also enhances health. Scientific

studies are progressively demonstrating that through the culti-

vation of compassion one can even affect their own immune

function, stress levels, or work or family relationships.84

As mentioned, it is important to recognize that compassion

is an emotion, a motivation and an intention. It does not 

dictate a particular course of action to alleviate the suffering

of another. Compassion alone, therefore, is only part of 

the solution. Choosing how and when to act requires 

discernment, wisdom and understanding, which will be 

covered in detail in Series III. 
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At its highest level,

compassion involves

not merely wishing 

to help others 

and feeling concern

for their needs 

and their suffering,

but actually taking

responsibility for

others.
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Impartiality

- Tilling the Soil

- The Sunshine Metaphor

In-Group vs. Out-Group

Notes

Skill 5: Impartiality and Common Humanity
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Notes

Skill 5: Impartiality and Common Humanity

Implicit Bias

Common Humanity

Cultivating Impartiality
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Instructions: Answer the following questions as freely and openly as possible. Your answers are for you only and are

not meant to be shared. As such, do not worry about the quality of your prose or grammar. There’s no need to think

much before you write; you can just write.

1. Have you ever had an enemy become a friend, or a friend become an enemy or stranger? How did it happen?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Do you think there are any negative consequences of bias to a person or to a society? Conversely, are there benefits

to having an unbiased, impartial attitude? 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Would your life be different if people were less biased to you or around you? How?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Reflective Writing Exercise

Skill 5: Impartiality and Common Humanity
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Instructions:  Each participant will select a partner with whom to have a mindful conversation. Take turns answering

the following questions. The partner whose turn it is to listen should follow these rules:

1. Be totally present for the other person. 

2. Avoid asking questions. 

3. Avoid giving advice. 

4. Maintain total confidentiality: anything that your conversation partner decides to share must be held in strict confidence. 

Question 1: Can you describe an experience you’ve had where you were negatively impacted by bias?

Question 2: Are there stereotypes or fixed categories that you or others around you have experienced that 

are problematic? 

Question 3: Would you like to share any insights that emerged for you during the meditation or writing exercise?

Final Reflections

Use this space to capture any insights or ideas that emerged for you during this exercise.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Mindful Dialogue Exercise

Skill 5: Impartiality and Common Humanity
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Instructions: These journal questions are designed to help reinforce the skills you are learning in CIT. The greatest 

benefit will come from repeated consideration of these questions over time. They can be used in connection with, or in

place of, the Contemplative Practice recordings found on the CIT website. Since space in this book is limited, you may

wish to answer these questions in your personal journal. 

Exercise #1:  Common Humanity

Start with bringing to mind a resource or focus on the contact of your body with a surface, object or another body part,

and allow yourself to notice any neutral or pleasant sensations that arise in your body.

1. Bring to mind three people: 

a. someone you consider a friend or loved one.

b. someone who you find difficult (start with someone who is only slightly difficult).

c. someone who is a stranger (someone to whom you feel neither close nor distant).

2. Write the name of the person or how you know them and three physical details or characteristics about each person.

Try to imagine them in your mind as vividly as possible.

3. List five meaningful things that each person has in common with you. (This may be difficult at first for someone who 

is difficult or a stranger, but try your best.)

4. Do any insights arise as you think about what you have in common with each of these people?

5. Thinking of the difficult person and stranger, do you think each has ever experienced disappointment, loneliness, loss of

a loved one, or some other difficulties?

6. As you think about their challenges, do any insights arise?

7. Do each of these people want genuine happiness and to avoid suffering?

8. Looking back at the list you created in question 3, is there anything you want to add?

9. Did you gain any insights from today’s journal entries? If so, explain what insights you gained and why they 

might be valuable.

10. If you are engaging in concrete steps or practices to increase your impartiality and sense of common humanity, how

has that been progressing, or what have you been learning?

Contemplative Journal Questions

Skill 5: Impartiality and Common Humanity
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Instructions: These journal questions are designed to help reinforce the skills you are learning in CIT. The greatest 

benefit will come from repeated consideration of these questions over time. They can be used in connection with, or in

place of, the Contemplative Practice recordings found on the CIT website. Since space in this book is limited, you may

wish to answer these questions in your personal journal. 

Exercise #2:  Impartiality

Start with bringing to mind a resource or focus on the contact of your body with a surface, object or another body part,

and allow yourself to notice any neutral or pleasant sensations that arise in your body.

1. Describe a time when something good happened to someone you find difficult, and it made you uncomfortable 

or unhappy.

2. Bring to mind someone you consider a friend or loved one, and try to imagine as vividly as possible this same good thing

happening to this person. Write down the thoughts, emotions and sensations you notice as you imagine this good event

happening to your friend or loved one.

3. Did you react differently to the beneficial thing occurring to your friend than to the difficult person? If so, why do you

think that is?

4. Is it possible that some of the reason for the difference is simply based on the different way you relate to each person,

rather than to the event itself?

5. See if you can list three or four people in your life who have moved between the categories of friend, difficult person,

and stranger – for example, an adversary who became a friend, or a friend who became a stranger. Do you think these

categories are fixed or changeable?

6. Did you gain any insights from today’s journal entries? If so, explain what insights you gained and why they might be

valuable.

7. If you are engaging in concrete steps or practices to increase your impartiality and sense of common humanity, how has

that been progressing or what have you been learning?

Contemplative Journal Questions

Skill 5: Impartiality and Common Humanity
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Forgiveness

- Strategies

Notes

Skill 6: Forgiveness and Gratitude
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NAIKAN PRACTICE
ALLOWS US TO 
CULTIVATE GRATITUDE
FOR LOVED ONES,
STRANGERS AND 
EVEN ENEMIES

What have I received from them?

What have I given to them?

What troubles and difficulties have I caused to them?

Gratitude

- Strategies

Benefits of Forgiveness

and Gratitude

Notes

Skill 6: Forgiveness and Gratitude
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Instructions:  Calculate the number of hours your primary caregivers spent doing things to benefit you from the time

you were born until you were independent, focusing specifically on the number of hours they spent:

1. Preparing meals for you,

2. Taking you from place to place, and 

3. Doing your laundry and making sure you were clothed.

If there are other basic necessities you’d like to include, include them also. If it is helpful, use the chart below to aid in your

calculations. When you have finished with your primary caregiver, you can continue with other caregivers if you like.

_______ Hours/Week

x 52 Weeks

_____________________

= _______ Hours/Year

x _______ No. of Years

_____________________

= _______ Hours

HOURS SPENT HOURS SPENT HOURS SPENT HOURS SPENT
NAME PREPARING TRANSPORTING DOING LAUNDRY AND PROVIDING OTHER TOTAL

MEALS YOU FROM PROVIDING CLOTHES BASIC NECESSITIES HOURS
FOR YOU PLACE TO PLACE FOR YOU FOR YOU

_______ Hours/Week

x 52 Weeks

_____________________

= _______ Hours/Year

x _______ No. of Years

_____________________

= _______ Hours

_______ Hours/Week

x 52 Weeks

_____________________

= _______ Hours/Year

x _______ No. of Years

_____________________

= _______ Hours

_______ Hours/Week

x 52 Weeks

_____________________

= _______ Hours/Year

x _______ No. of Years

_____________________

= _______ Hours

_______ Hours/Week

x 52 Weeks

_____________________

= _______ Hours/Year

x _______ No. of Years

_____________________

= _______ Hours

_______ Hours/Week

x 52 Weeks

_____________________

= _______ Hours/Year

x _______ No. of Years

_____________________

= _______ Hours

_______ Hours/Week

x 52 Weeks

_____________________

= _______ Hours/Year

x _______ No. of Years

_____________________

= _______ Hours

_______ Hours/Week

x 52 Weeks

_____________________

= _______ Hours/Year

x _______ No. of Years

_____________________

= _______ Hours

_______ Hours/Week

x 52 Weeks

_____________________

= _______ Hours/Year

x _______ No. of Years

_____________________

= _______ Hours

_______ Hours/Week

x 52 Weeks

_____________________

= _______ Hours/Year

x _______ No. of Years

_____________________

= _______ Hours

_______ Hours/Week

x 52 Weeks

_____________________

= _______ Hours/Year

x _______ No. of Years

_____________________

= _______ Hours

_______ Hours/Week

x 52 Weeks

_____________________

= _______ Hours/Year

x _______ No. of Years

_____________________

= _______ Hours

Reflective Writing Exercise

Naikan Practice



Center for Compassion, Integrity and Secular Ethics  |  Life University  |  Marietta, Georgia

-  111 -

Compassionate Integrity Training

A Secular Ethics Approach to Cultivating Personal, Social and Environmental Flourishing

Instructions:  Each participant will select a partner with whom to have a mindful conversation. Take turns answering

the following questions. The partner whose turn it is to listen should follow these rules:

1. Be totally present for the other person. 

2. Avoid asking questions. 

3. Avoid giving advice. 

4. Maintain total confidentiality: anything that your conversation partner decides to share must be held in strict confidence.

Question 1: What was it like to calculate the total hours your primary caregiver spent doing things for you?

Question 2: What would you say you received from this person?

Question 3: What did you give back to this person?

Final Reflections

Use this space to capture any insights or ideas that emerged for you during this exercise.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Mindful Dialogue Exercise

Naikan Practice
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Instructions: Answer the following questions as freely and openly as possible. Your answers are for you only and are

not meant to be shared. As such, do not worry about the quality of your prose or grammar. There’s no need to think

much before you write; you can just write.

1. Identify a person or thing that you benefit from, like something that you enjoy or a person who helps you or 

whom you appreciate. To the extent possible, write down all that had to happen in order for that person or thing 

to be in your life. Focus especially on the people that took part in this process. If you like, you can draw a web of 

interdependence to illustrate this.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. How would your life be different if people stopped providing you with intentional or unintentional benefit? 

Can you think of any concrete examples?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. How would your life be different if the people around you had more gratitude?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Reflective Writing Exercise

Skill 6: Forgiveness and Gratitude
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Instructions:  Each participant will select a partner with whom to have a mindful conversation. Take turns answering

the following questions. The partner whose turn it is to listen should follow these rules:

1. Be totally present for the other person. 

2. Avoid asking questions. 

3. Avoid giving advice. 

4. Maintain total confidentiality: anything that your conversation partner decides to share must be held in strict confidence. 

Question 1: What was it like to explore the object or person that you previously took for granted and all the things

they or it depended on? 

Question 2: Is your life supported by acts of kindness that you typically take for granted, and if so what acts? 

Question 3: Would you like to share any insights that emerged for you during the meditation or writing exercise?

Final Reflections

Use this space to capture any insights or ideas that emerged for you during this exercise

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Mindful Dialogue Exercise

Skill 6: Forgiveness and Gratitude
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Instructions: These journal questions are designed to help reinforce the skills you are learning in CIT. The greatest 

benefit will come from repeated consideration of these questions over time. They can be used in connection with, or in

place of, the Contemplative Practice recordings found on the CIT website. Since space in this book is limited, you may

wish to answer these questions in your personal journal. 

Exercise #1:  Gratitude

Start with bringing to mind a resource or focus on the contact of your body with a surface, object or another body part,

and allow yourself to notice any neutral or pleasant sensations that arise in your body.

1. Bring to mind someone from your life on whom you would like to do Naikan practice. (If this is a person you have

known for more than a year, you may wish to choose a specific time period to start with, such as the first year or few

years you knew this person, and then continue from there the next time you do this practice.)

2. List all the things you received from this person, being specific. 

3. List all the things you gave back.

4. List anything you did that caused trouble for this person.

5. What thoughts, emotions and sensations arise in your body and mind from doing this practice?

6. When you finish writing, end with bringing to mind a resource or focus on the contact of your body with a surface, 

object or another body part, and allow yourself to notice any neutral or pleasant sensations that arise in your body.

7. Did you gain any insights from today’s journal entries? If so, explain what insights you gained and why they might be

valuable.

8. If you are engaging in concrete steps or practices to increase your gratitude, how has that been progressing or what 

have you been learning?

Continue next time from the time point you left off, or move on to a different person.

Contemplative Journal Questions

Skill 6: Forgiveness and Gratitude
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Instructions: These journal questions are designed to help reinforce the skills you are learning in CIT. The greatest 

benefit will come from repeated consideration of these questions over time. They can be used in connection with, or in

place of, the Contemplative Practice recordings found on the CIT website. Since space in this book is limited, you may

wish to answer these questions in your personal journal. 

Exercise #2:  Forgiveness

Start with bringing to mind a resource or focus on the contact of your body with a surface, object or another body part,

and allow yourself to notice any neutral or pleasant sensations that arise in your body.

1. Describe a time in your life when someone forgave you.

2. What was it like to be forgiven? 

3. Were there benefits to being forgiven by this person? If so, what?

4. Would your life be any different had this person not forgiven you? If so, how?

5. What does it feel like to harbor resentment?

6. Can you describe a time in your life when you forgave someone?

7. Were there benefits to you from forgiving this person? If so, what?

8. How might your life be different had you not forgiven this person?

9. How do you think society might be different if people practiced more forgiveness? What if they held on to more 

resentment?

10. Did you gain any insights from today’s journal entries? If so, explain what insights you gained and why they are 

valuable to you.

11. If you are engaging in concrete steps or practices to increase your forgiveness, how has that been progressing or what

have you been learning?

Contemplative Journal Questions

Skill 6: Forgiveness and Gratitude
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Empathy

- Affective Empathy

- Cognitive Empathy

The Downside of Empathy

- Empathy can be irrational and biased

- Compassion Fade

- Empathic Distress

Notes

Skill 7: Empathic Concern



Center for Compassion, Integrity and Secular Ethics  |  Life University  |  Marietta, Georgia

-  117 -

Compassionate Integrity Training

A Secular Ethics Approach to Cultivating Personal, Social and Environmental Flourishing

Empathic Concern

Endearment

Sympathetic Joy

Benefits of Empathy

EMPATHIC CONCERN

OTHER-FOCUSED
RATHER THAN
SELF-FOCUSED

FEELING 
OVERWHELMED 

BY THE SUFFERING
OF OTHERS

EMPATHIC DISTRESS

Notes

Skill 7: Empathic Concern
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Instructions: Answer the following questions as freely and openly as possible. Your answers are for you only and are

not meant to be shared. As such, do not worry about the quality of your prose or grammar. There’s no need to think

much before you write; you can just write.

1. What are some drawbacks of lacking empathy? If you like, you can recall a moment from your own experience.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What are some things holding you back from feeling more empathy for others?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. How would your life be different if you were more concerned for the well-being of others?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Reflective Writing Exercise

Skill 7: Empathic Concern
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Instructions:  Each participant will select a partner with whom to have a mindful conversation. Take turns answering

the following questions. The partner whose turn it is to listen should follow these rules:

1. Be totally present for the other person. 

2. Avoid asking questions. 

3. Avoid giving advice. 

4. Maintain total confidentiality: anything that your conversation partner decides to share must be held in strict confidence. 

Question 1: What are the drawbacks of a lack of empathy, in your view?

Question 2: Is there anything you feel may be holding you back from feeling more empathy to others?

Question 3: Would you like to share any insights that emerged for you during the meditation or writing exercise?

Final Reflections

Use this space to capture any insights or ideas that emerged for you during this exercise.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Mindful Dialogue Exercise

Skill 7: Empathic Concern
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Instructions: These journal questions are designed to help reinforce the skills you are learning in CIT. The greatest 

benefit will come from repeated consideration of these questions over time. They can be used in connection with, or in

place of, the Contemplative Practice recordings found on the CIT website. Since space in this book is limited, you may

wish to answer these questions in your personal journal. 

Exercise #1: Empathic Concern

Start with bringing to mind a resource or focus on the contact of your body with a surface, object or another body part,

and allow yourself to notice any neutral or pleasant sensations that arise in your body.

1. Can you think of a time in your life when someone had empathic concern for you (they had a sense of what you were

experiencing and showed a sense of care and concern)? If so, describe it. If you cannot think of such a time, describe

what you imagine it would be like to have someone show empathic concern to you.

2. What were the benefits of this person’s empathic concern? (Or what might you imagine the benefits of receiving 

empathic concern to be?)

3. If you can, describe a time in your life when you had empathic concern for another person? Or if you cannot think of

such a time, imagine what it would be like and describe that.

4. When we show empathic concern to others, what benefits might there be for us from doing so?

5. How would our life be different if we were more concerned for the well-being of others, individually and collectively?

6. Did you gain any insights from today’s journal entries? If so, explain what insights you gained and why they are 

valuable to you.

7. If you are engaging in concrete steps or practices to increase your empathic concern, how has that been progressing 

or what have you been learning?

Contemplative Journal Questions

Skill 7: Empathic Concern
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Instructions: These journal questions are designed to help reinforce the skills you are learning in CIT. The greatest 

benefit will come from repeated consideration of these questions over time. They can be used in connection with, or in

place of, the Contemplative Practice recordings found on the CIT website. Since space in this book is limited, you may

wish to answer these questions in your personal journal. 

Exercise #2: Sympathetic Joy

Start with bringing to mind a resource or focus on the contact of your body with a surface, object or another body part,

and allow yourself to notice any neutral or pleasant sensations that arise in your body.

1. Bring to mind someone who is dear to you, such as a close friend, a loved one, or a pet. To bring them to mind more

vividly, it may help to write down the individual’s name and a short description of the person. 

2. Close your eyes and imagine, in as much detail as possible, something good happening to this person. Describe what

you imagine this person is feeling or doing when they experience this joyful event.

3. Write down the thoughts, emotions and sensations you notice as you imagine this good event happening to this person. 

4. In reflecting on what you just wrote, were your feelings similar to or different from those of your friend? Explain.

5. What are the benefits of experiencing more sympathetic joy as opposed to jealousy or resentment?

6. Did you gain any insights from today’s journal entries? If so, explain what insights you gained and why they are 

valuable to you.

7. If you are engaging in concrete steps or practices to increase your sympathetic joy, how has that been progressing or

what have you been learning?

As you feel ready, you may want to repeat this Contemplative Journal exercise, and replace the loved one with a stranger,

and, when you are ready, a difficult person.

Contemplative Journal Questions

Skill 7: Empathic Concern
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Biologically-Based Compassion

Extended Compassion

Three Components of Compassion

1. Noticing needs and suffering

2. Experiencing empathic concern

3. Feeling empowered to act to address others’ needs

and alleviate their suffering

Notes

Skill 8: Compassion
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Three Levels of Compassion

1. Wishing Compassion

2. Aspiring Compassion

3. Engaged Compassion

Benefits of Compassion

Notes

Skill 8: Compassion
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Instructions: Answer the following questions as freely and openly as possible. Your answers are for you only and are

not meant to be shared. As such, do not worry about the quality of your prose or grammar. There’s no need to think

much before you write; you can just write.

1. Can you describe a moment in your life that exemplifies compassion for you? 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What would it be like if you experienced more compassion from others around you?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Are there ways you could cultivate or express more compassion for others?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Reflective Writing Exercise

Skill 8: Compassion
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Instructions:  Each participant will select a partner with whom to have a mindful conversation. Take turns answering

the following questions. The partner whose turn it is to listen should follow these rules:

1. Be totally present for the other person. 

2. Avoid asking questions. 

3. Avoid giving advice. 

4. Maintain total confidentiality: anything that your conversation partner decides to share must be held in strict confidence. 

Question 1: Describe a moment in your life that best exemplifies compassion for you? 

Question 2: Can you describe a moment in your life where you wished you had greater compassion? 

Question 3: If possible, can you name which component of compassion (i.e., noticing suffering, empathic concern,

sense of agency) you would like to strengthen?

Question 4: Is there something you could do that would increase your level of compassion, and if so what?

Final Reflections

Use this space to capture any insights or ideas that emerged for you during this exercise.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Mindful Dialogue Exercise

Skill 8: Compassion
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Instructions: These journal questions are designed to help reinforce the skills you are learning in CIT. The greatest 

benefit will come from repeated consideration of these questions over time. They can be used in connection with, or in

place of, the Contemplative Practice recordings found on the CIT website. Since space in this book is limited, you may

wish to answer these questions in your personal journal. 

Seeing Suffering on a Deeper Level

Start with bringing to mind a resource or focus on the contact of your body with a surface, object or another body part,

and allow yourself to notice any neutral or pleasant sensations that arise in your body.

1. Write down the name of one of the people you journaled about in the Empathic Concern skill. 

2. List at least three ways this person has benefited you or others.

3. As you think about all the ways this person has benefited you and others, describe your feelings for this person.

4. Close your eyes and bring to mind whatever difficulties this person may be facing, faced in the past, or might face in 

the future. After you have done that, take a moment to think about what this person would really want more than

anything else. Then imagine yourself giving them, or making it possible for them to receive, whatever it is they truly 

desire and feel would make them happy. If it is helpful, you can imagine sending white light from your body that

envelops them and that symbolizes your compassion for them. After you have done this, note down how this makes

you feel.

5. Recall the fact that every moment of every day we are supported by a vast network of people we know and do not

know. Recognize that no matter our social status or economic privilege, we are all vulnerable to present and future 

problems. We all experience all manners of suffering, aging, illness, separation from loved ones, stress, worries, anxiety,

physical and mental illnesses, and disappointments. Contemplate on how others, like your loved one, deeply wish for

happiness. After doing this, note down any observations you have about your feelings or thoughts.

6. Did you gain any insights from today’s journal entries? If so, explain what insights you gained and why they 

are valuable.

7. If you are engaging in concrete steps or practices to increase your compassion, how has that been progressing or what

have you been learning?

Contemplative Journal Questions

Skill 8: Compassion
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Series III:  Engaging in Systems

As human beings we do not exist alone, nor do we exist merely through direct interpersonal relations. We exist in 

interdependent systems, structures and networks that are as small as our family or local community, or as vast as the

world. Without recognizing the ways systems impact and shape us, and how we can play an effective role in them,

our ability to address many issues will remain limited. Compassion by itself is not enough for ethical and effective 

decision-making; it must be conjoined with critical thinking and an understanding of reality. Gaining insight into the

interdependent nature of our reality can be empowering and can lead to a deeper connection with others and the world

around us. Practicing critical thinking guided by the context of our values, interdependence and our common humanity

is the best guarantee for a more fulfilling, happy life for ourselves and others. 
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Series III:  Engaging in Systems

Skill 9:  Appreciating Interdependence

Interdependence is a basic fact of our reality as human beings. 

We require others to come into the world, grow and survive into

adulthood, and even as adults we require countless others for our

food, water, shelter, companionship, protection, and so on. Moreover,

everything we depend on for our well-being and happiness itself 

depends on an extended network of other people and things stretching

ever outward. Recognizing our interdependence is a powerful way

to cultivate gratitude, as seen earlier, but it also supports holistic,

long-term and systems-level thinking, whereas ignoring interde-

pendence can lead to short-term thinking and poor decision-making. 

Learning Outcomes

Content

● Participants will learn about the radical 

interdependence of the world, which 

includes ourselves.

● Participants will learn about the impor-

tance of context in systems thinking.

● Participants will learn about the way 

identity is constructed in a contingent 

and fluid way.

● Participants will learn about “structural 

inequality,” “structural violence” and 

“cultural violence.”

● Participants will learn that, due to 

interdependence, any truly compassionate

solution must be sustainable and account

for collective flourishing.

● Participants will learn to approach 

dilemmas through the lens of critical 

inquiry.

Practice

● Participants will practice evaluating ethical

dilemmas through the larger context of 

interdependence.

● Participants will familiarize themselves 

increasingly with interdependence by 

analyzing how objects, situations and 

actions come to be.
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The themes of Series I and II are greater compassion

for ourselves and others. The question now 

becomes, “How do we move that compassion

into the world to bring about lasting change?” This

highlights another important question, “Is compassion

enough?” It is clear that to take constructive action to

address problems in organizations, society and the world

at large, we will need a sophisticated understanding of the

problems at hand.

Direct, Structural and Cultural Violence

If we have cultivated a degree of impartiality and a sense

of common humanity, then when it comes to a systems

level, we will wish to promote the greatest flourishing for

all. Clearly one of the things that prevents flourishing is

harm and violence, which are directly opposed to both

compassion and well-being. An analysis of systems reveals

that violence and harm can happen not only directly by

one individual harming the interests of another, but also

in deeper ways.85 If we examine instances of repeated 

direct violence, we often find that there are structures

that allow that violence to occur. The institutions and

laws can be seen as “structural violence,” because they

support and perpetuate violence, inequality and injustice.

For example, if there is a law that allows men to beat their

wives without punishment, then we can clearly see a

structure that will allow, condone and perpetuate direct

violence. Similarly, the institution of legal slavery in the

United States and the institution of apartheid in South

Africa are examples of structural violence, because they are

systems that allow for injustice, violations and violence.

Analyzing to the level of structural violence shows the

importance of reforming institutions when they are 

destructive. But what allows those institutions to exist?

It is the beliefs and values of society that condone, approve

or tolerate institutions such as slavery, apartheid or mass

incarceration. This is the level of “cultural violence,” which

makes structural violence possible. Cultural violence is the

values, ideas and beliefs of individuals and society, which

may be conveyed through religion, ideology, popular 
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culture and science, and which can take physical form

through media such as film, television, literature, public

speeches, art and flags. A more technical definition might

state that cultural violence refers to those ideologies, 

beliefs, symbols and messages that any society utilizes

through its various avenues that: rationalize, legitimize,

and promote devaluation, discrimination, stigmatization,

prejudice, or violence toward certain individuals or

groups. Structural and cultural violence can overlap: 

for example in the media, which is both a communications

structure and a cultural disseminator of messages 

and symbols.

Through the lens of interdependence, we can recognize

the ways in which these systems may contribute to 

dysfunction in society and can reflect on how changes 

can be made. 

The process we are using to develop a systems perspective

on well-being and violence is by using interdependence. 

We are asking: what makes these acts of direct violence

possible? What do they depend on? This leads us to 

structures, such as laws and institutions. Then we ask:

what makes these structures, laws and institutions possible?

What do they depend on? This leads us to the beliefs and

values of the society. Then we can ask: what are those 

beliefs and values? Are they reflective of impartiality 

and common humanity, of forgiveness, gratitude and

compassion? Or do they reflect potentially harmful 

attitudes and mental states? If we have learned to discern

between what is harmful and what is beneficial during

our cultivation of self-compassion, then it will be easier

for us to see the parallels when analyzing society. We will

see that the very things that harm our own happiness on

an individual level can be toxic to society when they are

prevalent as cultural norms. Fortunately, this also provides

us with a way of taking action: we can begin with 

ourselves. If the very things we see as dangerous and 

problematic in society are the same things we recognize 

as harmful to ourselves, then we can resolve to weaken

and gradually eliminate these mental attitudes within

ourselves first, and then help others with our deepened

understanding and realizations.

A Systems Perspective

As we have seen, when one has a systems perspective by

appreciating interdependence, one can see that there are

many causes and conditions that give rise to any particular

problem, whether it is with an individual or a whole society.

It is always simpler and more convenient to see a direct

cause and effect when viewing a problem, but this is rarely

the reality that is uncovered through investigation. To provide

a further example, when we see a homeless person on the

street, it is easy to simply see that person as the cause of 

his own suffering, without regard to the myriad causes 

and conditions that gave rise to his present situation. By

appreciating the various causes and conditions that gave

rise to this person, it can increase our compassion for the

individual and help us find better solutions to his plight. 

If our understanding of this homeless person is simply that

of the individual without the system-perspective, then we

might think that giving the person money will make them

better. But when looking deeper, one can see how poverty is

a product, not just of an individual, but of an entire economy

and society that is set up in a specific way. Ironically, when

we judge ourselves, we are quick to rationalize our behaviors

by factoring in all of the external factors that led to us 

behave in the way we did. Using this same perspective 

for others can be beneficial to ourselves and society. 

We might witness other systems in society, such as 

domestic violence, incarceration, racism and prejudice as
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also being examples of structural violence. As we become

aware of the depth and complexity of these problems,

sometimes we can become hopeless. So it is important 

to keep in mind that these systems and structures are 

reflections of the values of individuals. As these values

change, the systems will naturally change to reflect the 

values of the people making up the rules and institutions.

In other words, institutions are not hard and fixed; rather,

they are capable of change. Most importantly, humans

have the ability to change them. The other component of

interdependence is humans have the ability to affect these

systems, and not only that humans are the products of 

systems. Our actions and consequences are far reaching.

This is a very enduring aspect of interdependence, and 

with this knowledge in mind, we can begin to use critical

thinking to make lasting social change.
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Series III:  Engaging in Systems

Skill 10:  Engaging with Discernment

All the previous steps are intended to lead to skills and insights

that facilitate decision making centered in compassionate 

integrity. This final step involves putting all this together in 

concrete situations and practicing the art of discernment. In 

addition to having compassion and integrity, ethical decision

making depends on knowledge, discernment and critical thinking

— all employed in the context of our basic human values and

our understanding of common humanity and interdependence.

This is furthered by taking an attitude of humility and 

recognizing the benefit that comes from working with, and 

learning from, others. This last step involves practicing this 

combination of compassion and insight.

Learning Outcomes

Content

● Participants will learn that compassion 

must be complemented with insight and 

understanding for decisions to lead to the

most positive outcomes. 

● Participants will learn to use common sense,

personal experience and scientific evidence

as a foundation for discernment.

● Participants will learn to check their personal

motivation when facing a dilemma

● Participants will learn the concept of 

epistemic humility.

Practice

● Participants will practice examining an 

issue in context from multiple perspectives,

considering the viewpoints of each group 

involved and debating the pros and cons 

of multiple sides.

● Participants will practice accessing creativity

and imagination, problem solving capacities

and other practical skills necessary for 

engaged action within their community 

and the world.
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Often when one thinks about compassion, what

comes to mind is compassionate actions, such

as giving money to the poor or helping someone

who is sick. As we have seen, however, compassion is 

better understood as an emotional state that motivates

one to action, but that does not dictate what that action is.

The same action can be used to help or to harm someone.

A surgeon, for instance, and a thief can both cut someone

with a knife, but the surgeon is motivated by a wish to 

assist someone, whereas the thief may be motivated by a

wish to harm. This helps us to see that the compassionate

nature of the action is not determined by the act itself but

by the underlying motivation.

Discernment

Compassion orients us toward compassionate action and

provides us with a destination toward which we want to

go, without necessarily knowing the most effective way to

get there. For example, when we see someone suffering

from illness, we may want to alleviate his or her suffering,

but we may not know right away how to do so. We know

where we want to go, but not how to get there. This 

intention could take us in many directions, from simply

taking the person to the doctor to deciding to go to medical

school. Despite being motivated by compassion, our actions

can even sometimes lead to greater harm, which is why 

discernment is so important.

Discernment is the wisdom to know what to do. Although

we cannot always know what to do in every situation,

there is a process we can go through in order to maximize

the chances of doing what is productive for others and for

ourselves. In order to fully grasp the concept of discernment,

which will be explored in greater depth in Module 10, it is

helpful to first better understand interdependence. Through

the recognition of interdependence, one can see that nothing

happens in a vacuum. As discussed earlier, interdependence
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Interdependence

is the recognition

that every person

is deeply

interconnected

and dependent on

others to survive

and thrive.
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is the recognition that every person is deeply interconnected

and dependent on everyone else in order to survive and

thrive. This interdependence extends also to the environ-

ment of which we are a part. In CIT, interdependence is

also the recognition that everything happens within a set 

of interrelated and mutually constituted systems, such as

economic, political, social and criminal justice. 

Practicing Discernment and Critical Thinking

Once one is motivated by compassion, the next step is to

figure out the most effective means for making a positive

contribution to the problem one is trying to address. This

process requires the application of critical thinking. When

the Dalai Lama speaks about applying critical thinking or

using discernment in order to tackle any problem in a 

compassionate way, he poses a series of questions that 

one can ask oneself in order to decide upon the best course

of action.86 These are: 

1. Check your motivation by asking, “Do I truly have

the others’ well-being at heart or am I under the

sway of any afflictive mental states, such as greed,

anger or jealousy?”

2. If your motivations are sound, bring to mind your

understanding of interdependence and ask, “What

is the broader context of the problem? What are the

various causes and conditions that have given rise

to the problem?”

3. Based on this broader understanding, ask, “What

choices do I have and what are the likely outcomes

of each choice?”

4. Finally, ask yourself, “Which solution will cause 

the least harm and enable the greatest amount of

well-being?”87

The goal of these steps is first to ensure that our motivations

are sound. The reason this is so important is that no matter

how thorough we are in devising our plans, we can rarely

know in advance the outcomes of our actions. We do not

control all of the variables, and we cannot see into the 

future. As a result, our actions may not have any effect or

may even cause greater harm. We must therefore, begin

with a sound motivation, without ulterior motives. 

The second reason for these steps is to ensure that we are

taking a wider view of the situation, in order to understand

the context for the reason why something is a certain way.

Part of the problem is that when we do not take a wider

view of all the causes and conditions, we are more likely to

cause unintended consequences. 

One of the potential dangers of seeing interdependence and

all of the causes and conditions is that it could lead to a

form of paralysis. Because there are so many conditions in

this web of interdependence, we could lose sight of how we

should act. Here we can be benefited by considering the

Pareto Principle (also called the 80/20 rule), which states

that in many situations 80% of the effects are caused by

only 20% of the causes. A person might find that they need

to raise a certain amount of money. Eighty percent of the

money they raise comes from 20% of the donors; similarly,

a business person may find that 80% of their profit comes

from 20% of their products. If we understand this, then

small changes, focused on a few key causes, can have a 

big impact. 

In thinking about unexpected consequences, it is very 

important to recognize that interdependence also means

that although we might have intended a certain outcome,

there are many other outcomes that might come along the

way. This is why it is important to think about the wider

context and to seek the opinions and expertise of others.
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One example of this is the Crime Bill signed by President

Clinton in 1994. This bill was supposed to be a “tough on

crime” bill, making the country safer and ending the war on

drugs. Unfortunately, what was intended and what actually

happened were two very different things. What transpired

was the beginning of the biggest explosion of the prison 

population in the United States in history. In 2015, 

President Clinton addressed the National Association for the

Advancement of Colored People stating, “I signed a bill that

made the problem worse and I want to admit it.”88 The 

original intention may have been good, but in the end there

were unforeseen consequences that were not at all beneficial. 

Epistemic Humility

As we use discernment, it is important to have a degree

of humility in our recognition of the problem and the

decisions that we are making. This is called “epistemic

humility,” which is humility with regard to our own

point of view and what we know and what we can

know. The basic idea is when looking at a complex issue,

we can only see part of the picture at any given time.

We see things from the lens of our own experiences and

knowledge. If we have epistemic humility, rather than

thinking that we are always right and others are always

wrong, we can be more open. Rather than treating others

with different ideas or perspectives as ignorant or ill-

informed, we can view their perspective as a contrasting

point of view and as an opportunity for learning. By 

recognizing that one can only see part of the picture and

that the other person has a different perspective to offer,

one can decide to listen and understand how the other

sees the situation. If we can do this, we can gain a bigger

sense of the picture. We tend to think that we are right

and that our views are absolute, but a moment’s reflection

will reveal that many of our views have in fact changed

over time, showing that our knowledge is imperfect.

Epistemic humility is the best tool we can use to learn

more, and learn more quickly. Ultimately, this leads us 

to solutions that will be more likely to be productive

and sustainable. 

Using a Systems Perspective to Explore 

Equity and Contentment

To develop a systems perspective, it is helpful to make 

a map of the system that shows its various elements 

and stakeholders, and then to analyze that system by

exploring how transactions and interactions affect the

various individuals and groups involved. This analysis

from a systems perspective is very helpful in revealing how

we may participate in benefit or harm in unintended ways.

For example, when we only consider our own well-being

and do not think of our interdependence with others, it

is easy to see things from only our own point of view. It

is natural to want more well-being for ourselves and our

loved ones, but it is important that this not come at

undue expense to others. For example, in our natural

pursuit of happiness, we may want more money, more

status, more power, more privilege, more rights, more

opportunities for ourselves and those we care for. In 

itself, of course, there is nothing wrong in wanting these

things, but it is important for us to analyze whether our

pursuit and accumulation of them comes at any expense

to others. A systems perspective helps us see that in

many cases, our having more means that others will

have less. 

This may not seem obvious at first, so it often requires

going through a process of discernment and critical

thinking. In any system with a finite set of resources –

such as material or human resources – accumulation by
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one individual or group inevitably translates into less for
others. If we live in a rich country, we may take it for granted
that the expansion of our economy and its accumulation of
more wealth is a good in itself that causes no one else any
harm, but that is not always the case. Sometimes growth
comes from new technology or more efficient use of resources,
but often it comes through the exploitation of those less 
fortunate than us. This picture only reveals itself when we
investigate the details of foreign aid and trade deals. Is the
enrichment of one group a reasonable goal if it results in the
impoverishment of another? 

The same holds true on an individual basis. We may 
celebrate a raise or promotion and the fact that we are
now earning more money, without thinking from whom
that money is coming or whose opportunities we may
be inhibiting. Even if we do analyze who the money
comes from, we may only analyze one or two steps
down the causal chain: our employer, the company, the
consumers and investors involved in the company, and
so on. Without sufficient analysis, it may even seem to
us that the money comes from nowhere, which of
course is not true. If we are not careful, we may not 
realize how our accumulation of wealth is actually often
moving wealth away from others. The same holds true
for power, status and privilege: we may see our own 
accumulation of influence as in no way connected with
others having less power and ability to participate. 

This is not to say we should not earn what we need or
enjoy any status or influence. It is merely to say that a
systems perspective encourages us to balance our wish
for accumulation with a recognition of others’ needs 
and their equal rights as fellow human beings. This is
because it encourages us to step outside of ourselves for a
moment and look from the perspective of all participants in
a system. If we were to consider the whole world and

global GDP and then decide what a reasonable distribution
of resources would involve for the individuals and 
families within it, what would that number look like? 
If we came up with a number, but then wanted more 
for ourselves than others, what reasons would we use 
to justify the idea that we deserve more? 

A body of research is already growing that shows that
individuals who have much more than others in terms
of wealth and status tend to act less ethically and less
generously than those who have less.89 Indeed, studies
suggest that as wealth increases, empathy tends to 
decline.90 Unless we can come up with a reasonable 
justification for why we deserve more than others, 
such imbalances are a threat to our integrity, because
they create a double standard for ourselves and others.
Integrity requires that we hold ourselves to the same
standard as others, not that we make exceptions for 
ourselves. Compassion requires that we recognize and
care about the needs of others. Therefore, contentment
and a sense of what is enough for us when considering
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the entire system is essential if we are to cultivate 

compassionate integrity. When considering “how much

is enough,” this is not something that someone else can

dictate to us; it is something we come to decide for 

ourselves, using our discernment and our awareness of

the system. As Gandhi said, “The world has enough for

the needs of all people. But it does not have enough for

the greed of even one person.” Far from diminishing our

happiness, having a reasonable sense of measure in our

life increases our gratitude, our connection with others

and our well-being. It frees us from the hedonic treadmill

and leads to greater generosity and sharing in our lives,

which has been shown to lead to greater happiness and

well-being.

Bringing Basic Human Values Into Decisions

The most important step in discernment is to remember

to bring the values that were discussed in the previous

skills to the forefront of our decision making and allow

it to drive our creative action to bring about a better

world for ourselves and others. In the United States,

economists often want to see GDP growth in excess of

3%. If GDP is growing by more than 3%, then the economy

is doing well; if not, it is doing poorly. Yet GDP growth

is a poor indicator of whether we are making the world

a better place, with more sustainable harmony and 

well-being. If we understand, for example, that part of

GDP is the money that fuels prisons, war, and tobacco

production, then it may be that a 3% growth in GDP is

actually a bad thing. Economic growth is not inherently

a good; like all materials things, it is a means to an end.

In fact, analysis may reveal to us that if we want our

economy to truly thrive, the best thing we can do is 

promote secular ethics. This is because the greatest 

costs to our economy come from things like violence,

mistrust, deceit, fraud, corruption, and the financial 

and human costs created by prisons, security forces, 

armaments and war. If people in our societies engaged 

in life with a stronger commitment to basic human 

values, we would find each other more trustworthy, 

cooperate more, and engage in less conflict and corrup-

tion. The result would be a society with far greater 

productivity and higher material and psychological 

well-being. Even better, such economic growth and 

prosperity would not come at the cost of impoverishing

others or our environment. 

For example, the Institute for Economics and Peace 

publishes an annual report (The Global Peace Index) 

that details the economic costs of violence as measured

against the world GDP. For the last two years, the 

economic costs of violence and violence containment

comprise about 13.3% and 12.6% of the world GDP 

respectively. This averages to about 13 trillion dollars 

of the world’s annual economic activity for those years.

This represents money, resources and lost lives usurped

from enjoying life’s opportunities and building sustainable

peace in the world. The analysis is based on a systems

perspective that also takes into account identifiable

components not just of violence production and 

containment, but also system components of building

sustainable peace in the world. What is clear in both 

domains is what is called the “multiplier effect” – 

resources devoted to violence tend to multiply and

strengthen the structures of violence and consume 

more resources to that end, while resources devoted 

to structures of peace, such as for education, healthcare, 

economic development and democratic institutions, tend 

to exponentially multiply potential for human flourishing

and well-being. This report illustrates empirically how 

we are allowing and actually allocating absurd, and arguably
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immoral amounts of GDP toward destructive ends. 

Countries that do not allocate resources toward violence 

production and containment, but rather invest them on

peace infrastructure, rank very high in the Global Peace

Index.91 It is a matter of values and priorities.

So as we look at the kinds of problems that we are 

trying to change in the world, the questions we may

wish to ask ourselves are: “Are we really digging deeply

enough?”, “Are we being creative enough?” and “Are 

we being driven by those values that are in our own 

best long-term interest, such as compassion?” Most 

importantly, we can ask ourselves, “Are we seeking out

the greatest well-being for the greatest number of people 

in a way that is sustainable and equitable for all?” The

more we can answer yes to that question, the more we

are beginning to live our lives out of compassionate 

integrity, and the more we are contributing to our own

individual and collective flourishing. 
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Interdependence

Direct, Structural

and Cultural Violence

Notes

Skill 9: Appreciating Interdependence
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Notes

Skill 9: Appreciating Interdependence

What is a System?
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Instructions: Answer the following questions as freely and openly as possible. Your answers are for you only and are

not meant to be shared. As such, do not worry about the quality of your prose or grammar. There’s no need to think

much before you write; you can just write.

1. What are some benefits of appreciating interdependence?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What are some things holding you back from appreciating interdependence?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. How would your life be different if you were better able to appreciate interdependence while making decisions?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Reflective Writing Exercise

Skill 9: Appreciating Interdependence
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Instructions:  Each participant will select a partner with whom to have a mindful conversation. Take turns answering

the following questions. The partner whose turn it is to listen should follow these rules:

1. Be totally present for the other person. 

2. Avoid asking questions. 

3. Avoid giving advice. 

4. Maintain total confidentiality: anything that your conversation partner decides to share must be held in strict confidence. 

Question 1: How did it feel to reflect on interdependence?

Question 2: What could you do to appreciate interdependence more often?

Question 3: How does appreciating interdependence impact how you view the systems you would like to make a 

positive impact on?

Final Reflections

Use this space to capture any insights or ideas that emerged for you during this exercise.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Mindful Dialogue Exercise

Skill 9: Appreciating Interdependence
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Instructions: These journal questions are designed to help reinforce the skills you are learning in CIT. The greatest 

benefit will come from repeated consideration of these questions over time. They can be used in connection with, or in

place of, the Contemplative Practice recordings found on the CIT website. Since space in this book is limited, you may

wish to answer these questions in your personal journal. 

Exercise 1

Start with bringing to mind a resource or focus on the contact of your body with a surface, object or another body part,

and allow yourself to notice any neutral or pleasant sensations that arise in your body.

1. Think of an event in your life such as an accomplishment or something that contributed or contributes to your 

well-being now (e.g. getting a job, earning a degree, finding accommodation, meeting a spouse or partner, or even a

more minor event). Start to consider all the people who contributed to this event or accomplishment. Try to list 

everyone who played a role, even a minor role. If there are people whose names you don’t know, list them by their 

role, profession or some other designation.

2. Now consider the people you listed. Who did they themselves depend on? Who did they need in order to be able to play

the role they played in enabling your accomplishment? If there are people whose names you don’t know, list them by

their role, profession or some other designation. If there are groups of people, you can name those too.

3. Total up the number of people you come up with through this process. 

4. Are you surprised by the number of people on whom this one event in your life depended? How many of these people

were strangers or people you do not know very well? 

5. What benefits might there be if we developed a greater appreciation of this type of interdependence?

6. Did you gain any insights from today’s journal entries? If so, explain what insights you gained and why they 

are valuable.

7. If you are engaging in concrete steps or practices to increase your appreciation of interdependence, how has that been

progressing or what have you been learning?

Contemplative Journal Questions

Skill 9: Appreciating Interdependence
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Instructions: These journal questions are designed to help reinforce the skills you are learning in CIT. The greatest 

benefit will come from repeated consideration of these questions over time. They can be used in connection with, or in

place of, the Contemplative Practice recordings found on the CIT website. Since space in this book is limited, you may

wish to answer these questions in your personal journal. 

Exercise 2

Start with bringing to mind a resource or focus on the contact of your body with a surface, object or another body part,

and allow yourself to notice any neutral or pleasant sensations that arise in your body.

1. Pick an object in the room that benefits you, but you may not notice often. Draw a picture of this object in 

the center of  a blank piece of paper in your journal. Then, using words, arrows and pictures, draw a visual 

representation of all of the people and things it took for you to have this object. You might ask yourself these 

questions as you complete this activity: “How did this item get here? How did it come to be? Who made it? 

What else was needed to get it here? Who made those items? etc.”

2. After your diagram is complete, write down the number of people who are associated with each part of the process

and then total up the number of all of these people.

3. How does this object benefit you? What would your life be like without this object or others like it?

4. Are you surprised by the number of people on whom this item depends? How many of these people are so-called

“strangers” to us?

5. What benefits might there be if we developed a greater appreciation of this type of interdependence?

6. Did you gain any insights from today’s journal entries? If so, explain what insights you gained and why 

they are valuable.

7. If you are engaging in concrete steps or practices to increase your appreciation of interdependence, how has 

that been progressing or what have you been learning?

Contemplative Journal Questions

Skill 9: Appreciating Interdependence
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Why Cultivate Critical Thinking?

Discernment

Multiple Causes and Conditions

Notes

Skill 10: Engaging with Discernment
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“This project may not bear fruit for another 40 or 50
years, and you and I won’t be here to see it. But our
generation must make a start. The present younger
generation are honest and sincere. We can tell them,
our generation made these mistakes, if you simply 
follow them, you’ll only suffer too. This is the time to
make a start, to change. I think young people today
will follow this direction and that a different, more
sensible humanity may emerge, whose leadership too
will be different.”

- H.H. the Dalai Lama

Notes

Skill 10: Engaging with Discernment

Epistemic Humility

Contentment and Equity
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Instructions: Answer the following questions as freely and openly as possible. Your answers are for you only and are

not meant to be shared. As such, do not worry about the quality of your prose or grammar. There’s no need to think

much before you write; you can just write.

1. What are the benefits, if any, of recognizing that systems provide both benefit and harm to individuals? 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What are the benefits, if any, of appreciating the aspirations and fears of each group of people engaged in a system?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Would our attitude toward these systems change if we better appreciated the common humanity of all those 

involved in them and affected by them? 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Reflective Writing Exercise

Skill 10: Engaging with Discernment
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Instructions:  Each participant will select a partner with whom to have a mindful conversation. Take turns answering

the following questions. The partner whose turn it is to listen should follow these rules:

1. Be totally present for the other person. 

2. Avoid asking questions. 

3. Avoid giving advice. 

4. Maintain total confidentiality: anything that your conversation partner decides to share must be held in strict confidence. 

Question 1: What is a system you would like to have a positive impact on?

Question 2: How does appreciating interdependence and common humanity impact the way you see yourself 

engaging in this system?

Question 3: How would this system change if there were more compassion among those in it, rather than 

hate or resentment?

Final Reflections

Use this space to capture any insights or ideas that emerged for you during this exercise.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Mindful Dialogue Exercise

Skill 10: Engaging with Discernment
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Instructions: These journal questions are designed to help reinforce the skills you are learning in CIT. The greatest 

benefit will come from repeated consideration of these questions over time. They can be used in connection with, or in

place of, the Contemplative Practice recordings found on the CIT website. Since space in this book is limited, you may

wish to answer these questions in your personal journal. 

Start with bringing to mind a resource or focus on the contact of your body with a surface, object or another body part,

and allow yourself to notice any neutral or pleasant sensations that arise in your body.

1. Write down a system that you are involved in or wish to have a positive impact on. Be specific.

2. As you did for Appreciating Interdependence, on a piece of paper create a visual representation of the human and

non-human components that make up the system.

3. On your system map, note the places where you see the system causing harm to people and where you see the sys-

tem creating benefit for people. If you can, note whether this harm and benefit is direct, structural or cultural (as

described in the manual). As negativity bias can sometimes push us to focus on harm, try and be fair with how the

system also creates benefit. 

4. For each group of stakeholders in the system, list what you think their aspirations and fears are. What insights

emerge for you as you note these aspirations and fears?

5. How would the system change if at any place in the system there were more compassion? What about anger and

resentment?

6. What would be the most compassionate way for you to positively impact the system and benefit others affected by

the system? 

7. Did you gain any insights from today’s journal entries? If so, explain what insights you gained and why they are

valuable.

8. If you are engaging in concrete steps or practices to increase your discernment, how has that been progressing or

what have you been learning?

Contemplative Journal Questions

Skill 10: Engaging with Discernment
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Further Reading

If you are interested in reading more

about many of the topics covered in CIT,

we recommend the following books:
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