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An Introduction



Outstanding behavior, 
blameless action, 
open hands to all, 
and selfless giving: 

This is a blessing supreme.

The Buddha



Think not lightly of good, saying,
“It will not come to me.”

Drop by drop is
the water pot filled.

Likewise, the wise one,
Gathering it little by little,
Fills oneself with good.

Dhammapada 9.122



Witness. Pull weeds. Plant flowers.

In the Garden of the Mind

“Being with” is primary – but not enough. 
We also need “wise effort.”

Let be. Let go. Let in. 
Mindfulness is present in all three. 

Be with what 
is there

1
Decrease

the negative

2
Increase

the positive

3



Which Means Changing the Brain
For the Better





You become more peaceful
by repeatedly installing experiences 

of peacefulness.

You become more grateful by repeatedly 
installing experiences of gratitude.

You become more compassionate by 
repeatedly installing experiences of 

compassion.



Have It, Enjoy It



’’Keep a green bough
in your heart,
and a singing bird
will come.

Lao Tzu



As the listener, keep finding 
a genuine gladness about 
the good facts in the life of 
our partner.

?What are some of 
the good facts
in your life these 
days?Pick a partner and 

choose an A and a B 
(A’s go first). Then take 
turns, with one person 
speaking while the 
partner mainly listens, 
exploring this question:

TIP:  If you’re alone, 
reflect or journal.



Our Relational Nature



All sentient beings developed through
natural selection in such a way that 

pleasant sensations serve as their guide, 
and especially the pleasure 

derived from sociability 
and from loving our families. 

Charles Darwin

















































If there is anything I have learned about [people], it is that there is 
a deeper spirit of altruism than is ever evident. 

Just as the rivers we see are minor compared to the underground 
streams, so, too, the idealism that is visible is minor compared to 
what people carry in their hearts unreleased or scarcely released. 

(Hu)mankind is waiting and longing for those who can accomplish 
the task of untying what is knotted, and bringing these 

underground waters to the surface.

Albert Schweitzer









Let’s sit a bit 
with the sense of all this.



Much that is beautiful . . .

and some that is challenging.



Rewards of Love



Pai : Dorsal anterior cingulate cortex (dACC), insula (Ins), somatosensory cortex (SSC), thalamus (Thal), periaqueductal gray (PAG). 
Reward : Ventral tegmental area (VTA), ventral striatum (VS), ventromedial prefrontal cortex (VMPFC), and amygdala (Amyg). 

K. Sutliff, in Lieberman & Eisenberger, 2009, Science, 323:890-891



Cacioppo et al. (2014) Toward a neurology of loneliness. Psychological Bulletin. 



Two Wolves in the Heart



A Secure Base



’’The good life,
as conceive it,
is a happy life.
I do not mean that
if you are good
you will be happy;
I mean that
if you are happy
you will be good.

Bertrand Russell



Autonomy and Intimacy
• Two great themes: independence/dependence, 

separation/joining, me/we

• They serve each other: autonomy helps you feel safe in the 
depths of intimacy, and intimacy nurtures the sense of worth 
and “secure base” that helps you explore life and dare greatly.

• When you feel autonomous and strong inside, you’re more able 
to manage differences and conflicts with others from the “green 
zone” without going “red” into fear, anger, and aggression.



Feeling Strong
• Bring to mind times that you felt strong, determined, 

enduring . . . Focus on feeling strong . . . Use HEAL to 
take in this experience.

• Bring to mind someone you are for. Find a sense of 
support, loyalty, perhaps fierce compassion . . . Know 
what this feels like – and apply it to yourself . . . Use 
HEAL to take in this experience.

• Imagine experiencing strength while dealing with a 
challenge . . . Let the sense of this sink into you. 



The root of Buddhism is compassion,
and the root of compassion
is compassion for oneself.

Pema Chodren



Self-Compassion
Compassion is the wish that beings not suffer, 

with warm-hearted concern. Compassion is 
sincere even if we can’t make things better. 

Self-compassion simply applies this to oneself. 

To encourage self-compassion:

1 2 3
Get the sense of 

being cared about.
Bring to mind beings 
you care about. Find 

compassion for them.

Shift the 
compassion to 

yourself.



’’“Anthem”
Ring the bells that can still ring

Forget your perfect offering

There is a crack in everything

That’s how the light gets in

That’s how the light gets in

Leonard Cohen



• It is natural and important to feel that you have worth as a 
person – which does not mean arrogance or ego.

Feeling of Worth

Take in experiences of being:
– Capable, skillful, talented, helpful
– Included, wanted, sought out
–Appreciated, acknowledged, 

respected
–Liked, befriended, supported
–Loved, cherished, special

You develop this sense of 
worth through:
– Others including, 

appreciating, liking, 
and loving you

– You respecting yourself



?
Pick a partner and 
choose an A and a B 
(A’s go first). Then take 
turns, with one person 
speaking while the 
partner mainly listens, 
exploring this question:

TIP:  If you’re alone, 
reflect or journal.

Take in your partner’s
recognition of you.

What are some 
of the things 
you have 
accomplished
in your life?
(Including lots of 
seemingly small things)



A Confident Heart
• Feeling caring . . . And cared about. 

• Stepping back and seeing yourself objectively . . . Recognizing 
your capabilities . . . Your good intentions . . . What you have 
been through and dealt with and overcome.

• Finding the respect for yourself that you would have for a 
person just like you . . . Letting go of needing to prove yourself 
or impress anyone . . . Recognizing your decency and efforts . . . 
Your good heart . . . 



Warming the Heart



Wishing: In gladness and in safety, may all beings be at ease. 

Omitting none, whether they are weak or strong, the great or the mighty, 
medium, short, or small, the seen and the unseen, those living near and 
far away, those born and to-be-born: May all beings be at ease.

Let none through anger or ill-will wish harm upon another. Even as a 
mother protects with her life her child, her only child, so with a 
boundless heart should one cherish all living beings; radiating kindness 
over the entire world: spreading upwards to the skies, and downwards to 
the depths, outwards and unbounded, freed from hatred and ill-will. 

One should sustain this recollection. 

This is said to be the sublime abiding.



Resting in Love
• Bring to mind beings you care about . . . Friends, family, 

pets, people who have helped you . . . 

• Find compassion for their suffering . . . 

• Find kindness and friendliness . . . The wish that they be 
happy . . . Feeling happy yourself about their happiness . . .

• Focus on feelings of caring and love . . . Let this experience 
sink into you as you sink into it. 





There are those who do not realize that 
one day we all must die. 

But those who do realize this 
settle their quarrels.

The Buddha



Right Speech
• Well-intended

• True

• Beneficial

• Timely

• Expressed without harshness

• And - ideally - wanted



Forgiveness

• Two levels of forgiveness: disentangling yourself . . . 
and a full pardon. In both there can be a recognition of 
wrongdoing and a valuing of justice.

• Disentangling involves standing up for yourself while 
not feeding resentments and grievances, and 
deliberately releasing the charge on what happened.

• A full pardon involves compassion, a recognition of the 
many causes of what happened, a release of 
punishment, and a full letting go. 



Forgiving Yourself
• Centering in peace . . . Being aware of something to forgive . . . 

Seeing the big picture, so many causes . . . 

• Taking responsibility for your part . . . Feeling appropriate remorse . 
. . Knowing the steps you will take . . . 

• Knowing you have owned your part . . . Recognizing your goodness . 
. . Recognizing your pain . . . Finding compassion for yourself . . . 
Releasing harshness toward yourself . . . Bringing kindness, respect, 
blessing to yourself . . . Forgiving yourself . . . Imagining other 
beings forgiving you . . . Letting go . . . Forgiving yourself . . . 



“Us” and “Them”



Us and Them
• Within-group cooperation, and between-group aggression.
• Our biological nature is much more inclined toward cooperative 

sociability than toward aggression and indifference or cruelty. We 
are just very reactive to social distinctions and threats.

• That reactivity is intensified and often exploited by economic, 
cultural, and religious factors. 

• Two wolves in your heart:
– Love sees a vast circle in which all beings are “us.”
– Hate sees a small circle of “us,” even only the self.

Which one will you feed?



In between-family fights, the baboon’s ‘I’
expands to include all of her close kin; 

in within-family fights, 
it contracts to include only herself. 

This explanation serves for baboons 
as much as for the Montagues and Capulets.

Dorothy Cheney and Robert Seyfarth



Feeding the Wolf of Love
• Don’t over-identify with “us.”
• Release aversion to others.

• Focus on similarities between “us” and “them.” 
• Recognize and have compassion for the suffering of “them.”
• Consider “them” as young children. 
• Recognize good things about “them.” 
• Keep extending out the sense of “us” to include everyone.



A Widening Circle
• Bring to mind beings you care about . . . Friends, family, 

pets, people who have helped you . . . 

• Get a sense of “us” . . . Then bring more and more beings 
into that circle . . . 

• Finding common ground . . . Widening the circle of “us” . . .

• Resting in the largest sense of “us” . . . 



So that all cubs are our own . . . 
All beings are our clan . . . 

All life, our relatives . . . 
The whole earth, our home . . . 





References



Suggested Books
See RickHanson.net for other good books.      
• Austin, J. 2009. Selfless Insight. MIT Press.

• Begley. S. 2007. Train Your Mind, Change Your Brain. Ballantine.

• Carter, C. 2010. Raising Happiness. Ballantine. 

• Hanson, R. (with R. Mendius). 2009. Buddha’s Brain: The Practical Neuroscience of Happiness, Love, 
and Wisdom. New Harbinger.

• Johnson, S. 2005. Mind Wide Open. Scribner. 

• Keltner, D. 2009. Born to Be Good. Norton. 

• Kornfield, J. 2009. The Wise Heart. Bantam. 

• LeDoux, J. 2003. Synaptic Self. Penguin.

• Linden, D. 2008. The Accidental Mind. Belknap. 

• Sapolsky, R. 2004. Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers. Holt.

• Siegel, D. 2007. The Mindful Brain. Norton.

• Thompson, E. 2007. Mind in Life. Belknap.



74

Selected References - 1 Suggested References - 1
See www.RickHanson.net/key-papers/ for other suggested readings.      

• Atmanspacher, H. & Graben, P. (2007). Contextual emergence of mental states from neurodynamics. Chaos & 
Complexity Letters, 2, 151-168. 

• Bailey, C. H., Bartsch, D., & Kandel, E. R. (1996). Toward a molecular definition of long-term memory storage. 
PNAS, 93(24), 13445-13452.

• Baumeister, R., Bratlavsky, E., Finkenauer, C. & Vohs, K. (2001). Bad is stronger than good. Review of General 
Psychology, 5, 323-370.

• Bryant, F. B., & Veroff, J. (2007). Savoring: A new model of positive experience. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 

• Casasanto, D., & Dijkstra, K. (2010). Motor action and emotional memory. Cognition, 115, 179-185. 

• Claxton, G. (2002). Education for the learning age: A sociocultural approach to learning to learn. Learning for life 
in the 21st century, 21-33. 

• Clopath, C. (2012). Synaptic consolidation: an approach to long-term learning.Cognitive Neurodynamics, 6(3), 
251–257. 



75

Suggested References - 2
• Craik F.I.M. 2007. Encoding: A cognitive perspective. In (Eds. Roediger HL I.I.I., Dudai Y. & Fitzpatrick 

S.M.), Science of Memory: Concepts (pp. 129-135). New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

• Davidson, R.J. (2004). Well-being and affective style: neural substrates and biobehavioural correlates. 
Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society, 359, 1395-1411.

• Dudai, Y. (2004). The neurobiology of consolidations, or, how stable is the engram?. Annu. Rev. Psychol., 55, 51-
86. 

• Dweck, C. (2006). Mindset: The new psychology of success. Random House.

• Fredrickson, B. L. (2013). Positive emotions broaden and build. Advances in experimental social 
psychology, 47(1), 53.  

• Garland, E. L., Fredrickson, B., Kring, A. M., Johnson, D. P., Meyer, P. S., & Penn, D. L. (2010). Upward spirals of 
positive emotions counter downward spirals of negativity: Insights from the broaden-and-build theory and 
affective neuroscience on the treatment of emotion dysfunctions and deficits in psychopathology. Clinical 
psychology review, 30(7), 849-864. 



76

Suggested References - 3
• Hamann, S. B., Ely, T. D., Grafton, S. T., & Kilts, C. D. (1999). Amygdala activity related to enhanced memory for 

pleasant and aversive stimuli. Nature neuroscience, 2(3), 289-293. 

• Hanson, R. 2011. Hardwiring happiness: The new brain science of contentment, calm, and confidence. New 
York: Harmony. 

• Hölzel, B. K., Ott, U., Gard, T., Hempel, H., Weygandt, M., Morgen, K., & Vaitl, D. (2008). Investigation of 
mindfulness meditation practitioners with voxel-based morphometry. Social cognitive and affective 
neuroscience, 3(1), 55-61. 

• Hölzel, B. K., Carmody, J., Evans, K. C., Hoge, E. A., Dusek, J. A., Morgan, L., ... & Lazar, S. W. (2009). Stress 
reduction correlates with structural changes in the amygdala. Social cognitive and affective neuroscience, 
nsp034. 

• Jamrozik, A., McQuire, M., Cardillo, E. R., & Chatterjee, A. (2016). Metaphor: Bridging embodiment to 
abstraction. Psychonomic bulletin & review, 1-10. 

• Kensinger, E. A., & Corkin, S. (2004). Two routes to emotional memory: Distinct neural processes for valence and 
arousal. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, 101(9), 3310-3315. 



77

Suggested References - 4
• Koch, J. M., Hinze-Selch, D., Stingele, K., Huchzermeier, C., Goder, R., Seeck-Hirschner, M., et al. (2009). 

Changes in CREB phosphorylation and BDNF plasma levels during psychotherapy of depression. Psychotherapy 
and Psychosomatics, 78(3), 187−192. 

• Lazar, S., Kerr, C., Wasserman, R., Gray, J., Greve, D., Treadway, M., McGarvey, M., Quinn, B., Dusek, J., Benson, 
H., Rauch, S., Moore, C., & Fischl, B. (2005). Meditation experience is associated with increased cortical 
thickness. Neuroreport, 16, 1893-1897.

• Lee, T.-H., Greening, S. G., & Mather, M. (2015). Encoding of goal-relevant stimuli is strengthened by emotional 
arousal in memory. Frontiers in Psychology, 6, 1173.

• Lutz, A., Brefczynski-Lewis, J., Johnstone, T., & Davidson, R. J. (2008). Regulation of the neural circuitry of 
emotion by compassion meditation: Effects of meditative expertise. PLoS One, 3(3), e1897. 

• Madan, C. R. (2013). Toward a common theory for learning from reward, affect, and motivation: the SIMON 
framework. Frontiers in systems neuroscience, 7. 

• Madan, C. R., & Singhal, A. (2012). Motor imagery and higher-level cognition: four hurdles before research can 
sprint forward. Cognitive Processing, 13(3), 211-229. 



78

Suggested References - 5
• McEwen, B. S. (2016). In pursuit of resilience: stress, epigenetics, and brain plasticity. Annals of the 

New York Academy of Sciences, 1373(1), 56-64.

• McGaugh, J.L. 2000. Memory: A century of consolidation. Science, 287, 248-251. 

• Nadel, L., Hupbach, A., Gomez, R., & Newman-Smith, K. (2012). Memory formation, consolidation and 
transformation. Neuroscience & Biobehavioral Reviews, 36(7), 1640-1645. 

• Pais-Vieira, C., Wing, E. A., & Cabeza, R. (2016). The influence of self-awareness on emotional memory 
formation: An fMRI study. Social cognitive and affective neuroscience, 11(4), 580-592. 

• Palombo, D. J., & Madan, C. R. (2015). Making Memories That Last. The Journal of 
Neuroscience, 35(30), 10643-10644. 

• Paquette, V., Levesque, J., Mensour, B., Leroux, J. M., Beaudoin, G., Bourgouin, P. & Beauregard, M. 
2003 Change the mind and you change the brain: effects of cognitive-behavioral therapy on the neural 
correlates of spider phobia. NeuroImage 18, 401–409. 

• Rozin, P. & Royzman, E.B. (2001). Negativity bias, negativity dominance, and contagion. Personality 
and Social Psychology Review, 5, 296-320.



79

Suggested References - 6
• Sneve, M. H., Grydeland, H., Nyberg, L., Bowles, B., Amlien, I. K., Langnes, E., ... & Fjell, A. M. (2015). 

Mechanisms underlying encoding of short-lived versus durable episodic memories. The Journal of 
Neuroscience, 35(13), 5202-5212. 

• Talmi, D. (2013). Enhanced Emotional Memory Cognitive and Neural Mechanisms. Current Directions in 
Psychological Science, 22(6), 430-436. 

• Thompson, E. (2007). Mind in life: Biology, phenomenology, and the sciences of mind. Harvard University Press. 

• Wittmann, B. C., Schott, B. H., Guderian, S., Frey, J. U., Heinze, H. J., & Düzel, E. (2005). Reward-related FMRI 
activation of dopaminergic midbrain is associated with enhanced hippocampus-dependent long-term memory 
formation. Neuron, 45(3), 459-467. 

• Yonelinas, A. P., & Ritchey, M. (2015). The slow forgetting of emotional episodic memories: an emotional binding 
account. Trends in cognitive sciences, 19(5), 259-267. 



Empathy



A human being is a part of a whole, called by us“universe,” a part limited 
in time and space. [We] experience [ourselves], [our] thoughts and 

feelings as something separated from the rest ... 

a kind of optical delusion of … consciousness. 

This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal 
desires and to affection for a few persons nearest to us. 

Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison 

by widening our circle of compassion

to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty. 
Albert Einstein



What Is Empathy?
• It is sensing, feeling, and understanding how it is for the other person. In 

effect, you simulate his or her inner world. 

• It involves (sometimes subtly) all of these elements: 
– Bodily resonance
– Emotional attunement
– Conceptual understanding

• Empathy is usually communicated, often tacitly.

• We can give empathy, we can receive it, and we can ask for it. 



Neural Substrates of Empathy
• Three simulating systems:
– Actions: “mirror” systems; temporal-parietal
– Feelings: resonating emotionally; insula
– Thoughts: “theory of mind”; prefrontal cortex

• These systems interact with each other through association
and active inquiry.

• They produce an automatic, continual re-creation of aspects of 
others’ experience.



Empathy Skills
• Pay attention.

• Be open.

• Read emotion in face and eyes.

• Sense beneath the surface.

• Drop aversion (judgments, distaste, fear, anger, withdrawal).

• Investigate actively. 

• Express empathic understanding.



Healthy Assertiveness



Healthy Assertiveness

What it is: 

Speaking your truth 
and pursuing your aims 
in the context of relationships.



Healthy Assertiveness
What supports it:
• Being on your own side
• Self-compassion
• Naming the truth to yourself
• Refuges: Three Jewels, reason, love, nature, transcendental, 

awareness, practice
• Taking care of the big things so you don’t grumble about the 

little ones
• Health and vitality



Healthy Assertiveness: How to Do It - 1

• Know your aims; stay focused on the prize; 
concede small points to gain on large ones

• Ground in empathy, compassion, and love

• Practice unilateral virtue 



• Communicate for yourself, not to change others

• Wise Speech; be especially mindful of tone

• NVC: “When X happens, I feel Y because I need Z.”

• Dignity and gravity

• Distinguish empathy building (“Y”) from policy-making

Healthy Assertiveness: How to Do It - 2



• If appropriate, negotiate solutions.

• Establish facts as best you can (“X”)

• Find the deepest wants (“Z”)

• Focus mainly on “from now on”

• Make clear plans, agreements

• Scale relationships to their actual foundations

Healthy Assertiveness: How to Do It - 3


