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Preface

The words in this book join other
hymns of praise for compassion. Like
all words, they frame and enclose. |
hope they might also open.
Compassion is an opening. It is an
embrace and an encouraging word. It
is a widening in the emptiness. It is
overflowing abundance. It unlocks
doors and welcomes strangers. It asks
us to enlarge our circle. Scholars have
long debated the value of compassion.
But at some point, debate ends and
you head down the trail, across the
river into the great wide open. Maybe
these words can keep you company as
you wander.

Wisdom & Compassion

Simplicity, compassion, and hope are
essential ingredients of a good life. | explored
the first of these in Simplicity. In this volume,
| circumambulate the flowering tree of
compassion and wade across the river of
love. Compassion is a river and a tree,
something that blossoms, flows, and grows.

Compassion is not sorrowful or morose. It is
active, energizing, and optimistic. It is as
much about laughter as it is about tears.

Compassion is not the only good. It must be
balanced with justice, self-interest, and
tranquility. There is wisdom in staying home,
retreating to your inner citadel, and learning
to mind your own business. But there is also
wisdom in connection, dependence, and
care.
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Wisdom & Compassion

There is chaos in compassion. Giving and
receiving disrupt tranquil simplicity.
Compassion is joyful and exuberant, painful
and sad. In every open embrace there is a
touch of anarchy.

Compassion fails when this is forgotten,
when the arms that embrace become chains
that impose. When we dance, we risk
spinning out of control. Compassion unfolds
on the edge of disaster. It is an overflowing
abundance that causes us to bloom, flower,
and fruit.

Confucius said, “the wise delight in water;
the compassionate prefer the mountains.
The wise are active, the compassionate are
still. The wise are joyful, the compassionate
prosper.”.

Wisdom & Compassion

To be human is to know, to do, and to create.
It is also to dwell, to love, to dance, to sing, to

rieve, and to mourn. We are responsive

eings who reverberate. We flower and fruit
in the company of friends. We are born in the
middle of community. If we are fortunate, we
will also grow wider and give birth. And if we
i‘:\re very lucky, we will die among those we
ove.

Crying and laughing are complementary
motions. These primal acts are innate in
human beings, modifications of the breath
with deep roots in the mammalian brain.
Babies and dogs respond to the world with
howls and hoots, whoops and wails. The highs
and lows are expressed in the breath. There is
nothing worse than gut-wrenchinﬁ tears.
There is nothing more liberating than gut-
deep laughter. We laugh and cry best with
other people.
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Wisdom & Compassion

The root of social experience is shared
breathing. Human beings transform breath
into poetry, song, religion, and philosophy.
We glow in response to the chaos of other
wople. When someone sings, we sing along.
hen someone cries, the waters rise within
us. And when someone falls, we pick them

up.

Love is more than accompaniment. It is an
activity that forms jewelry out of raw
nuggets and weaves together the threads of
life. When we dance and play our neurons
fire in harmony. Compassion is
entwinement. We find ourselves knotted
together, interlaced, and interwoven.

Wisdom & Compassion

As | complete this book, humanity is enduring a
Iifecha.raging_pa_ndemic. The earth careens through
the void on its journey around the sun, while the
humans riding on this rock have been afflicted
with fear, anger, and despair. Millions suffered
from disease and economic devastation. We have
also witnessed police brutality and mob violence.
A fire obliterated the forest in the Sierra near my
home. A different conflagration exploded in
Washington, D.C.

Hate and injustice produce righteous indignation.
When the blood rises, this is the work of
compassion.

Death and mourning produce sorrow. That lump
in the throat is compassion.

Art and religion comfort the afflicted. Poetry and
song are crystalline compassion.

Laughter and joy are also leavened with
compassion.
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Wisdom & Compassion

The natural harmony of things is
compassion at play. After the fires, the
pandemic and the pandemonium, the
spring came gently. The flowers
bloomed. The bees busily visited them.
The birds sang. And life went on, as it
always does.

Much has been lost during this sad year.
But for the birds and the bees and the
wildflowers, little has changed. The
resilience of nature provides the
deepest root of compassion. The
flowers give their nectar to the bees
every spring without fail.

Wisdom & Compassion

Our perspective is often too narrow.
History shows us that nations collapse.
Plagues and pestilence are natural
occurrences. The mountain forests have
burned before. And once, not too long
aFo, these granite slopes were buried in
g acial ice. Everyone dies. Great nations
all. One day our species will go extinct.

In the meantime, we hold tight to those
we love, cry when we must, laugh when
we can, and sing when the spirit moves
us. This strange year has taught us that
simple things can be sufficient, that
friendship gives light in the darkness, and
'gl\at hope returns as the wildflowers
oom.

10
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Cultivating
Compassion

Cultivate
Compassion
Savor becoming
Swim rivers of mercy
Laugh in generous rain
Dance and sing and rage
Plumb the history of injustice
Enlarge, Encircle, and Embrace
Moisten your heart with juniper juice
Share wine with brother moon
Allow abundance to flower
Plunge into the muck
Love your mother
Empty your bag
Fill your cup
Overflow

11

Themes

* Sharing the wine

* Growing wider

* Getting wet

* The song of rivers

* Open hospitality

* Liquid pneumatology
* In the garden

* Mother love

12



11/7/24

Sharing the Wine

We drink together:

Birds, clouds, and mountains.

The birds have vanished.

So too the clouds.

Only the mountain remains.
-After a Poem by Li Po

13

Sharing the Wine

Human creativity splashes color on a
lonely world. Literature, religion, and
art fill the lonesome hours. The
desire to turn on the television is
similar to the need to pray. We are
not made of granite. We want to see
and be seen. We want to hear and
be heard. We want to love and be
loved.

14
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Sharing the Wine

The poet, Li Po, was a legendary figure. Some say he was ten feet tall. He was a
prolific drinker. He said that deep melancholy has a million causes, while one pot
of wine cures sorrow and opens the heart to nature. His poem, “Drinking Alone
Under the Moon,” describes how the light of imagination fills the lonely night.

The poet sits alone beneath flowering fruit trees, observing the moon. He raises
his cup and finds that the moon has brought him a companion—his own shadow.
Between the wine, the moon, and the shadow, a community emerges.

Moon doesn’t drink.
Shadow only follows.
We wander together
Among flowers of spring.
Song amuses Moon.
Dance moves Shadow.
Drunk but not smashed,
We enjoy a fleeting fling.
Rambling free and easy
Through the Milky Way.

15

Sharing the Wine

“Let’s circle back to a story told elsewhere...”

After the storm cleared, the lumberjacks and
mountaineers went to work. They doused fires and
removed fallen giants. They rebuilt bridges and
cleared the trails. As they worked, they looked in
vain for missing gods. They were alone but they
were not lonely. The landscape was ravaged. But
flowers, bees, and birds soon returned. Work gave
meaning and shape to the days. The mountaineers
learned to %(I'OW' In their spare time they followed
rivers and skied snowy mountains. There was
laughter and joy.

But elsewhere things continued to burn. Always

somewhere there is burning and looting, injustice

and loneliness. The glowing souls could hear great

sadness below in the valley. One evening as the

moon rose full above the pines, a barrel of wine

\évasllcapped. The mountaineers gathered round to
rink.

16
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Sharing the Wine

“Let’s circle back to a story told elsewhere...”

One brother tasted the wine. He grimaced and spit.
“This wine is bitter,” he said. “Let’s make it sweeter.” He
started rummaging around the camp looking for sugar.

Another brother took a deep drink. Not concerned with
the flavor, he drank again. And then he sighed. “This
wine makes me sad.” He leaned his head on a sister’s
shoulder and took a nap. A third brother observed the
others with a smile. He sipped quietly from his cup and
then poured another. “Tastes fine to me,” he said, with
his head turned up toward the moon. Soon he started
singing.

A few of the others joined in. Some started dancing. A
sister came late to the party. She saw her companions
singing and snorinF and bustling about. But she also
heard moans and lamentations echoing up the cold
blue canyon. She filled a jug with wine, stuck a cork in
it, and headed back down the trail.

17

Sharing the Wine

The instinct to share is primordial. No one wants to drink or dance
alone. We share the wine because happiness and sadness need

company.

We toast the illusions of life, laughing out loud at the glowing red of
sunset and the silver light of moonrise. We toast the illusions of life,
singing hymns to lost friends, dead dogs, and silent grandmothers.

Here’s to the eyes that once saw this beauty, now closed forever. Here’s

to the child whose eyes have just opened.

18
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Sharing the Wine

Jesus’s first miracle occurred at a wedding.
This is the heart of the good news. He
celebrated new love by turning water into
wine. But the sun sets on all things.

At his last supper, he shared wine with his
disciples, telling them that wine is the blood
of eternal life.

One of the clearest messages of the
Gospels is that we ought to share the wine.
The best parts of life occur in moments of
shared joy and grief: at weddings and
wakes.

Life uncorks itself. We make love. We suffer
and die. The good news is that grief can be
shared as easily as gratitude.

19

Sharing the Wine

The point of life cannot be to sink into pity or
to make yourself sick with heartache for the
world. Rather, we ought to learn to do what
Jesus did, which is to share the wine. If your
cup is full, offer it to another. And when the
bottle runs dry, get to work and find a way to
make wine out of water.

Human beings already know how to work this
miracle! The vintner does this every day.
Creative work is a miracle. Galileo said that
wine is sunlight infused in water. Plant some
vines. Add water and sunlight. Pick the grapes
and crush them. Et voila! Let there be wine.

This is the magic of poetry and art and
cooking. We take what is found and
transform it. And once our work is done, we
share the fruits of our labors. This is the
exuberance of poets and artists, proud
parents and backyard gardeners. What we
grow and make, we want to share.

20
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Sharing the Wine

Some have suggested that Jesus was modelled
on Dionysus, the Greek god of wine. Who
knows? The tangled spiderwebs of myth and
history are lost in the abyss of time We do
remember that Dionysus is a god of euphoria,
as well as the god of masks and transformation.

Compassion is Dionysian. It is ecstatic and
imaginary. Poetry, art, and love make manifest
the compassionate ecstasy of imagination.
When we wrap our arms around the beloved,
we imagine our hearts entwined. This is an
illusion. Each heart beats alone.

But in sharing a cup, lips and hearts come
closer. The grape encourages laughter, tears,
and love. Wine is a symbol of communion. This
is another word for compassion—to feel with,
to be with, to suffer and share with another.

21

On Growing Wider

What widens within you?

What waves and soils exuding?

What rivers are these?

What forests and fruits are these?

What are the mountains called

That rise so high in the mists?
-Walt Whitman

22
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On Growing Wider

Compassion is a widening. It is an
opening in the fullness of the world
that makes room for something new.

Sometimes wisdom makes us sharper.
But it should also make us wider.
Compassionate wisdom enwidens.

The world contains people and places
that are empty an open. These are the
people who give by receiving and who
by giving, end up with more.

23

On Growing Wider

If you take the time to visit the unpretentious little
orge of the San Joaquin on the edge of town, you will
earn something about margins, fringes, and openings.

It is on the edges where we grow wider.

At the end of most roads, there is a gate. Gates
enclose. But they also open onto something new.

If you walk through this gate at the edge of town, you
will see trees that stand silently, offering shelter to
birds and coyotes. There are also people here, forlorn
folks and intrepid explorers, who come looking for
something wet, fecund, and compassionate.

There are dramas unfolding right now down by the
river, as s?uwrels are killed awks and fish are
snatched from the water by lonely fishermen.

The city is oblivious to life and death unfolding. The
traffic throbs as people pass by, pass through, and pass
over. Compassion begins when we stop passing by.
When we go down into the river bottom and get our
feet muddy.

24
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On Growing Wider

Consciousness is either too narrow or too broad. We
don’t notice the flowers in our gardens. We don’t hear
the birds or talk to our neighbors. We live hunched over,
our minds cramped, our bodies constricted. Or we look
to heaven and leap beyond.

A remedy for narrowness can be found in climbing a
mountain or gazing at the sea. But what do we miss
when our minds stretch to the infinite? The danger of
high places is their lonely aloofness. To watch the sunset
across the great Pacific is to turn your back to the
suffering city.

In simple moments, great souls glow. We can expand to
include what Whitman called “the joyous, electric All.”

But greatness of soul is not goodness of spirit.

If the great soul glows, the good spirit embraces.
If the great soul sings, the good spirit dances.

If the great soul soars, the good spirit plunges.

Saints and sages are both simple and wide. They are at
home on mountain tops. They also roll in the mud. They
rest within. But they also expand.

25

On Getting Wet

Reading the Heart Sutra in Evolution Valley

Compassion moistens the heart.
The Dalai Lama

26
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On Getting Wet

At the other end of the watershed, far from
the Golden Gate, snowmelt flows down from
Muir Pass and into Evolution Valley. The trail
to Evolution Valley leads straight through
Evolution Creek. The only way forward is to
take off your shoes and plunge in. The water
is cold and thigh deep. The current tugs at
¥our legs. The rocks are inpperJ underfoot. A
riendly hand may help to steady your
crossing. When you gain the farther shore,

ou sit on a log and laugh at the mud
etween your toes.

This sounds like a metaphor. But it is true.
The only way to get to Evolution Valley is to
get wet. Transformative crossings happen
every day up in the high country. There really
is a |I:2Iace where you can see and hear and
drink the waters of evolution.

27

On Getting Wet

One day, a long time ago, the Spirit of
Compassion sat on Vulture Peak and taught
about nothingness. This is the insight that
brings us to the other shore: the insight of
emptiness (shunyata) that reveals that all we
cling to is slippery and evolving. They say
that if we ever grasped the lubricity of
things, compassion would dawn. If there is
nothing to grasp and no one to grasp it, all
that remains is sympathetic love for those
who struggle and moan.

28

14



11/7/24

On Getting Wet

The Heart Sutra does not record the weather
that day. But | picture it as raining. | see the
monks sitting miserably in a rain storm, soaked
to the bone. Thunder rumbles on high as they
unlearn fullness and embrace the void. The
compassionate spirit says, “everything is
empty.”

A sudden downpour strikes. It also says,
“everything is connected.”

Lightning flashes.

The monks are laughing in the rain.
Everyone gets wet.

Everyone dies.

The river keeps flowing.

Don’t get too attached.

Share some warmth.

Enjoy the mud between your toes.

29

On Getting Wet

The Spirit of Compassion speaks of going
over to the farther shore. Emptiness and
compassion provide the means. But this
is not a boat that will ferry you across.
The only way across is to go through.

Some say compassion is a bridge. But a
bridge is a shortcut and an artifact. It is
what is left behind after the two shores
have already been connected. The thing
that connects the banks of the river is the
river itself—a flowing thing, slippery,
generous, and chaotic.

30
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The Song of Rivers

When music was born

Some men were so overcome with
delight

That they sang without eating,
drinking, or sleeping

Until, at last, they died.
* Plato, Phaedrus

31

The Song of Rivers

Socrates went for a walk along the river one day with
Phaedrus. His name means “he who glows.” Socrates was
walking barefoot as usual.

Eventually, they found a shadK spot beneath a sacred tree.
Socrates stopped. “By Hera,” X

to rest.” Socrates dipped his feet into the water. He talked
with Phaedrus of love and beauty and wisdom. They talked
of madness and the gods—and music.

Love is a kind of madness. Erotic love is the mad urge to
n}erge with another person. It is a border crossing and a
plunge.

Socrates told the tale of the cicadas, mysterious beings.
whose singing is the voice of summer. Those summer singers
bear witness to the gods, Socrates said. They listen to us and
report on what we sm_ﬁ. They tell the gods who danced, who
made love, and who filled the earth with the sweetest music.
These messengers are always listening. They are attuned to
the river’s song. But they wait to hear other music. They are
deeply moved by the laughter and tears of every story and
every hymn. They listen so deeply that they forget to sleep.
Their wings vibrate in harmony with barefoot fools and the
glow of friendship.

e said, “this is a beautiful place '

32
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The Song of Rivers

After spending a quiet afternoon singing river
song with his glowing companion, Socrates
offered a prayer of thanksgiving to Pan, the
god of the wild places. He prayed that his
soul might become beautiful. He prayed for
harmony within, not focused on external
possessions. He asked to remember that the
wise man is rich and that we only need as
much as modesty permits.

“Do we need anything more, my glowing
friend?” Socrates asked.

“For me that prayer is enough.” Phaedrus
answered, “I am happy to share your prayer.
For friends share all things in common.”

33

The Song of Rivers

That’s where the dialogue ends. But what
happened next?

| imagine Socrates and Phaedrus peeling off
their clothes.

Socrates was already barefoot, after all. They
jumped into the river and dunked their
heads.

34
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Open hospitality

Hospitable emptiness is the wet-nurse of
becoming.

Plato, Timaeus

Plato saw that “becoming” needed a place to
unfold. He called it “the receptacle,” a hospitable
opening of emptiness.

This is what a womb is: a place for cell to grow.
This is what our lungs and heart are: places for air
and blood to flow. This is what a trail is: a
passageway for adventure. This is what the mind
is: an opening in which ideas play.

This is what compassion is: a welcome that
receives shared joy and suffering. Things unfold
within compassionate and hospitable openings.

11/7/24

35

Open hospitality

Chuang Tzu said, “The ten thousand things
change and grow. There are buds and fruits
and composting decay. Each thing flourishes
and decomposes. There is flow and
transformation.”

Chuang Tzu tells of the day Confucius visited
Lao Tzu. Confucius was eager to talk to a
wise man. He found Lao Tzu sitting with his
feet in a stream, leaning against a tree.
Confucius asked for an audience. Lao Tzu
closed his eyes and hummed a tune.
Confucius was not deterred. He opened up a
scroll and began propounding a complex
doctrine of ethics and the good life.

36
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Open hospitality

Lao Tzu lost patience. He interrupted the
lecture and said, “What’s the gist?”

Confucius said, “Benevolence and Propriety.
Compassion and righteousness.”

“And what’s all that?” Lao Tzu asked.

“Do the right thing. Have sympathy for all,”
Confucius answered. “Love everyone. Have
no selfish thoughts.”

Lao Tzu rolled his eyes.

37

Open hospitality

“Close,” he said. “But these words cut too
deeply.”

Lao Tzu continued, “To demand
unselfishness is selfish. To love everyone

loves no one. Sympathy for all is not
sympathetic.”

Confucius blinked.

“Too much praise for compassion and
righteousness becomes a flag and a drum,”
Lao Tzu said. “It becomes something to fight
for and something to run away from.”

Confucius nodded.

38
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Open hospitality

“Better to learn from the sun and the
moon,” Lao Tzu said.

“Imitate the stars, the birds, and the beasts.
Better to be like a tree and stand where you
are planted. Give some fruit to those who
pass by. The river allows everyone to dip
their cups and be refreshed. But the river
doesn’t run around bragging about
benevolence and duty, compassion and
righteousness.”

39

Liquid Pneumatology

We all flow from one fountain Soul.

All are expressions of one love.
John Muir

40
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Liquid Pneumatology

One love, one soul, flowing through

nature... That’s John Muir’s ethical ideal.

The ethic of love comes naturally in the
natural world. This is not a set of rules
imposed upon us by schools and
churches. It is a revelation of the way
that water heals and soothes.

Love is a river, a fountain, a waterfall.
Compassion is sweat, tears, and blood.
These moist things flow and circulate.
They bring life to dry stone.

41
In the garden
It is better to give than to receive.
* Epicurus
42
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In the garden

When Epicurus was in his thirties, he founded a
school in Athens called “the Garden,” along with
his brothers. This was a modest place in the
suburbs, walled off from the bustle of the city.
Epicurus did not establish a large school. He did
not preach to the masses. He had no interest in
converting people. He knew better than to draw
a crowd. Crowds meant trouble and no one
wants trouble.

Epicurus and his friends spent their time talking,
studying, drinking white wine and munching
pistachios. Epicurus’s message of simplicity and
compassion offended the other sages. His ideas
ran counter to what the sages were saying,
especially those who made their living by
seeking converts and enthusiasts. Some of
those critics accused Epicurus of being a radical,
a rabble-rouser, and an atheist. Others accused
him of living a licentious and decadent life.

43

In the garden

Epicurus was a modest man, who lived
simply and compassionately. He was
remembered for being kind and
generous. He tended his garden and
moderated his appetites. Like the
Pythagoreans, he was a vegetarian—
although he was not a fanatic about it.
While the Pythagoreans taught that
animals had souls, Epicurus worried that
meat was not worth the trouble, the
pollution, and the pain it caused

44
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In the garden

Epicurus died, they say, sipping wine in a
warm bath. By the end of his life, he was in
considerable pain, suffering from stones in
the bladder.

On his last day, before his final bath, he
wrote a letter to a friend in which he
expressed thanks for a long life of
conversation and welcomed “this blissful
day, which is also my last.”

A stone was engraved to mark his passing. It
read:

| was not.

| was.

| am not.

| don’t care.

45

In the garden

Epicurus taught other important lessons.
Among them are the following.

“Nothing is more important than
friendship.”

And: “Before you look for something to
eat, look for someone to eat it with.”

Our pleasures are enhanced in the
company of others. When we feel with
others, we feel more. We feel the
pleasure of the other’s enjoyment. This is
why it is better to give than to receive.

46
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Mother love

If all the mothers

Who have loved me
Since beginningless time
Are suffering,

What'’s the use of my own
happiness? Y
By N

’S’ F- f" f)’..s

# §

Ngulchu Thogme
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Mother love

The Buddhists say there are four
immeasurable goods: compassion, loving-
kindness, sympathetic joy, and peaceful
equanimity. These treasures are
“immeasurable” because we can never have
enough of them. These goods are not
acquired, hoarded, or possessed like gold. The
more we “have” them, the more we give them
away.

This is the wealth that spreads like pollen from
a flower. Like rain and the rainbow,
compassion settles in pools and ponds and
lakes. It flows into the sea and returns with the
snow. The less of this gold we retain, the more
we gain.

48
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Mother love

If we look in the right direction, we discover
that we already possess this mother lode. It
was bequeathed to us by the love that
conceived and nurtured us. This mother love is
only asking to be nurtured, savored, and set
free again.

We can harden our hearts or moisten them. In
the long run, it does not matter. But here and
now it certainly does. All flowers fade. But
tomorrow comes the fruit. And next year
comes the wine. Take a drink and share the
wine. Soon we’ll all be dead. While we live and
breathe, we can also dance and sing.

49

Mother love

Either we laugh and cry and sing
and play—or we become like dry
stone. Without the flowing river
of tears and laughter, the nuggets
remain concealed, the seed dries
into dust, and the void remains
empty and silent.

50
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Mother love

Compassion is contagious. We know that
intuitively. It is hard-wired in our brains and
tangled in our navel’s knot. My happiness is
enhanced by the happiness of the other.
When another creature smiles, so do |. And
when another is in pain, | feel it as well. We
are beings who share joy—and sorrow—
with others.

51

Mother love

When the time comes for sleep,
we must lie down and accept it. It
helps to know that you’ve done
your part and shared the wine
while you were able It is not what
you have found in this life that
matters—but what you have
given away.

52
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