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Introduction

A noble heart is a heart that is undefended, vulnerable, and strong 
in its unconditional compassion for everything that lives. It is 
the heart we see in the bodhisattvas,	or saints, who dedicate their 

lives to easing the suffering of others. Yet we need not be saints in order 
to cultivate and manifest our own noble heart, for this kind of nobility 
is our natural condition. In most of us, this nobility is obscured by the 
armor we’ve developed to protect ourselves from fear.

What stands between us and our noble heart is not the fear we try so 
hard to avoid, but the armor. Fear itself is not dangerous. We have all the 
mental and emotional resources we need to cope with it. The bodhisattvas 
themselves experience fear—just as they experience the whole range of 
emotions that are our legacy as human beings. A heart realizes its nobility 
when it is able to embrace fear, aggression, desire, numbness—to make 
friends with these and all the other emotions that we typically regard as 
“negative”—without acting them out or repressing them. 

The noble heart is fearless because it is completely familiar with fear; 
peaceful because it knows aggression intimately; filled with equanimity 
because it has experienced the depths of desire and aversion. Because it 
has not turned away from these uncomfortable experiences, the noble 
heart understands the exact nature of the suffering they cause, and can 
help others through the same experiences from a foundation of genuine 
empathy and nonjudgment. 

For centuries, Tibetan Buddhists have used certain understandings 
and practices to transform negative emotions into compassion, thereby 
realizing the essence of noble heart. Some of the most central and pow-
erful of these tools are contained in the teachings on the three marks 
of existence, the four limitless ones, and the six paramitas. Noble	Heart	
explains and explores each of these teachings through the lens of our 
everyday Western experience, so that we, too, may come to know our 
own noble heart.



Using This Resource for  
a Self-Guided Retreat

You may want to simply listen to Noble	Heart,	and apply what you learn 
to your life after you’ve heard the entire set. If you plan to listen to the 
recordings in your car, please be aware that Session Two, “Cultivating 
Unconditional Friendliness through Meditation,” consists almost exclu-
sively of a guided meditation. You might want to listen to this talk in a 
place where you’re free to meditate. Other talks also offer meditations, but 
include teachings that you can listen to anywhere.

Since it was recorded at an actual retreat, this audio learning set is 
structured so that you can actually use it to guide a solitary or group 
meditation retreat. Here are some suggestions that will help you get the 
most out of your retreat, should you decide to do one.

How should I set up my retreat?
The environment for your retreat should be as simple as possible. For 
solitary practice, you’ll need your meditation cushion, a silent clock 
or watch, and the chants in Appendix B (page 38). Group meditation 
requires that someone keep time and alert the others to the beginning 
and end of each talk and sitting or walking session. This function may 
be rotated among the retreatants, either by day or by meditation session. 
Changeovers to the new timekeeper should be done during walking 
meditation or between sessions, so as to cause as little disruption as  
possible. The timekeeper should have a gong or some similar device to 
signal the beginning and end of sitting and walking sessions. Typically, 
the timekeeper sits in front of the room, facing the other practitioners. 
This person also leads the chants.

How long should my retreat be?
Noble	Heart	presents the key material from a ten-day retreat at Gampo 
Abbey. The following is a rough outline of the schedule participants at 
that retreat followed. 

7 am Meditation 
8 am Silent breakfast 
9 am Meditation 
10 am Talk (equivalent to one Noble	Heart	session) 
12 pm Silent lunch 
12:30 pm Chores and free time 
2 pm Meditation 
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5 pm Dinner 
6 pm Meditation (or talk) 
8 pm Final gong

This schedule has been used and refined for many years by students 
of Chögyam Trungpa, Rinpoche. If you are fortunate enough to be able 
to do a ten-day meditation retreat, you will find it a well-balanced and 
effective structure to use. In this case, you would listen to one session 
each morning, which would cover ten talks. Select two days during your 
retreat to listen to the remaining talks after dinner (see the 6 pm activity 
listed above).

You can, however, use Noble	Heart	for a retreat of any length, starting 
with two days. Although setting aside a number of consecutive days to 
meditate is ideal, you can also spread your retreat over several weeks:  
three or four Saturdays in a row, for example. Just adapt your listening 
schedule to fit the time you have. 

How long should I meditate?
The length of your meditation sessions will be dictated by the length of 
your retreat. If you have just three days available, you’ll want to listen to 
three hours of talks (four sessions) each day. This will leave you five to 
seven hours for meditation, depending on when you begin and end your 
meditation each day. If you have enough time, you might listen to fewer 
talks when they present new practices—giving you more time to work 
with them—and more talks on other days. You may also want to replay 
certain talks.

It’s recommended that you always follow each talk with at least 
an hour of meditation before listening to the next. If you’re doing an 
extended meditation session for the first time, you may want to break 
up the hour with one or two periods of walking meditation (see below), 
until your back, seat, and thigh muscles become accustomed to the  
sitting meditation posture. When new practices are presented, you 
might want to take a little longer—say, two or even three hours—to 
absorb them in meditation before going to the next session.

However long your retreat lasts, break your sitting meditation with 
ten or fifteen minutes of walking meditation every forty-five to fifty 
minutes. You will find instructions for sitting meditation on Talk Two, 
“Cultivating Unconditional Friendliness through Meditation.” The 
instructions for walking meditation are as follows:

•  Feet:	In walking meditation, the mindfulness of each step replaces 
the mindfulness of breath. The pace should be slow but natural: 
slow enough to direct your attention easily toward the distinct move-
ments of your feet as they touch the ground (heel, sole, toe) as well 
as toward the movements of your legs (bending, lifting, swinging). 
Don’t verbalize this process; just be aware of it happening. Each step 
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should flow as one continuous movement, without any break or 
pause in the process.

•  Hands:	The essential point is to have a sense of walking with dignity, 
like the Buddha. Maintain good upright posture, with attention to 
head and shoulders. With arms relaxed, hold your hands at a level 
about an inch below your navel in this mudra	(gesture):

 •  fold in your left thumb and make a fist over it with the 
other fingers of your left hand

 •  place your palm and the fingers of your right hand naturally 
around this fist, with your right thumb resting at the point 
where your left thumb and forefinger join

• 	Eye	gaze:	Begin walking meditation with a slightly lowered gaze.  
It shouldn’t be so low, however, that you’re looking at your feet. 
Draw your attention in and practice undistractedly. When you feel  
somewhat stabilized and settled, you may raise your eye gaze and 
experience the sense of your body moving through space, with a 
more panoramic awareness of the environment. Experiment with 
both raised and lowered gaze, using the guideline of “not too 
tight—not too loose.”

• 	Labeling:	When you discover that your attention has wandered 
from the movements of your feet and legs, label that “thinking,”  
and return your awareness to the process of walking. It might also 
be helpful to lower your eye gaze at this point.

• 	Posture:	The main point is to walk like the Buddha. Your posture 
is uplifted and noble. If you feel yourself slumping, come back to 
your good upright posture, which is relaxed and dignified.

•		Returning	to	your	seat:	At the end of walking meditation, pick up 
your pace and walk briskly to your place. Stand at your seat on 
your zabuton or in front of your chair, with hands still in the  
walking meditation mudra; then sit down. (If you’re doing walking 
meditation with a group, the timekeeper strikes a block of wood 
to signal the end of the session. All follow a clockwise direction 
back to their seats, where they stand until the timekeeper sits. Then 
everyone sits.)

•		Transition	to	sitting:	The timekeeper strikes the gong to signal the 
resumption of sitting meditation. After taking your seat, adjust 
your posture and briefly check the six points. Place awareness on 
the outbreath when the gong is rung.

Is there anything else I should do?
You’ll find the chants used at Gampo Abbey retreats before and after 
meals and at the end of the day on page 38 of this study guide. These 
are intended to awaken your sense of gratitude and compassion toward 
others, helping to deepen your meditation and its impact on the world. 
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Feel free to chant them as you feel comfortable, or to substitute chants 
or prayers from another tradition closer to you. If meditating alone, you 
can chant silently if you prefer. In a group setting, it’s recommended 
that you chant out loud, in unison.

Noble	Heart	includes one homework assignment (at the end of Talk 
One). You may also want to take time, during your retreat, to read some 
of the materials in this booklet. They will help you develop a broader 
understanding of the teachings you hear. Make use, too, of the sum-
maries of various Noble	Heart	teachings and practices that follow. These 
follow the same structure as the talks, so that you can read them at the 
appropriate times during your retreat or as you listen to the set.

Traditionally, retreatants are urged to refrain for the duration of the 
retreat from journaling or reading (except for materials directly related 
to this practice, such as this booklet or the books recommended in the 
Additional Resources section on page 44). This reduces the amount of 
mental chatter during meditation and supports a more focused practice. 
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The Continuous Practice of Bodhichitta

Noble	Heart	is organized around the ancient Buddhist teachings on 
“absolute” and “relative” bodhichitta. Bodhichitta	is a Sanskrit word  
meaning “awakened heart/mind,” or simply “noble heart.” 

Absolute bodhichitta 
Absolute bodhichitta is generally associated with awakening to the  
experience of shunyata,	the unlimited dimension of being. To encourage 
this process, we use a nonconceptual meditation practice; in this case, 
shamatha-vipashyana	(mindfulness-awareness). When we see clearly the 
illusory nature of thoughts and experiences, things become flexible and 
workable. This essential openness is fundamentally inseparable from  
relative bodhichitta practice—which, by contrast, makes use of thoughts 
and experiences to connect with the heart.

Relative bodhichitta 
Relative bodhichitta practice is associated with awakening compassion. 
This practice introduces us to the open and unlimited capacity to love 
and care about each other. There are two types of relative bodhichitta 
practices: the aspiring practices and the entering practices. Aspiring 
practices predispose us toward entering the path of the bodhisattva—one 
whose heart and mind are unconditionally open. Entering practices give 
us tools we can use every day to step more and more fully into this  
completely open and loving state.

Practices of aspiring

1. The practices for cultivating the four limitless ones: 
 • unconditional friendliness (maitri) 
 • compassion 
 • joy 
 • equanimity
2. The formal meditation practice of tonglen
3. The three noble principles: 
 • in the beginning—start with the motivation of compassion 
 • in the middle—maintain a nongrasping attitude 
 • at the end—share the merit with all beings
4. The daily life practice of relative bodhichitta: 
 • arousing maitri and compassion in times of pain and joy 
 • doing tonglen on the spot
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Practices of entering
These are the daily life practices of the six paramitas, which gradually 
lead us to a living experience of inseparable shunyata (openness) and 
compassion. The paramitas are generosity, discipline, patience, exertion, 
meditation, and wisdom (prajña)

For a more detailed look at the paramitas, turn to Appendix D on 
page 40.
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Talk One 
The Ground of Bodhichitta Practice

The three marks of existence
According to the Buddha, the three qualities that characterize human 
existence are impermanence, egolessness, and suffering.

•		Impermanence: Everything is forever changing. This is a universal law, 
which many scientists also acknowledge. But accepting this state of 
affairs typically makes us anxious. We want solid ground under our 
feet; we want something we can count on; we want a sure outcome. 
So we spend much of our time denying or resisting the truth of 
impermanence. The Buddha taught that accepting and relaxing with 
change in every area of our lives is the path to awakening.

•		Egolessness:	When the Buddha declared egolessness a mark of  
existence, he made the point that the “self ” we experience—our 
fixed identity, with its planning, scheming aspect of mind—is a  
fiction. There actually is no entity called “ego”—only a misunder-
standing of our true nature, which is much vaster than the small 
identity we try so hard to protect and defend. 

•		Suffering:	All humans suffer because our thinking is static, while 
reality is constantly changing. Our attempts to solidify our natu-
rally fluid experience result in the pain generally associated with the 
human condition. Many spiritual paths address this process and 
describe various methods we might use to stop resisting the  
uncertainty of existence. 

The three noble principles
This teaching can be applied to any endeavor you undertake. In the context 
of Noble	Heart	and the ongoing practices you take from it, it’s suggested 
that you begin by making use of the three noble principles whenever you 
meditate—and then extend them into other areas of your life.

•		Good	in	the	beginning:	To imbue everything you do with an  
attitude that will be of most help to yourself and others, begin by 
deliberately creating an atmosphere of compassion. Bring your 
intention into alignment with your desire to promote happiness 
and end suffering. You might even say, “May whatever I do today 
(or may this meditation or project) be of benefit to all beings.” It’s 
healing to get in the habit of doing this at the beginning of each 
day and when you begin any task or project. 
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•		Good	in	the	middle:	During the course of your day or meditation or 
task, train in bringing a nongrasping attitude to all you do. When 
you find yourself grasping at something, notice, forgive yourself, 
and move on. “Good in the middle” actually describes the whole 
spiritual path: a movement away from narrowness and into an ever 
more expansive way of being in the world.

•		Good	at	the	end:	Whenever you leave work, finish a meal, or come 
to the end of your day or meditation, be aware that this is your last 
opportunity to be in contact with that particular experience. Then 
dedicate whatever merit you may have accumulated in the course 
of your activity to the benefit of all beings. You may use a formal 
chant, such as the “Dedication of Merit” on page 38, or put this 
wish—that all beings might benefit from this act—into your own 
words. Even if you realize, at this point, that you were unaware 
and distracted during the entire activity, you have still accumulated 
merit if you began the activity with good intentions—as described 
above, under “Good in the beginning.”

Homework assignment
If you are using this audio learning set for a self-guided retreat, do this 
exercise after you finish your first meditation session. Even if you aren’t 
doing an actual retreat, you’ll find this assignment helpful when you 
begin to work with some of the practices you’re about to learn.

Make two lists. The first enumerates the people or animals toward 
whom you feel good heart; this might be a feeling of love, gratitude, appre-
ciation, tenderness. If you can’t think of anyone right away who evokes 
good heart, relax. Contemplate people or animals toward whom you at 
least sometimes feel warmth, and do your best to connect with that feeling 
as genuine and real. Then list even just one being who comes to mind. You 
may add to this list later, so don’t worry about forgetting someone.

Your second list is of the people, beings, or events that automatically 
inspire a feeling of compassion. It may be a newspaper photograph of a 
starving child; a memory of a dog scheduled for euthanasia at the  
pound; the image of someone you love in pain. Think of anything that 
fills your heart with compassion, and add it to your list.

It’s not uncommon for people to feel anxious when first asked to do 
this exercise. You may be thinking, “What if I can’t feel anything?” “What 
if I’m not truly grateful to anyone?” If this is your experience, direct  
compassion toward yourself and let go of any pressure you may be putting 
on yourself to come up with a good list. You’ll find, as you continue to do 
the practices on Noble	Heart,	that it will become easier and easier to open 
your heart to appreciation and compassion.

When you’ve contemplated your two lists, put them under your  
pillow before going to sleep. Bring them to your meditation cushion the 
following day.
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Talk TwO 
Cultivating Unconditional Friendliness 

through Meditation

The style of meditation you will learn in this talk is known by its 
Sanskrit name: shamatha-vipashyana. Shamatha	means “peace,” and 
refers to the spaciousness that arises when we learn to know our minds 
without judgment. Vipashyana	means “insight.” This quality arises spon-
taneously in the space we create when we practice shamatha meditation. 
It can best be described as a more vivid appreciation of our experience 
in the moment.

The six points of posture

The following instructions are helpful in finding a position on your  
cushion or chair that is both relaxed and dignified, keeping your seat  
stable and your heart center open. Over time, you’ll find that these points 
of posture describe the most comfortable position for sitting meditation.

•		Seat:	Whether you’re sitting on a cushion on the floor or in a chair, 
your buttocks should be flat, not tilting to the right or left or to 
the back or front.

•		Legs:	The legs are crossed comfortably in front of you—or, if you’re 
sitting in a chair, the feet are flat on the floor, with the knees a few 
inches apart.

•		Torso:	The torso (from head to seat) is upright, with a strong back 
and an open front. If you’re sitting in a chair, it’s best not to lean 
back. If you start to slouch, simply sit upright again.

•		Hands:	The hands are open, with palms down, resting on the thighs.
•		Eyes:	The eyes are open, indicating the attitude of remaining awake 

and relaxed with all that occurs. The gaze is slightly downward and 
directed about four to six feet in front of you.

•		Mouth: The mouth is very slightly open, so that the jaw is relaxed 
and air can move easily through both mouth and nose. The tip of 
the tongue can be placed on the roof of the mouth, just behind the 
front teeth.

Each time you sit down to meditate, you can run through these six 
points; and any time you feel distracted during your meditation, you can 
bring your attention back to your body and contemplate the six points again.
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Cultivating maitri through shamatha-vipashyana meditation

•		Gentleness:	Maitri	is a Sanskrit word meaning “friendliness.” The 
mind of maitri has three qualities, the first of which is gentleness. 
You can awaken this quality by giving yourself a break from harsh-
ness of every kind—especially any judgments you may harbor about 
your adequacy as a meditator. Rather than chiding yourself for lapses 
in attention, physical restlessness, and other experiences common in 
meditation practice, try lightening up. When thoughts arise, cultivate 
a nonjudgmental attitude by gently and kindly saying to yourself, 
“thinking.” Release any tightness you may be holding, and let your 
mind relax. Again and again, lightly let the thoughts go and return to 
the fluidity of your outbreath. 

•		Precision:	The second quality of maitri is precision. We can cultivate 
precision and clarity through the discipline of meditation. Far from 
being a punitive or inflexible approach to practice, discipline simply 
represents a willingness to be as faithful to the meditation technique 
as we can. Precision provides a perfect balance for gentleness: where 
gentleness in our practice generates spaciousness and relaxation,  
precision nurtures a steady mind that sees clearly. When you realize 
you’ve wandered off in your thoughts, simply and precisely label 
them “thinking,” and simply and precisely come back to the  
outbreath—again and again and again.

•		Letting	go:	The third quality of maitri is letting go. In cultivat-
ing gentleness and precision, we can sometimes fall into wanting 
to hold on to those qualities, or to the experiences that arise out 
of them. We may force our attention to the outbreath, doggedly 
hanging on to it like a lifeline. In encouraging the nongrasping 
mind, we train in letting go of these obsessions and relaxing our 
grip. When thoughts arise, we touch them and let them go. Then 
we return to the breath, letting it expand outward and letting it go, 
again and again and again. 

“Friendliness”

The Buddha taught very specifically on the topic of unconditional 
friendliness. Here is the aspiration he taught his followers. This teach-
ing describes the state of mind of one who has attained unconditional 
friendliness toward self and other. The meditation practice you learn in 
this talk will help you to find your way on this path of awakening.

This	is	what	should	be	done	by	those	who	are	skilled	in	seeking	the	good,		
having	attained	the	way	of	peace:

They	should	be	able,	straightforward,	and	upright,	easy	to	speak	to,		
	 gentle,	and	not	proud,
Content	and	easily	supported,	with	few	obligations	and	wants,
With	senses	calmed,	prudent,	modest,	and	without	greed	for	other		
	 people’s	possessions.
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They	should	not	do	anything	base	that	the	wise	would	reprove.
May	they	be	at	their	ease	and	secure—may	all	beings	be	happy.

Whatever	living	beings	there	are,	whether	they	be	weak	or	strong—	
	 omitting	none	–
Whether	long,	large,	average,	short,	big	or	small,
Seen	or	unseen,	dwelling	near	or	far,
born	or	to	be	born—may	all	beings	be	happy.

Let	no	one	deceive	another	or	despise	anyone	anywhere.
Let	none	out	of	anger	or	hostility	wish	suffering	upon	another.

Just	as	a	mother	would	protect	with	her	life	her	own	child,	her	only	child,
So	should	one	cultivate	a	boundless	mind	toward	all	beings	and		
	 friendliness	toward	the	entire	world.

One	should	cultivate	a	boundless	mind—above,	below,	and	across,
Without	obstruction,	hatred,	or	enmity.

Standing,	walking,	sitting,	or	lying	down,	throughout	all	one’s		
	 waking	hours,
One	should	practice	this	mindfulness;	this,	they	say,	is	the	supreme	state.

Not	falling	into	wrong	views,	virtuous,	endowed	with	insight,
Having	overcome	desire	for	sense	pleasures,	one	will	never	again		
	 know	rebirth.

Translated by the Nalanda Translation Committee. ©1997 by the 
Nalanda Translation Committee, 1619 Edward Street, Halifax, NS, 
Canada B3H 3H9.
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Talk Three 
Developing Inner Strength and Trust

Meditation brings to our attention aspects of ourselves we may never 
have seen or acknowledged before. Watching our minds, we realize that 
perhaps we aren’t the person we thought we were; that we may, in fact, 
be entertaining cravings and aversions that we never knew we had, or 
thought we had “transcended.” This experience can feel shocking—even 
threatening. It can also bring up fear.

In the normal course of life, we’re habituated to turning back at this 
stage. We regard fear as a signal of danger, and immediately move to a 
stance that feels safer. This is why coming to know the nature of our 
fear is such an essential part of developing an unconditional relation-
ship with ourselves; of developing maitri. Until we do, it’s difficult to go 
beyond the point where our world view—and, specifically, our beliefs 
about our own identity—are challenged. As we begin to relax with all 
parts of ourselves, we gradually connect with an inner strength, and a 
trust in our inherent wisdom. The first step is to become intimate with 
the strategies we use to armor our hearts and minds. Meditation pro-
vides a method for doing this.

The three lords of materialism
The three lords of materialism represent the ways we misguidedly look 
for relief from our suffering and, in the process, increase our alienation 
and pain. Together, they describe the phenomenon of ego, or armor, or 
the addiction to the illusion of a solid, separate self.

•	 	The	lord	of	form:	This style of ego looks for relief in the material and 
tangible. We turn to food, drugs, sex, wealth, or relationships to  
escape being who and where we are. We reach out for “things” to 
avoid being intimate with our thoughts and emotions. This may bring  
momentary relief, but never the strength and happiness we seek. 

•	 	The	lord	of	speech:	The lord of speech represents the ways in which 
we use belief systems to resist the natural flow of change.  
We cling to political, religious, or moral ideals. We derive comfort 
and security from the certainty that “it’s like this” or “this way is 
best”—and in the process, we lose our openness. There may not 
necessarily be anything wrong with the content of these beliefs: 
but when our minds become fixated and closed, suffering follows.

•		The	lord	of	mind:	Perhaps the most seductive of ego strategies 
comes into play when we seek comfort and security from altered 
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states of mind: the “highs” that come from drugs and from certain 
spiritual practices. When we achieve these extraordinary states, 
we’re deluded into believing that it’s possible to transcend human 
suffering, rather than realizing that fundamental well-being comes 
only when we open our hearts and minds to the totality of the 
human experience—both its pleasures and its sorrows.

The four limitless ones
In order to see through the crippling and limiting strategies of ego, we 
gradually begin to develop trust in our innate strength. The means of 
building this trust and nurturing our strength are the four limitless ones: 
the maitri, compassion, joy, and equanimity that exist in us now in lim-
ited forms, but which have the potential to expand beyond  
measure. These are also called the “four great catalysts of awakening.”

Maitri
Traditionally, maitri	means developing the wish for the happiness of all 
beings. The Tibetan meditation master Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, 
extended this idea and taught maitri as unlimited, unconditional friend-
liness toward oneself, which is then radiated out to all other beings. It’s 
in this context that we discuss maitri and maitri practice here.

Maitri is generally associated with kindness; gentleness; a nonjudg-
mental attitude toward oneself. Although these certainly do characterize 
maitri, another important element is honesty. Only through honesty can 
we begin to contact those parts of ourselves that most need our kindness 
and love. The practice of maitri involves being able to see clearly the 
attributes and behaviors that make us feel most ashamed, grief-stricken, 
or frightened.
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Talk fOur 

The Practice of  Maitri 

“The Four Limitless Ones”

May	all	sentient	beings	enjoy	happiness	and	the	root	of	happiness.		
May	they	be	free	from	suffering	and	the	root	of	suffering.	
May	they	not	be	separated	from	the	great	happiness	devoid	of	suffering.	
May	they	dwell	in	the	great	equanimity	free	from	passion,	aggression,		
	 and	prejudice.

(Translated by the Nalanda Translation Committee.)
Each line of this chant refers to one of the four limitless ones: the first, 

maitri; the second, compassion; the third, joy; and the fourth, equanimity.
[Editor’s note: Pema Chödrön prefers to sometimes change the word “they” 
in this translation to “we” (“May we be free from suffering,” etc.). This 
change emphasizes that we, too, aspire to experience these four quantities, 
along with all other sentient beings.]

Maitri practice
This is where you’ll make use of the lists you made at the end of Talk 
One. From your first list, choose a being toward whom you feel good 
heart. Do your best to hold this genuine feeling of love, appreciation, or 
tenderness as you follow the seven stages of maitri practice. 

1.  Develop maitri toward yourself (rephrasing the first line of the chant 
above to read, “May I enjoy happiness and the root of happiness.” 
You may also use other words that are meaningful to you, such as 
“May I be able to look at myself with understanding and love.”)

2.  Develop maitri toward someone from your first list, for whom you 
feel sincere good heart. (“May [name] enjoy happiness and the 
root of happiness”; or choose your own words.)

3.  Develop maitri toward a good friend or friends—again, saying 
their name and aspiring for their happiness, using the same words.

4.  Develop maitri toward someone about whom you feel neutral—
neither like nor dislike (use the same words).

5.  Develop maitri toward someone you find difficult or offensive 
(use the same words).

6.  Let the maitri grow big enough to include all of the beings in the 
five steps above (this step is called “dissolving the barriers”). Say, 
“May I enjoy happiness and the root of happiness,” and continue 
to repeat this for all five.
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7.  Extend maitri toward all beings throughout the universe (“May all 
sentient beings enjoy happiness and the root of happiness”).

If it helps, keep returning to the genuine good heart you connected 
with in Step 2, and see if you can extend this wider and wider as you go 
through the steps.



Talk five 

The Aspiration Practice of Compassion

Every being on earth has a “soft spot”: a vulnerable place of tenderness. 
Even the most vicious beasts love their young. Even a brutal murderer 
loves something—music, fishing, his childhood pet. This soft spot—
which has sometimes been likened to an unhealed wound, a place too 
tender to touch—is considered the weak link in the solid structure of ego. 
At this open place, our barriers are less evident. Real experience can bypass 
our mental constructs and touch our hearts. 

Both maitri and compassion practices are designed to nurture this 
soft spot. You can also work with this feeling of tenderness on the spot, 
by noticing when you experience a sense of gratitude or appreciation, 
and extending these experiences out to all beings, everywhere.

Allowing such feelings to fill your heart inevitably means inviting 
pain. It’s not possible to feel genuine compassion for the suffering of  
ourselves and others without also feeling the suffering itself. This is why 
an important part of compassion practice is relaxing with pain; becom-
ing comfortable with fear, and letting it be transformed into compassion 
rather than armor.

Once you’ve fully tasted the fear, or pain, or addiction, you can think 
of all the people in this world who are having the same experience at this 
very moment. As you send compassion to yourself, you can send this 
same compassion to all of them. In this way, you can begin to dissolve 
the illusory barriers between yourself and others.

Compassion practice
Compassion practice begins with the second line of the chant—“May 
we be free from suffering and the root of suffering”—and follows a 
course similar to that of the maitri practice. In order to first connect 
with a genuine feeling of compassion in your heart, contemplate one 
of the items you recorded on your second list: a situation that naturally 
inspires your compassionate feelings.

1.  Develop compassion toward yourself (“May I be free from suffering 
and the root of suffering”).

2.  Develop compassion toward a person (or animal) who appears on 
your second list (“May [name] be free from suffering and the root 
of suffering,” or use your own words).
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3.  Develop compassion toward a good friend or friends (use the  
same words).

4.  Develop compassion toward someone about whom you feel  
neutral (use the same words).

5.  Develop compassion for someone you find difficult or offensive 
(use the same words).

6.  Expand the compassion to include all five of these beings (go 
through each one, saying the same words).

7.  Extend compassion toward all beings throughout the universe 
(“May all beings be free from suffering and the root of suffering”).

If necessary, keep touching back in with the feeling of genuine  
compassion you contacted in Step 2.

Near and far enemies
Traditionally, it’s taught that every aspiration—such as maitri or  
compassion—has both far and near “enemies.” The far enemy is its 
polar opposite: for example, the far enemy of compassion is cruelty. 
In reality, however, cruelty is actually inextricable from compassion. It 
comes from the same soft spot, but in this case the cruelty arises from 
an impulse to protect that tender place—a shutting out of feeling that 
manifests as indifference or aggression. Allowing the soft spot to be 
touched, on the other hand, transforms the pain into compassion.

One near enemy of compassion is pity. Like cruelty, pity comes from 
an urge to protect the soft spot. It masquerades as compassion, but  
actually functions to distance ourselves from the object of compassion. 
When we pity someone, we consider them somehow below us. Pity  
spins a story line about how awful the situation is, while protecting us 
from having to feel the other’s pain. As we work more and more with 
opening to all that we feel, we begin to understand that compassion is a 
relationship between equals.

For a list of the near and far enemies of each limitless one, see page 39.
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Talk six 

Unlimited Joy and Equanimity

Joy
You can work with the third of the four limitless ones—joy—in the same 
way as you have with the previous maitri and compassion practices. In 
this case, use the third line of the chant. Begin by saying, “May I not be 
separated from the great happiness devoid of suffering”—or use other 
words, such as “May I be able to touch the seeds of joy and happiness in 
myself.” Then move through the seven steps.

This limitless one is called mudita.	Its essence, as traditionally taught,  
is the ability to rejoice in the good fortune of others. On Noble	Heart,	
this aspiration is taught in the context of the joy that arises from realizing 
the fundamental openness of mind. This joy is unconditional because it’s 
not dependent on external conditions, but rooted in an unshakable trust 
in our own true nature.

The more we stay in the present moment, the more we glimpse the 
vast openness that exists beyond our concepts. This realization gives rise to 
unconditional joy. Thus, the basis of the aspiration practice for developing 
joy is shamatha-vipashyana meditation—a practice that specifically trains 
us to remain in the present.

Equanimity
Equanimity can be said to provide the ground for the three other limitless 
ones. Without it, maitri, compassion, and joy may be limited by our habit 
of liking and disliking, accepting and rejecting. Equanimity helps us to 
remain with our experience without prejudice, whether we perceive it as 
pleasant or painful.

The eight worldly dharmas
Traditional Buddhist teachings recognize eight human situations that 
incline us to get hooked by pleasant and unpleasant experiences. These 
are arranged as four pairs of opposites:

• pleasure and pain  
• praise and blame 
• gain and loss 
• fame and disgrace
Clinging to one half of a pair—pleasure, praise, gain, or fame—inevi-

tably summons up its “negative” partner. This is because the thinking that 
sees the world in terms of wanting and not wanting is limited, and bound 
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to keep us stuck in so-called “extreme” or lopsided views. Equanimity is 
the aspiration that opens our perspective to a larger view. 

If you wish to, you can chant “May I rest in the great equanimity 
free from passion, aggression, and prejudice,” and then go through the 
seven steps, just as before. You can also use words that are closer to your 
experience, such as “May I not fall into the state of indifference or be 
caught in the extremes of aversion and attachment.”

Using the four limitless ones in daily life
Maitri, compassion, joy, and equanimity actually form an endless circle, 
all supporting each other in daily practice. Should maitri solidify into 
self-absorption or attachment, you can apply compassion to melt it. 
When compassion turns into pity or martyrdom, joy will help you  
recognize the basic goodness inherent in all of us. Joy can lead to over-
excitement, which equanimity pacifies. And finally, should equanimity 
harden into indifference, maitri will melt it down.
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Talk seven 

The Practice of Tonglen 

In order to have compassion for others, we have to have compassion 
for ourselves. In particular, we need to care about people who are fear-
ful, angry, jealous, overpowered by addictions of all kinds, arrogant, 
proud, miserly, selfish, mean—you name it.  To have compassion and 
to care for these people means not to run from the pain of finding these 
same qualities in yourself. In fact, your whole attitude toward pain can 
change: instead of fending it off and hiding from it, you can open your 
hearts and allow yourself to feel that pain; feel it as something that will 
soften and purify you and make you far more loving and kind. 

Tonglen practice is a method for connecting with suffering—ours 
and that which is all around us—everywhere we go. It’s a method for 
overcoming our fear of suffering and for dissolving the tightness of our 
hearts. Primarily, it is a method for awakening the compassion that is 
inherent in all of us, no matter how cruel or cold we might seem to be. 

We begin the practice by taking on the suffering of a person we know 
to be hurting and whom we wish to help. For instance, if you know of a 
child who is being hurt, you breathe in with the wish to take away all the 
pain and fear of that child. Then, as you breathe out, you send the child 
happiness, joy, or whatever would relieve their pain. This is the  core of 
the practice: breathing in others’ pain so they can be well and have more 
space to relax and open; and breathing out, sending them relaxation or 
whatever you feel would bring them relief and happiness. 

You might find yourself blocked with this practice, however, because 
you come face to face with your own fear, resistance, anger, or whatever 
your personal pain or stuckness happens to be at that moment. At that 
point, you can change the focus and begin to do tonglen for what you’re 
feeling and for millions of others just like you who, at that very moment 
in time, are feeling exactly the same stuckness and misery. Maybe you’re 
able to name your pain—you recognize it clearly as terror, or revulsion, or 
anger, or wanting to get revenge. So you breathe in for all the people who 
are caught with that same emotion, and you send out relief or whatever 
opens up the space for yourself and all those countless others. Maybe you 
can't name what you're feeling, but you can feel it—a tightness in the 
stomach, a heavy darkness, or whatever. Just contact what you’re feeling 
and breathe in, take it in for all of us, and send out relief to all of us. 

People often say that this practice goes against the grain of how we  
usually hold ourselves together. Truthfully, tonglen does challenge our  
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wanting things on our own terms; our wanting situations to work out for 
ourselves, no matter what happens to the others. The practice dissolves the 
walls we've built around our hearts. It dissolves the armor of self-protection 
we've tried so hard to create around ourselves. In Buddhist language, one 
would say that that tonglen dissolves the fixation and clinging of ego. 

Tonglen reverses the usual logic of avoiding suffering and seeking 
pleasure. In the process, we’re liberated from a very ancient prison of 
selfishness. We begin to feel love both for ourselves and others; and we 
also begin to take care of ourselves and others. Tonglen introduces us to 
the unlimited spaciousness, beyond conceptualization, that Buddhists 
call “shunyata.” By doing the practice, we begin to connect with the 
open dimension of our being. At first, we experience this as things not 
being such a big deal, or as solid as they seemed before.

Tonglen can be done for those who are ill, those who are dying or 
have just died, or for those who are in pain of any kind. It can be done 
either as a formal meditation practice or right on the spot at any time. 
For example, if you’re out walking and you see someone in pain—right 
on the spot, you can begin to breathe in their pain and send out some 
relief. Or, more likely, you might look away because it brings up your 
fear or anger; it brings up your resistance and confusion. So on the spot, 
you can do tonglen for all the people who are just like you, for everyone 
who wishes to be compassionate but instead is afraid, for everyone who 
wishes to be brave but instead is a coward. Rather than beating yourself 
up, use your own stuckness as a stepping stone to understanding what 
people are up against all over the world. Breathe in for all of us and 
breathe out for all of us. Use what seems like poison as medicine. Use 
your personal suffering as the path to compassion for all beings.

When you do tonglen on the spot, simply breathe in and breathe 
out, taking in pain and sending out spaciousness and relief. When you 
do tonglen as a formal practice, it has four stages:

1.  First rest your mind briefly, for a second or two, in a state of 
openness or stillness. This stage is traditionally called “flashing 
absolute bodhichitta”; suddenly opening to basic spaciousness  
and clarity. 

2.  Second, work with texture. You breathe in a feeling of hot, dark, 
and heavy—a sense of claustrophobia—and you breathe out a  
feeling of cool, bright, and light—a sense of freshness. You breathe 
in completely through all the pores of your body and you breathe 
out, radiate out completely, through all the pores of your body. You 
do this until it feels synchronized with your in- and outbreath. 

3.  Third, you work with a personal situation—any painful situation 
that is real to you. Traditionally, you begin by doing tonglen for 
someone you care about and wish to help. However, if you’re stuck, 
do the practice for the pain you’re feeling and simultaneously for 
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all those just like you who feel that kind of suffering. For instance, 
if you’re feeling inadequate, you breathe that in for yourself and all 
the others in the same boat—and you send out confidence or relief 
in any form you wish. 

4.  Finally, make the taking in and sending out larger. If you’re doing 
tonglen for someone you love, extend it out to everyone who is in 
the same situation. If you’re doing tonglen for someone you see 
on television or on the street, do it for all the others in the same 
boat— make it larger than just that one person. If you’re doing ton-
glen for all those who are feeling the anger or fear that you yourself 
are caught with, maybe that’s big enough. But you could go further 
in all these cases. You could do tonglen for people you consider to be 
your enemies—those who hurt you or hurt others. Do tonglen for 
them, thinking of them as having the same confusion and stuckness 
as your friend or yourself. Breathe in their pain and send them relief.

This is to say that tonglen can extend infinitely. As you do the  
practice, gradually, over time, your compassion naturally expands—and 
so does your realization that things are not as solid as you thought. As 
you do this practice, at your own pace, you’ll be surprised to find yourself 
more and more able to be there for others, even in what used to seem like 
impossible situations.
From When	Things	Fall	Apart:	Heart	Advice	for	Difficult	Times by  
Pema Chödrön	© 1997. Reprinted by arrangement with Shambhala 
Publications, Inc.

Noble Heart • 23



Talk eighT 

Meditation and Wisdom 

The Sanskrit word paramita	means “gone to the other shore.” The 
image is of a broad river, and ourselves standing on the near shore. 
Here, we perceive and act out our lives with no true understanding of 
the possibility of awakening. We exist in the narrow reality of human 
suffering and confusion.

In working with the paramitas, we begin to realize that there’s  
another shore, and we long to be there. The other shore has been there 
all along, but now we actually realize that it’s possible to open rather 
than close; to wake up rather than stay asleep. So we find a boat, and 
prepare to make the journey. This is what we do when we begin to work 
with the paramitas: we work with these six methods to undertake a jour-
ney from ignorance to enlightenment.

The threefold purity
In order to maintain a nongrasping attitude, it’s suggested that you 
approach the paramitas from the standpoint of the “threefold purity”: 
no self, no project, and no result.

• 	No	self:	Bring to your practice a realization that the “I” you typically 
identify with is actually not a solid entity; that there is, in fact, no 
fixed “self” engaging in meditation. Knowing this, you can give up 
any expectations you have of yourself—that you’ll be a great medita-
tor, that you’ll soon transcend conceptual mind—or the opposite: 
that you’ll never get the hang of it. Now you have a lot more space 
in which to appreciate and explore your paramita practice.

• 	No	project:	Let go of any sense of meditation as a serious, formal 
departure from the regular flow of your life. Avoid loading your 
practice with expectations of what meditation is supposed to be. 
Instead, simply approach your cushion with the intention of relax-
ing and observing your mind, and see what happens.

• 	No	result:	Although the metaphor of a boat crossing a river can 
be useful, the reality is that we really aren’t going anywhere at all. 
What we’re training to do is to recognize this shore for what it is, 
and to open our hearts wider and wider so that we can more fully 
express our innate compassion. With this in mind, give up any 
hope of “arriving” at a different place than where you are now. 

The paramitas are traditionally taught in the order shown on page 
40; but on Noble	Heart,	we’ll begin with meditation and wisdom first. 
This may help cut the conceptual mind that has already attached certain 
negative connotations to the words used to describe the paramitas.
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Meditation paramita
As traditionally taught, each paramita contains within it three categories 
(see page 40). The categories of meditation are: meditation of stabilizing 
and resting the mind; meditation that realizes the true nature; and  
meditation that benefits others.

• 	Stabilizing	and	resting	the	mind:	This refers to the natural  
consequence of practicing shamatha-vipashyana meditation. 
Gradually, at its own speed, the mind relaxes. We see more clearly, 
and whatever we see—whether it’s calmness or wildness—occurs 
in a vaster space. We’re less and less identified with our ongoing 
thoughts and emotions. 

•	 	Realizing	the	true	nature:	As we meditate, we become increasingly 
aware of two things: the extent to which the mind is engaged in 
mental and emotional chatter; and the fact that there are gaps 
between these endless thoughts. Gradually, over the years, the gaps 
grow wider—and it is in these spaces that we glimpse the  
natural, uncontrived, open state of being.

•	 	Benefiting	others:	The purpose of these meditations—whether 
shamatha-vipashyana, tonglen, or the four limitless ones—is to 
benefit others. In probing the roots of suffering and happiness in 
ourselves, we’re inevitably discovering our ability to be useful to 
those around us. Also, the stability of mind gained through  
meditation helps us to remain present and open with others. This 
is often the thing they most need.

Wisdom/prajña paramita
In order for the other five paramitas to become the path of awakening, 
we need also to cultivate the wisdom that does not fixate or grasp. It’s 
traditionally taught that the first five are actions, while wisdom paramita 
refers to a way of seeing. The Sanskrit word prajña	refers to that which 
realizes the open, fluid nature of everything. We cultivate this wisdom 
in ourselves through meditation. We gradually open to reality more and 
more fully, without shutting down. The three categories of prajña	are: 
wisdom of hearing and study; wisdom of contemplation and reflection; 
and wisdom of meditation.

•	 	Hearing	and	study:	We first learn about the true nature of reality 
and the possibility of opening our hearts through the teachings we 
encounter. It’s important, however, not to approach these teachings 
as dry facts, merely to be memorized. Instead, we should allow the 
teachings to touch us at a feeling level, where we can truly  
assimilate them into our own experience.

•		Contemplation	and	reflection:	At this point, it’s helpful to give up 
our concepts and instead engage personally with the teachings. 
Having heard and studied them, we’re now ready to investigate 
what they mean in the context of our lives.

•		Meditation:	To meditate on prajña is to open our minds moment 
after moment, not grasping at whatever arises.

Noble Heart • 25



Talk nine 

Generosity, Discipline, and Patience 

Generosity paramita
Nowhere is the importance of the threefold purity more evident than 
in practicing the paramita of generosity. An act of giving motivated, 
for example, by the need to appear generous or to compete with others 
only keeps us more firmly planted on this shore of endless suffering. By 
applying the principles of no giver, no giving, no recipient, we use the 
path of generosity to loosen the fixations that keep us from freedom. 
The three categories of generosity are: giving material things; giving the 
dharma; and giving protection from fear.

•		Giving	material	things:	Giving money, food, or other material  
possessions can be a gesture of letting go of holding on to ourselves 
and thinking bigger. In order to work with the root of our grasping, 
we can cultivate the aspiration to let go of anything to which we’re 
attached. This inner practice of surrender will, over time, nurture 
our innate, uncontrived generosity, so that giving material things 
brings us a feeling of freedom and richness.

•		Giving	the	dharma:	To the extent you experience the Buddha’s 
teachings as beneficial in your own life, you’ll naturally want to give 
them to others. You may give a friend a book or a tape set; or invite 
a coworker to your meditation group. Again, your motivation is the 
key. Are you trying to change others so that they’ll adopt your ways 
or join your club? Try to apply the threefold purity, and let go of 
your image and the outcome. Simply give the dharma on the chance 
that it might be just the right thing for someone in need. Allow for 
that opportunity to happen, and then let go.

•		Giving	protection	from	fear:	People and animals in conditions of 
extreme need and suffering are all around us, all the time. To give 
protection from fear is to do what we can to uplift the most  
vulnerable members of our society: children, the elderly, the sick, 
the abandoned. We give protection from fear in every way we can, 
in the form of time, attention, shelter, material goods, or money.

Discipline paramita
In our culture, the word “discipline” typically conjures up images of 
rigid rules and harsh punishments. This is not at all the spirit of the  
discipline paramita. Although discipline does imply living with certain 
boundaries, the boundaries aren’t fixed; and instead of being imposed 
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from the outside, they arise within ourselves. Ultimately, discipline is 
practiced in the moment, when we recognize that we have the choice to  
open or close our hearts. The three kinds of discipline are: not causing 
harm; undertaking positive actions; and benefiting others.

•		Not	causing	harm:	We’re capable of causing tremendous harm 
through our speech: gossiping, slandering, pitting people against 
each other. The discipline of not causing harm with our speech is 
one we would be wise to practice. At a deeper level, we also work 
with feelings of shame or regret that arise when we find that we’ve  
been indulging in harmful speech. This is where maitri becomes an 
essential component of the discipline paramita.

•		Undertaking	positive	actions:	This aspect of discipline takes us 
beyond simply not causing harm, and urges us to actually uplift our 
environment by contributing our positive actions. The discipline 
involved has to do with maintaining the threefold purity, so that our 
motivation continues to be one of opening our hearts and minds, 
rather than grasping to our image of “the helper” or to expectations 
of results. 

•		Benefiting	others:	Whether or not our actions are benefiting others 
can be subject to interpretation. This is why the discipline of medi-
tation practice is so important—it helps us see more clearly why 
we’re doing what we do. That makes it harder to con ourselves that 
we’re benefiting others when, in fact, we’re actually shutting down 
and fixating on a particular identity or world view.

Patience paramita
The three categories of patience are: patience when wronged; patience 
with the hardships of the spiritual path; and patience with life’s ups  
and downs.

•		Patience	when	wronged:	For most of us, our habitual response to 
someone wronging us is to retaliate. Practicing patience instead 
entails being willing to contain the restless energy that wants to 
vent itself on the other. If we’re committed to a spiritual path, it’s 
not enough merely to refrain from yelling or striking back; we 
must open our hearts and make friends with the aggression and 
hatred that make us want to retaliate. This is why patience is said 
to be the antidote to aggression.

•		Patience	with	the	hardships	of	the	spiritual	path:	We will always 
encounter obstacles and difficulties on the spiritual path. Typically, 
we project these on the organization, the teacher, or the commu-
nity. That way, we can complain about others and avoid looking at 
the lesson we need to learn at that point. Applying patience doesn’t 
mean enduring harmful conditions, but rather opening our hearts  
to the grasping, aversion, or ignorance in ourselves that may be the  
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root of the difficulty. Thus, this category is sometimes called 
“patience with fear of the profound truth.”
•		Patience	with	life’s	ups	and	downs:	Life can be extremely irritating. 

In bringing patience to our experience of it, we train in opening to 
the energy of our irritation, becoming curious about it, and relating 
with it, rather than reflexively speaking or acting out our annoyance. 
Tonglen practice is very helpful in using the energy of irritation and 
impatience as the seed of maitri and compassion.
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Talk Ten 

Joyful Exertion

The essence of the exertion paramita is joy: the delight we take in apply-
ing the teachings to our lives. When we begin to integrate what we learn 
through studying and contemplating into our everyday experience –into  
our depression, our resistance, our frustration—we’re moving closer to 
understanding the root of happiness. Therefore, we feel joy in doing the 
things that wake us up. The three kinds of exertion are: the armor of 
exertion; the action of exertion; and insatiable exertion.

•		The	armor	of	exertion:	The “armor,” in this case, refers to the  
protection we generate for ourselves when we experience the joy of 
exertion. It manifests in the ways we encourage ourselves to stretch 
just a little beyond our habitual patterns and recognize how much 
more beneficial it is to follow the path of the paramitas.

•	 	The	action	of	exertion:	The action of exertion arises when we  
recognize the urgency of practicing the teachings. Traditionally, it’s 
taught that we should practice as though we had a poisonous  
snake in our lap, or as if our hair were on fire. The underlying 
notion is that we never know how much longer we have to live, 
and so we experience both the urgency and joy that spur us to use 
our situation as a path of awakening.

•		Insatiable	exertion:	Unlike the Little Engine that Could, we never 
arrive at any destination. If we have the aspiration that we alone 
must relieve the suffering of all sentient beings right now, there will 
never be enough courage to do the job. Therefore, our exertion is 
insatiable because we continue to work with it forever—not to live 
up to an ideal or achieve a goal, but because of our insatiable love 
for ourselves and others.  

Laziness
Laziness is said to be the far enemy of exertion. Just as there are three 
types of exertion, there are also three kinds of laziness. These are: comfort 
orientation; loss of heart; and couldn’t care less.

•		Comfort	orientation:	This type of laziness takes over when we give 
in to the impulse to avoid pain and seek pleasure.

•		Loss	of	heart:	When we apply exertion too rigidly, we set ourselves 
up for loss of heart. This is the opposite of the joy that naturally 
arises from exertion applied with a flexible mind and trust in our 
basic nature.
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•		Couldn’t	care	less:	This is the laziness of completely indulging our 
resistance—vegetating in front of the TV, staying in bed with our 
depression, looking to alcohol or drugs or entertainment to distract 
us. It expresses an unwillingness to help ourselves in any way.

Beyond dualistic thinking
It can be easy to slip into a lopsided view of the paramitas. We might 
consider patience good and aggression bad, for example. But when we 
do so, we split ourself in half, accepting the “good” part and rejecting 
the “bad.” In fact, everything we do is an expression of bodhichitta  
trying to manifest. The “bad” parts of our experience—stinginess,  
impatience, laziness, and the like—are inextricable from the “good” 
parts on the path of the paramitas. We can’t know true fearlessness 
unless we familiarize ourself thoroughly with the nature of fear. In the 
same way, we must become intimate with our resistance and negativity 
in order to find our own way to the other shore. Here, again, is maitri—
unconditional friendliness toward ourselves—that can help us become 
curious, rather than judgemental, about our obstacles. There is no other 
place to find the seeds of our own awakening.
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Talk eleven 

Shunyata Meditation 

Shunyata expresses our state of mind when it’s not fixed, narrow, or 
clinging, but has returned to its natural state of openness. This “big sky 
mind” is accessible to us at any time. We learn how to recognize it more 
and more through the practice of meditation: relaxing our grip on the 
concepts and expectations of “small mind,” and letting big mind simply 
manifest. The Tibetan words for “big mind” and “small mind,” in this 
sense, are rigpa	and sem,	respectively. Sem is the grasping, fixating,  
dualistic mind we generally think of as ego. But it is also the only path 
to rigpa: vast, open mind. When we meditate, we come into an intimate 
knowledge of sem. Paradoxically, it is then that rigpa is revealed.
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Talk Twelve 

Bodhichitta in the World

To review the path outlined on Noble	Heart:
1.  Begin by seeing yourself and your world more clearly through the 

practice of shamatha-vipashyana meditation. Do this on a daily 
basis, or as regularly as you can.

2.  Contemplate the four limitless ones, and train in opening your 
heart with tonglen, maitri, and compassion practices.

3.  Train in applying the three noble principles. Start simply, perhaps at 
the beginning of your day, or at the start of a meditation or a meal. 

4.  Practice the paramitas, using the threefold purity to avoid  
solidifying them into a religious obligation.

5.  Choose a particular paramita and experiment with working with it 
for a period of time.

6.  Experiment with integrating these practices into your everyday life. 
When you encounter pain, do tonglen on the spot. When you feel 
irritation or frustration arising in you, practice locating your soft 
spot and keeping your heart open. In a traffic jam, for example, 
you might train in the paramita of patience. When anything 
delightful or pleasing happens to you, wish that others could share 
in this good feeling. 

7.  Every day of your life, do something to support your continuous 
practice of bodhichitta. This could be as simple as starting the day 
with a conscious intention to practice the three noble principles; 
or as expansive as a session of formal meditation.

Above all, never give up on yourself. No matter how far off the path 
you stray, you can always come back and begin again. This is the practice 
of a lifetime.
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appendix a 

Verses on the Faith-Mind

This poem is a translation of the Hsin	Hsin	Ming.	It is attributed to 
Sengstan, the Third Zen Ancestor, and was translated from the Chinese 
by Richard Clarke. It is included here as a teaching on nondualism,  
particularly as it pertains to the practices and ideas on Noble	Heart.

The Great Way is not difficult 
for those who have no preferences. 
When love and hate are both absent 
everything becomes clear and undisguised. 
Make the smallest distinction, however,  
and heaven and earth are set infinitely apart.  
If you wish to see the truth 
then hold no opinions for or against anything. 
To set up what you like against what you dislike  
is the disease of the mind. 
When the deep meaning of things is not understood 
the mind’s essential peace is disturbed to no avail.

The Way is perfect like vast space 
where nothing is lacking and nothing is in excess. 
Indeed, it is due to our choosing to accept or reject 
that we do not see the true nature of things. 
Live neither in the entanglements of outer things, 
nor in inner feelings of emptiness. 
Be serene in the oneness of things 
and such erroneous views will disappear by themselves. 
When you try to stop activity to achieve passivity 
you very effort fills you with activity. 
As long as you remain in one extreme or the other 
you will never know Oneness.

Those who do not live in the single Way 
fail in both activity and passivity, 

assertion and denial. 
To deny the reality of things 
is to miss their reality: 
to assert the emptiness of things 
is to miss their reality. 
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The more you talk and think about it, 
the further astray you wander from the truth.

Stop talking and thinking, 
and there is nothing you will not be able to know. 
To return to the root is to find the meaning, 
but to pursue appearances is to miss the source. 
At the moment of inner enlightenment 
there is a going beyond appearance and emptiness. 
The changes that appear to occur in the empty world 
we call real only because of our ignorance. 
Do not search for the truth; 
only cease to cherish opinions.

Do not remain in the dualistic state: 
avoid such pursuits carefully. 
If there is even a trace 
of this and that, of right and wrong, 
the Mind-essence will be lost in confusion. 
Although all dualities come from the One, 
do not be attached even to this One. 
When the mind exists undisturbed in the Way, 
nothing in the world can offend, 
and when a thing can no longer offend, 
it ceases to exist in the old way.

When no discriminating thoughts arise, 
the old mind ceases to exist. 
When thought objects vanish, 
the thinking-subject vanishes, 
as when the mind vanishes, objects vanish. 
Things are objects because of the subject [mind]; 
the mind [subject] is such because of things [object]. 
Understand the relativity of these two 
and the basic reality: the unity of emptiness. 
In this Emptiness the two are indistinguishable  
and each contains in itself the whole world. 
If you do not discriminate between coarse and fine 
you will not be tempted to prejudice and opinion.

To live in the Great Way is neither easy nor difficult, 
but those with limited views

 are fearful and irresolute: 
the faster they hurry, the slower they go, 
and clinging [attachment] cannot be limited; 
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even to be attached to the idea of enlightenment 
is to go astray. 
Just let things be in their own way, 
and there will be neither coming nor going.

Obey the nature of things [your own nature],  
and you will walk freely and undisturbed. 
When thought is in bondage the truth is hidden, 
for everything is murky and unclear, 
and the burdensome practice of judging  
brings annoyance and weariness. 
What benefit can be derived  
from distinctions and separations?

If you wish to move in the One Way 
do not dislike even the world of senses and ideas. 
Indeed, to accept them fully 
is identical with true Enlightenment. 
The wise person strives to no goals 
but the foolish person fetters him/herself. 
There is one Dharma, not many; 
distinctions arise 
from the clinging needs of the ignorant, 
to seek Mind with the [discriminating] mind 
is the greatest of all mistakes.

Rest and unrest derive from illusion; 
with enlightenment there is no liking and disliking. 
All dualities come from ignorant inference. 
They are like dreams or flowers in air: 
foolish to try to grasp them,

gain and loss, right and wrong: 
such thoughts must finally be abolished at once.

If the eye never sleeps, 
all dreams will naturally cease. 
If the mind makes no discriminations, 
the ten thousand things 
are as they are, of single essence. 
To understand the mystery of this One-essence 
is to be released from all entanglements. 
When all things are seen equally 
the timeless Self-essence is reached. 
No comparisons or analogies are possible 
in this causeless, relationless state.
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Consider movement stationary 
and the stationary in motion, 
both movement and rest disappear. 
When such dualities cease to exist 
Oneness itself cannot exist. 
To this ultimate finality 
no law or description applies.

For the unified mind in accord with the Way 
all self-centered striving ceases. 
Doubts and irresolutions vanish 
and life in true faith is possible. 
With a single stroke we are freed from bondage; 
nothing clings to us and we hold to nothing. 
All is empty, clear, self-illuminating, 
with no exertion of the mind’s power. 
Here thought, feeling, knowledge, and imagination 
are of no value. 
In this world of Suchness 
there is neither self nor other-than-self.

To come directly into harmony with this reality 
just simply say when doubt arises, ‘Not two.’ 
In this ‘not two’ nothing is separate, 
nothing is excluded. 
No matter when or where, 
enlightenment means entering this truth. 
And this truth is beyond extension or 
diminution in time and space; 
in it a single thought is ten thousand years. 
Emptiness here, Emptiness there, 
but the infinite universe stands 

always before your eyes. 
Infinitely large and infinitely small: 
no difference, for definitions have vanished 
and no boundaries are seen. 
So too with Being and non-Being. 
Don’t waste time in doubts and arguments 
that have nothing to do with this.

One thing, all things: 
move among and intermingle, 
without distinction. 
To live in this realization 
is to be without anxiety and non-perfection. 
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To live in this faith is the road to non-duality, 
because the non-dual is one with the trusting mind.

Words! 
The Way is beyond language, 
for in it there is 

  no yesterday 
  no tomorrow
  no today.

“Verses on the Faith-Mind” by Sengstan. Translated by Richard Clarke. 
Copyright 1973, 1984. Reprinted with the permission of White Pine 
Press, 10 Village Square, Fredonia, NY 14063, U.S.A.
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appendix b 

Tibetan Buddhist Chants

“Meal Chants”
To enrich mealtimes with the merit of the three noble principles, the 
following chants are done at Gampo Abbey before and after each meal. 

Before eating:
The	unsurpassable	teacher	is	the	precious	buddha.	
The	unsurpassable	protector	is	the	precious	holy	dharma.	
The	unsurpassable	guide	is	the	precious	sangha.	
To	the	unsurpassable	three	jewels	I	make	this	offering.

After eating:
By	this	merit,	may	all	attain	omniscience.	
May	it	defeat	the	enemy,	wrongdoing.	
From	the	stormy	waves	of	birth,	old	age,	sickness,	and	death,	
From	the	ocean	of	samsara,	may	I	free	all	beings.

At the end of the day, you may chant either the four limitless ones or 
the chant for dedicating the merit, or both.

“The Four Limitless Ones”
May	all	sentient	beings	enjoy	happiness	and	the	root	of	happiness.	
May	they	be	free	from	suffering	and	the	root	of	suffering.	
May	they	not	be	separated	from	the	great	happiness	devoid	of	suffering.	
May	they	dwell	in	the	great	equanimity	free	from	passion,	aggression,		
	 and	prejudice.

“Dedication of Merit”
By	this	merit,	may	all	attain	omniscience.	
May	it	defeat	the	enemy,	wrongdoing.	
From	the	stormy	waves	of	birth,	old	age,	sickness,	and	death,	
From	the	ocean	of	samsara,	may	I	free	all	beings.

By	the	confidence	of	the	golden	sun	of	the	great	east,	
May	the	lotus	garden	of	the	Rigden’s	wisdom	bloom.	
May	the	dark	ignorance	of	sentient	beings	be	dispelled.	
May	all	beings	enjoy	profound	brilliant	glory.

“Friendliness,” “Meal Chants,” “The Four Limitless Ones,” and 
“Dedication of Merit” © 1975-97 by the Nalanda Translation 
Committee. These were translated under the direction of the 
Vidyadhara Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche.
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appendix c 

Near and Far Enemies

Each limitless one has near and far enemies, which are actually reactions 
to the feelings brought up when we expose our soft spot to the painful 
aspects of existence. Near enemies are misconceptions of maitri,  
compassion, joy, or equanimity. Far enemies are the polar opposites of 
these four qualities. 

•	 	Maitri:	When maitri is understood as unlimited friendliness 
toward yourself, its near enemy is self-indulgence. When it’s 
understood as lovingkindness toward others, the near enemy is 
attachment. The far enemy of maitri is aggression.

•	 	Compassion:	The near enemies of compassion are pity and  
martyrdom. Its far enemy is cruelty.

•		Joy:	When taught as rejoicing in the good fortune of others, joy has 
as its near enemy idolizing or putting others on a pedestal. The far 
enemies of joy are jealousy and envy.

•	 	Equanimity:	Indifference, or distancing yourself from the situation, 
is the near enemy of equanimity. Its far enemy is prejudice.
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appendix d 

The Six Paramitas

These are the actions that awaken compassion and take us beyond  
dualistic views and clinging to things with our minds. They’re listed here 
in the order in which the paramitas are traditionally taught, each with 
its three categories.

When the first five actions are infused with wisdom, they become 
the path to awakening.

Generosity 
 • giving material things 
 • giving the dharma 
 • giving protection from fear
Exertion 
 • the armor of exertion 
 • the action of exertion 
 • insatiable exertion
Discipline 
 • not causing harm 
 • undertaking positive actions 
 • benefiting others
Meditation 
 • stabilizing and resting the mind 
 • realizing the true nature 
 • benefiting others
Patience 
 • patience when wronged 
 • patience with the hardships of the path 
 • patience with the ups and downs of life 
Wisdom 
 • wisdom through hearing and study 
 • wisdom through contemplation and reflection 
 • wisdom through meditation
Tibetan meditation master Patrul Rinpoche has this to say about the 

practice of the six paramitas:
“This instruction on how to arouse bodhichitta is the life-blood of 

all dharma teachings and the quintessence of all paths. Do not be con-
tent just with hearing and understanding it. Put it into practice from 
the very depth of your heart.”
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appendix e 

Please Call Me by My True Names

Here is the full text of the poem by Vietnamese Zen teacher Thich Nhat 
Hanh mentioned in Session Ten, “Joyful Exertion.” 

Don’t say that I will depart tomorrow— 
even today I am still arriving.

Look deeply: every second I am arriving 
to be a bud on a Spring branch, 
to be a tiny bird, with still-fragile wings, 
learning to sing in my new nest, 
to be a caterpillar in the heart of a flower, 
to be a jewel hiding itself in a stone.

I still arrive, in order to laugh and to cry, 
to fear and to hope. 
The rhythm of my heart is the birth and death 
of all that is alive.

I am a mayfly metamorphosing 
on the surface of the river. 
And I am the bird 
that swoops down to swallow the mayfly.

I am a frog swimming happily 
in the clear water of a pond. 
And I am the grass-snake  
that silently feeds itself on the frog.

I am the child in Uganda, all skin and bones, 
my legs as thin as bamboo sticks. 
And I am the arms merchant, 
selling deadly weapons to Uganda.

I am the twelve-year-old girl, 
refugee on a small boat, 
who throws herself into the ocean 
after being raped by a sea pirate. 
And I am the pirate, 
my heart not yet capable 
of seeing and loving.
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I am a member of the politburo, 
with plenty of power in my hands. 
And I am the man who has to pay 
his “debt of blood” to my people 
dying slowly in a forced-labor camp.

My joy is like Spring, so warm 
it makes flowers bloom all over the Earth. 
My pain is like a river of tears, 
so vast it fills the four oceans.

Please call me by my true names, 
so I can hear all my cries and laughter at once, 
so I can see that my joy and pain are one.

Please call me by my true names, 
so I can wake up 
and the door of my heart  
could be left open, 
the door of compassion.

Reprinted from Call	Me	by	My	True	Names:	The	Collected	Poems	of	Thich	
Nhat	Hanh	(1993) by Thich Nhat Hanh with permission of Parallax 
Press, Berkeley, California.

Noble Heart • 42



Glossary of Sanskrit and Tibetan Terms

acharya  master; teacher 
Ane  “auntie”; Tibetan honorific for a nun
bhikshuni  fully ordained nun
bodhichitta  “awakened heart/mind”
bodhisattva  “awakened being”
dharma  any knowable entity or phenomenon; also, the truth or teachings
karuna  compassion; the second of the four limitless ones
maitri  unconditional friendliness; lovingkindness toward oneself and  
 others; the first of the four limitless ones
mudita  joy; the third of the four limitless ones
paramita  “gone to the other shore”; transcendent activity
prajña  “knowledge”; wisdom
Rigden  ruler of the legendary kingdom of Shambhala
rigpa		“awareness”; vast, unfettered mind
Rinpoche  “precious one”; an honorific applied to Tibetan  
 Buddhist teachers
samsara  the endless cycle of existence, characterized by impermanence, 
egolessness, and suffering
sangha  the community; the third of Buddhism’s traditional  
 “three jewels”
sem	 “mind”—usually, conceptual mind
Shambhala  a legendary kingdom, known to many cultures worldwide,  
 where people lived with dignity, fearlessness, and lovingkindness; an  
 organization founded in the 1970s by Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche,  
 to help sow the seeds of such a society in our world today
shamatha  dwelling in peace; basic mindfulness meditation practice
shunyata  “emptiness”; beyond conceptualization or fabrication
tonglen  “sending and receiving”; the meditation practice of exchanging  
 self for others
Vajrayana  “diamond (or indestructible) vehicle”; the tradition of 
Buddhism widely practiced in Tibet 
vipashyana  “insight” or “clear seeing”; basic awareness meditation that  
 arises out of the discipline of shamatha
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Additional Resources

Books and audio programs

Chödrön, Pema. Start	Where	You	Are:	A	Guide	to	Compassionate	Living.		
	 Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1994.
—.When	Things	Fall	Apart.	Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1997.
—. Awakening	Compassion	(audio). Boulder, CO: Sounds True, 1995.
Druppa, Gyalwa Gendun. Training	the	Mind	in	the	Great	Way.	Ithaca,  
 New York: Snow Lion Publications, 1993.
Gampopa. The	Jewel	Ornament	of	Liberation.	Translated by H.V.  
 Guenther. Boulder, CO: Shambhala Publications, 1971.
Gyamtso, the Ven. Khenpo Tsultrim. Progressive	Stages	of	Meditation	on		
	 Emptiness.	Translated by Shenpen Hookham. Oxford, England:  
 Longchen Foundation, n.d. (out of print).
Kamalashila. Meditation:	The	Buddhist	Way	of	Tranquillity	and	Insight.		
	 Glasgow: Windhorse, 1992.
Khyentse, Dilgo. Enlightened	Courage.	Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion  
 Publications, 1993.
Kneen, Cynthia. Shambhala	Warrior	Training	™	(audio). Boulder, CO:  
 Sounds True, 1996.
Kongtrul, Jamgon. The	Great	Path	of	Awakening:	A	Commentary	on	the		
	 Mahayana	Teaching	of	the	Seven	Points	of	Mind	Training.	Boston:  
 Shambhala Publications, 1987.
—. The	Torch	of	Certainty.	Boulder, CO Shambhala Publications, 1977.
Longchenpa. Kindly	Bent	to	Ease	Us.,	3	vols.	Translated by H.V.  
 Guenther. Berkeley: Dharma Publications, 1975–76.
Namgyal, Zhechen Gyaltsab Padma Gyurmed. Path	of	Heroes:	Birth	of		
	 Enlightenment.	Oakland, CA: Dharma Publishing, 1995.
Nhat Hanh, Thich. Call	Me	by	My	True	Names.	Berkeley, CA: Parallax  
 Press, 1993.
—. Call	Me	by	My	True	Names	(audio). Boulder, CO: Sounds True, 1994.
—. Transformation	and	Healing.	Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 1990.
Patrul Rinpoche. The	Words	of	My	Perfect	Teacher.	Translated by  
 Padmakara Translation Group. San Francisco:  
 HarperSanFrancisco, 1994.
Rabten, Geshe, and Geshe Dhargyey. Advice	from	a	Spiritual	Friend.		
	 Translated and edited by Brian Beresford. London: Wisdom  
 Publications, 1986.
Salzberg, Sharon. Lovingkindness:	The	Revolutionary	Art	of	Happiness.		
	 Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1995.
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Sogyal Rinpoche. The	Tibetan	Book	of	Living	and	Dying.	San Francisco:  
 HarperSanFrancisco, 1993.
—. Tibetan	Wisdom	for	Living	and	Dying (audio). Boulder, CO:  
 Sounds True, 1993
Suzuki, Shunryu. Zen	Mind,	Beginner’s	Mind.		New York:  
 Weatherhill, 1970. 
Trungpa, Chögyam. Training	the	Mind	and	Cultivating	Loving-Kindness.		
	 Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1993.
—. Cutting	through	Spiritual	Materialism.	Boulder, CO: Shambhala  
 Publications, 1973.
—. Shambhala:	The	Sacred	Path	of	the	Warrior.	Boston: Shambhala  
 Publications, 1984.
Wallace, Alan B. A	Passage	from	Solitude:	Training	the	Mind	in	a	Life		
	 Embracing	the	World.	Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion Publications, 1992. 
Wilber, Ken. Eye	of	the	Spirit.	New York: Random House, 1997.

Meditation centers:
Shambhala International is a worldwide association of meditation  
centers that provide meditation instruction, classes, and programs. It 
was founded by the late meditation master Chögyam Trungpa, author 
of Cutting	through	Spiritual	Materialism	and Shambhala:	The	Sacred	Path	
of	the	Warrior.	Shambhala’s present leader is his son and spiritual heir, 
Sakyong Mipham Rinpoche. Bhikshuni Pema Chödrön is an acharya 
(master or teacher) in the Shambhala lineage.

Over one hundred Shambhala Meditation Centers are located in cities 
around the world; there are also five residential contemplative centers in 
rural settings. All these centers provide instruction in the meditation  
practices presented on Noble	Heart	and various contemplative disciplines. 
For phone numbers and addresses of centers close to you, please contact:
Shambhala International Shambhala Europe 
1084 Tower Road Annostr. 27-33 
Halifax, NS 50678 Köln 
B3H 2Y5, Canada Germany 
(902) 420-1118 +49(0)221-310 2400 
E-mail: shambint@shambhala.org E-mail: schneidr@mabi.de 
Web site: www.shambhala.org  Web site:  

www.shambala-europe.org 
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Pema Chödrön
… is a bhikshuni,	 or fully ordained 
Buddhist nun in the Tibetan Vajrayana 
tradition. She was ordained in 1974, 
after helping to resuscitate the long-lost 
ordination ceremony for women. Since 
then, Ane Pema has conducted work-
shops, seminars, and meditation retreats 
in Europe, Australia, and throughout 
North America. She is resident teacher 
at Gampo Abbey—the first monastery 
for Tibetan Buddhist monks and nuns in 
North America—and an acharya	(master 
or teacher) in the lineage of Chögyam 
Trungpa, Rinpoche. Pema Chödrön is the 
author of Comfortable	 with	 Uncertainty;	
The	Wisdom	of	No	Escape;	Start	Where	You	
Are;	The	Places	 that	Scare	You;	and When	
Things	 Fall	 Apart	 (all from Shambhala 
Publications); and also of the Sounds True 
audio learning set Awakening	Compassion.
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