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FEARLESS COMPASSION 

Of buddhahood’s abundant crop, compassion is the seed.  

It is like moisture bringing increase and is said 

To ripen in the state of lasting happiness. 

Therefore to begin, I celebrate compassion!i 

 

The Basic Source of Compassion 

The Buddhist teachings explain that the source of compassion is the true nature of mind, 

which is also referred to as the disposition or element (rig kham), tathagatagarbha (in English, 

buddhanature). This nature is stainless, untainted by defilements, and primordially 

endowed with all enlightened qualities. It is luminous in nature and empty in essence, 

replete with all excellent qualities. This is the basic source of compassion. 

How to Improve our Inherent Compassion?  

We are already endowed with compassion, as explained above. It is part of our very 

makeup, an undeniable part of our basic nature. So how then can we improve on this 

intrinsic compassion? How to unveil it and make it increase and unfold? To do this, there 

are a few steps we need to go through: 

~ We Are All Connected to One Another ~  

First of all, you need to understand that you are connected to all other sentient beings 

(meaning any being with a mind). Generally speaking, it is easy and natural to feel 

compassion for people you feel connected to, so this is the initial step we need to take.  
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Regarding this, Buddha explained that in the course of our countless past lives we have 

been connected to all sentient beings in all sorts of different ways, as mothers, fathers, 

children, friends, lovers and so on. First reflect on this point—how we are all connected to 

one another in this way, and then recall the kindness that others must have shown you in 

the past when they cared for you as your loving parents, your closest friends, your dear 

spouses, and cherished children. Contemplate the extraordinary kindness they have all 

shown you. Many people like to use mothers to illustrate this kindness, so since all beings 

have been your mother in the past, if you wish, you can reflect mainly on a mother’s 

kindness.  

~ Our Basic Wish ~  

All of these sentient beings, no matter who they may be, long for happiness and want to 

avoid suffering. Yet in spite of this most basic wish, they do not do what will make them 

genuinely happy and they do not avoid what will make them suffer. On the contrary, they 

actively engage in the causes of suffering and fail to gather the causes for happiness and 

wellbeing, all because of a simple confusion regarding the real causes for happiness and 

suffering.  

When you contemplate this point, you need to start by looking at yourself. Take yourself as 

the example and see how this point plays itself out in your life.  

If we look at our own lives, we can see that our basic wish is to be happy and not suffer; it 

is motivated by this that we do what we do. But if we look at the way we actually lead our 

lives—the way we interact with others, the way we conduct relationships, go about our 

daily work, the way we approach things, the way we think—then we can see that for the 

most part our actions and attitudes actually bring more suffering than happiness. So to 

begin with take a look at yourself. Take yourself as the example when contemplating these 

points. If you can do this sincerely and apply these points to your own experience then you 

will be able to see the value and truth of the dharma (Buddha’s teaching).  

~ Exchanging Yourself with Others ~  

When training in compassion you need to be able to exchange yourself with others, to put 

yourself in their shoes and really feel their suffering as if it were your own. As I explained 

above, when trying to develop your compassion you start out by seeing that we are all 

connected to one another and contemplating this until you actually, feel close and 

connected. Then you need to recall the kindness that all other beings have shown you in this 

and past lives. Then reflect on the sorrowful fact that we all long for happiness yet for the 

most part we unknowingly bring exactly the opposite upon ourselves.  
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The next step is to exchange yourself with others and to train in this until you can really 

empathize with them. When you can do this, it is easy to feel compassion. On the other 

hand, if you keep yourself separate from others and fail to really relate to them and their 

experience it will be difficult to develop genuine compassion, no matter how hard you try.  

~ The Four Immeasurables ~  

These are the initial steps when developing compassion. In addition, Buddha taught that it 

is very beneficial to train in the four immeasurables when cultivating compassion. The four 

immeasurables are equanimity, loving kindness, compassion, and sympathetic joy.  

Equanimity  

Regarding the equanimity, there are three things to understand. The first is that all sentient 

beings are equal in having been one’s parents in past lives. Second, all sentient beings are 

equal because they want happiness and peace, and want to avoid suffering and 

unhappiness. Third, all sentient beings are equal in being inseparable from emptiness: when 

we realize emptiness, we realize that all sentient beings are emptiness.  

Compassion  

The second immeasurable is compassion: the practice of seeing other sentient beings’ 
suffering and the cause of suffering, and wishing them to be free from it. There are three 

levels of compassion: the compassion that focuses on sentient beings; the compassion that 

focuses on dharma (meaning focusing on sentient beings as the five aggregates of form, 

feeling, perception, mental formations and consciousness); and compassion without 

reference or focus.  

Loving Kindness  

Loving kindness, the third immeasurable, is the wish for sentient beings to have happiness 

and the cause of happiness.  

Sympathetic Joy  

The fourth immeasurable, sympathetic joy, is a very good quality. It is the wish, “May all 

beings not be separated from the happiness free from suffering.”  

Sometimes they are presented in different orders, but their meaning is the same. They are 

called the four immeasurables because the object of focus (sentient beings) is immeasurable, 

the wish or intention is immeasurable, and the benefit is immeasurable. ii 

 

We should contemplate these four thoughts, the four immeasurables daily and habituate 

ourselves to them more and more. This means to think, “May all sentient beings have 
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happiness. May they be free from their suffering. And on top of that may they be happy and 

have the causes for happiness.” The basis for this thought is equanimity, being able to see 

all sentient beings as equal. You then extend this state of mind by thinking, “May all sentient 

beings have happiness and the causes of happiness and never be parted from that!”  

 

~ Tonglen – Giving and Taking ~  

No one wants to suffer but they do not know how to avoid suffering. Likewise, we all want 

to be happy but we do not know how to accomplish this. Not a single sentient being knows 

fully and truly the path to abandoning suffering and attaining happiness, the state of 

ultimate, lasting happiness.  

Thinking in this way and contemplating these points day to day is how we can gradually 

internalise these four immeasurables and thereby develop our innate compassion. When 

doing this it is very helpful to combine our contemplation with the inhalation and exhalation 

of the breath. This practice is called tonglen in Tibetan, meaning giving (tong) and taking 

(len).  

When exhaling think, “May everyone be happy” and when inhaling think, “May everyone 

be free from suffering”. Do this again and again, combining these thoughts with the cycle 

of your breath. If you train in this regularly then after some time you will become habituated 

with this way of thinking and the genuine wish for others to be happy and free of suffering 

will increase and deepen within you and at the same time your own self centredness will 

decrease.  

When you reach this point, you need to improve and expand your tonglen practice as 

follows. When you breathe out imagine that you are breathing out all of your own 

happiness, the causes for your happiness, and all your virtue and giving it away to all other 

sentient beings. And when you breathe in imagine you are breathing in all of the suffering 

and causes of suffering of all others and taking it into yourself. This is the real tonglen. The 

first phase explained above is a partial tonglen, a preliminary step. By training in tonglen 

like this you will be able to improve your compassion even further.  

The Ten Qualities of Compassion  

Now to discuss compassion itself, compassion should have the following ten qualities:  

1. Free of attachment. If you have attachment or clinging to yourself, the result of 

compassion, and the object of your compassion and notions of victim and victimiser 

and so on then us compassion cannot grow into genuine compassion.  
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We need to relinquish such attachments, and to do this we first of all need to become 

aware of them. If we can become aware of the attachment and clinging then we will 

be able to let go of it. From among the ten pāramitās, to be free from attachment in 

this way is the pāramitā of generosity.  

 

2. Mindfulness. If you have firm mindfulness then whatever you do—eating, sleeping, 

travelling— you will not forget compassion and it will naturally arise in you. And 

when you naturally remember compassion in all circumstances then the causes of 

suffering—karma and the afflictions which cause you to get caught up in different 

types of emotions—will gradually decrease. This corresponds to the pāramitā of 

discipline.  

 

3. Patience. We need to rid ourselves of anger and irritation. Sometimes out of 

compassion you may go to great lengths to do something to help, and then you 

encounter a difficulty, maybe someone’s lack of gratitude or a complication that 

prevents you from succeeding. In such circumstances we need patience, to not get 

frustrated and angry, and to have fortitude. There may be some people who are very 

compassionate but who can also get quite angry. This shows that they are lacking one 

of the ten qualities of compassion and that their compassion therefore is not complete. 

 

4. Diligence. If you can really train in compassion, over time your mind and whole being 

will be tamed, the poisons of the negative emotions will be overcome, and you will 

become relaxed, open, and at ease. Moreover, from training in compassion all 

enlightened qualities arise. For as Buddha himself taught, the source of all the 

qualities of primordial, enlightened wisdom is compassion. With this in mind, we 

should take joy in training in compassion and do so with enthusiasm and diligence. 

To take delight in virtue is what is meant by diligence here: training with delight 

while recalling all of the benefits and extraordinary qualities of compassion.  

 

5. Concentration. When you begin training in compassion you need to be physically 

relaxed. So, sit in a comfortable position, let your breath flow in a natural and relaxed 

way, and place your mind one-pointedly and at ease on compassion. Focus in this 

way one-pointedly on compassion recalling its essence, qualities, and unique 

characteristics. To train in this concentrated way will allow compassion to develop 

naturally within you.  

 

6. Wisdom (prajñā). When training in compassion, you have the concepts of yourself (the 

one training), the act of training, and the object of your compassion. These concepts 

are called the three spheres (subject, object, and action). We have this conceptual 

clinging, and this is something we need to free ourselves from. We need to be free of 
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concepts of the three spheres. How to do this? You can begin by regarding everything 

as illusory and dream-like, thinking that you as the person contemplating 

compassion, the act of contemplating itself, and the object of your contemplation all 

lack reality and are like appearances in a dream. If you can habituate yourself to 

thinking like this, your compassion will remain but your clinging will decrease. The 

clinging I am referring to here is the clinging to reality; I am not talking about our 

personal identity. As our clinging to reality decreases, in turn our compassion will 

become purer. In fact, without the wisdom that is free of the three spheres 

compassion can never be completely pure and will not become the path of liberation, 

so this quality of wisdom is indispensable.  

 

7. Skillful means. When you train in compassion you need to actually do things with 

compassion; it is not enough to just train mentally. So when you do things to help 

others you need skillful means, meaning to know what is needed, whether what you 

are planning to do will really help or not. You need to know and be able to 

understand other people’s situations and to do so free from judgement. 

 

8. Power. When you understand the source of compassion (the disposition, the nature 

of mind) and you develop mindfulness, freedom from attachment and the other 

qualities mentioned above, including the wisdom that understands that everything 

is illusory and lacks true existence, then the power of compassion will naturally arise. 

Power here means that your compassion will be free of faults and unaffected by 

circumstances. You will know how to put your compassion into action effectively, 

and be free of anger, irritation, and judgement. Your compassion will be infused with 

equanimity and peace. When compassion has all these qualities the compassion is 

powerful. And through the power of compassion, all the actions you perform 

motivated by it will be accomplished and fulfilled.  

 

9. Aspiration. Inspired by our compassion we need to make aspirations, just like the 

great bodhisattvas of the past. For example, when training on the path the noble 

bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara made the constant aspiration that he would be able to 

completely empty the lower realms. Similarly, before reaching enlightenment 

Buddha Amitābha aspired that when he reached enlightenment all sentient beings, if 

they had four conditions, would be able to take rebirth in Sukhāvatī, his pure land.iii 

In the same way Vajrasattva aspired that in the future whatever misdeeds sentient 

beings commit, no matter how grave, by thinking of him and reciting his mantra they 

may be able to purify all of their negative karma. Noble Lady Tara aspired to reach 

enlightenment in female form and perform the benefit of beings in female form. 

Likewise, our teacher Buddha Shakyamuni appeared in this world through the force 

of his previous aspirations when he prayed that he would appear during the dark 
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age of the five degenerations (our present age) when humans had a lifespan of one 

hundred years.iv Guru Rinpoche, the Lotus-born Master, similarly made a strong 

aspiration at the Jarung Khashor stupa (in Boudhanath, Kathmandu) that he would 

be able to subdue and tame all obstacles and obstructers to the dharma and as a result 

appeared later on in India from where he travelled to Tibet to tame the malicious 

spirits there and plant the banner of the sublime dharma. So just like these great 

bodhisattvas, we also must have aspirations. If you can make these kinds of vast, 

courageous aspirations every day this will bring benefit not just in this life but in your 

future lives as well and even after reaching enlightenment the power of your 

aspirations will continue to unfold and bring benefit.  

 

10. Primordial Wisdom (jñāna). Ultimately compassion arises from primordial wisdom. In 

order for our compassion to become perfect, enlightened compassion we must have 

primordial wisdom. Primordial wisdom is the direct realization of the true nature of 

things, which can also be termed the nature of mind, the disposition, or emptiness. It 

is to abide directly within emptiness, the aspect of clarity and awareness free of the 

duality of subject and object in the reference- and concept-free uncontrived state, 

untouched by the stains of fixation. That is primordial wisdom. To directly realize 

this is to have ultimate compassion. It is from this wisdom that compassion naturally 

arises to begin with, and likewise it is from pure compassion that primordial wisdom 

arises, since both are unborn. Primordial wisdom is emptiness with a core of 

compassion.  

 

Conclusion  

These are the ten qualities of compassion that we need to gradually develop. With these ten 

qualities (which are also the ten pāramitās), our compassion will be pure and perfect, not 

just ordinary compassion.  

From among the ten qualities, the first five relate to compassion that focuses on sentient 

beings. The following four relate to compassion focused on dharma. And the tenth quality, 

primordial wisdom, relates to compassion free of reference. In this way, these ten qualities 

encompass the three kinds of compassion. 

In order for our compassion to become the path to liberation and not remain mere mundane 

compassion, we need to be free of spiritual materialism. Spiritual materialism means 

regarding what you are training in as real, the virtue thus accrued as real, and thinking that 

if you train in this you will benefit, life will go well for you, and so on. We need to reduce 
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and relinquish this kind of spiritual materialism, and we do this with prajñā, or wisdom, 

the sixth pāramitā.  

When we train in compassion endowed with these first six qualities (the six pāramitās), as 

a result four further qualities will arise. These four qualities are the latter four of the ten 

pāramitās and the ten qualities listed above.  

Compassion is something extremely powerful, and moreover it is something we are all 

naturally endowed with. To wish that someone who is suffering be free of that suffering 

and its causes is a natural, intrinsic human quality. We simply need to improve and enhance 

this quality through training, and this is a realistic aim because we are simply developing 

something we already have; we are not searching for or creating something new.  

In summary, in this short booklet I have given a brief and practical explanation of 

compassion beginning with its source, outlining steps for enhancing our intrinsic 

compassion, and then describing the qualities that our compassion should be endowed 

with. You may not be able to develop all of these qualities overnight, but if you apply 

yourself to the simple methods explained above  

without doubt you will be able to develop your compassion step by step into the vast, all-

encompassing, and fearless compassion of the great buddhas and bodhisattvas. And that 

fearless compassion will bring about an immeasurable, unending stream of benefit both for 

yourself and others.  

May all sentient beings be happy. 

May all the lower realms be forever empty. 

May the aspirations of all the bodhisattvas 

Of the various bhūmis be fulfilled! 

🙢 

Prepared by Lhasey Lotsawa Translations & Publications in preparation for teachings by Kyabgön Phakchok 

Rinpoche in 2014. © 2014 by Chokgyur Lingpa Foundation.  
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iIntroduction to the Middle Way by Chandrakirti, translated by the Padmakara 

Translation Group. © 2004 by the Padmakara Translation Group.  

 
ii A Glimpse of Buddhadharma, by Phakchok Rinpoche, 2010 by Lhasey 

Lotsawa Publications.  

 
iii According to Jamgön Ngawang Lekpa, the four causes or conditions of 

rebirth in Sukhāvatī are:  
1. Generating bodhicitta;  
2. Accumulating merit in many ways;  
3. Repeatedly bringing the buddhafield to mind; and  

4. Dedicating all one's sources of merit as causes for rebirth in that pure 

realm.  

 
iv The five degenerations are the degenerations of lifespan, era, sentient 

beings, views, and emotions that characterize the present age. 
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