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Week 51 Lesson: 

Touch the Heart of the World with Compassion 

The Lord is enshrined in the hearts of all. –Isa Upanishad 

 

The Dharmic global view and individual life-focus rest on recognizing our rightful place in this 

divine life—living in harmony with spiritual and natural law and joyfully prospering by fulfilling 

our innate, divine potential—enabling us to be vessels of peace and compassion. It’s natural for 

us to be compassionate, although it can seem far from us at times—elusive, or worse, exclusive—

the gift of those who are more saintly or spiritually advanced. Is it possible for us to become 

open-hearted, fully-engaged, spiritually awake, compassionate beings here and now? This is the 

promise of the spiritual life. It is a promise we can all participate in and see glimmers of progress 

along the way as we awaken.  

How do we engage in life fully and keep our hearts open? At times, the state of the world with its 

global tensions, daily violence, acceleration of greed, consumerism, and threats to the 

environment has us want to get back in bed and pull the covers up over our head. Just keeping up 

with the demands of our personal responsibility seems daunting enough at times. Beyond 

managing our duty skillfully, do spiritual teachings say we should be opening our heart with 

compassion to the world? In short: Yes. We are to become compassionate beings. Compassion 

means action. It’s not just a sympathetic feeling, or a sense of pity, or even kind-heartedness. 

Compassion is the open-hearted experience of sharing in the suffering of another that moves us 

to act. Widening the circle of our love and care into inspired action is the natural trajectory of the 

dharmic life.  
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Both, And 

The Isa Upanishad, often recognized as the summit of Upanishadic wisdom, offers us the key to 

open-hearted, wise living. It issues the typical scriptural warning that we should not look to the 

outer world for lasting happiness and security. When we do that, we will ultimately, and 

predictably, find disappointment and sorrow. We’re familiar with that warning, and the 

experience of it. For many of us, that very disappointment and sorrow became our impetus to 

discover the spiritual path and the riches of the inner life. But wait! This treasured Upanishad 

goes a step further with its warning. After advising against depending solely on the world of 

action, it then warns that those who seek their happiness only in inner experience are worse off. 

Worse! What a conundrum for spiritual seekers. Don’t many of the spiritual teachings advise us to 

go within, meditate, live from the soul?  

This teaching points to the insufficiency of either the outer way of action or the inner way of 

meditation as exclusive orientations to living fully. Too much engagement in the world of action 

and not enough meditation and the inner peace and clarity that accompany it leads to sorrow. 

Too much withdrawal from action, sitting in meditation and contemplation without putting 

insight into action, equally leads to sorrow. The dharmic path, the way of ultimate freedom is the 

path of both meditation and action, one supporting the other. One deepens the other.  

The Meeting Place  

When I was a teenager, my father’s annoyance at my dreamy, seemingly lethargic nature—my 

propensity for the inner life of imagination and fancy—would surface from time to time. 

Especially when there were chores to be done, he would say to me: Don’t just sit there, do 

something! Beyond the chores, looking out into the world of small-town suburban goals for a 

prosperous life, left me wanting. I didn’t want to “do” that. I wanted to “be” something else. 

What, I wasn’t so sure. Later as a young adult who had not yet found my svadharma, I gladly 

leaned toward the modern Buddhist meditation motto: Don’t just do something, sit there! Of 
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course, later I would discover that just sitting wasn’t the answer either. I needed to find the 

dynamic balance of the dharmic life where inner realization and outer awakened action meet. But 

where? Now that I had learned how to develop the inner life, where would I skillfully find its right 

expression?  

The pathway to true fulfillment is right where we are—neither in the world or beyond it, but 

through it. The inspired combination of Spirit and Nature that we are makes us the meeting place 

of heaven and earth. It’s natural that the fullness of spiritual realization for us would reflect that 

pairing as meditation and action.  Both the inner life of spiritual realization and an outer life of 

awakened action are necessary. Awakened action is not just activity, it is dharmic, purposeful 

activity. It is that which serves, that which upholds and awakens. It is compassion, the power of 

awakened love, that moves meditative awareness into dharmic action. 

What to Do? 

Whether we have a sense of being engaged in our life work or are still wondering exactly how 

that might be expressed, what is ours to do is always right where we are. It is never someplace 

else. It begins with the inner life, the connection to the divine Self. Then, it is a matter of 

following the stream of inspired Self-trust into action. We practice and learn how to follow our 

heart, follow our bliss, how to be awake in the world. What moves us? What do we care most 

about? What can we offer that flows from the stream of awakened compassion within us?  

Just as it is necessary to continually nurture and inspire our inner life, it is equally important to 

light the path of inspired, compassionate action. We must seek it out, look for it in our world, 

notice where love is breaking down barriers, and where compassionate action is on the rise. In 

this age of global connection through technology and a 24/7 news cycle, it’s easy to be distracted 

by the news feed that is often negative, sensational, and fear based. It’s not often that we hear of 

people engaging in action that is inspiring, compassionate, and elevating. The world is full of 

that—there are awake, compassionate people everywhere, engaged in uplifting action every day.  
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Be Inspired, Stay Inspired, Be an Inspiration 

Let’s surround ourselves, immerse ourselves daily, in what inspires us about being alive in the 

world today. Read about it, think about it, talk about, engage in it. 

As we draw near the conclusion of this yearlong program for dharmic living, let’s return to what 

we learned about increasing our propensity for happiness based on yogic philosophy and some of 

the latest brain research in neuropsychology. Neuropsychologist Rick Hanson uses the inspiring 

example that negative experiences in life are like Velcro—they stick to us. Due to our innate 

“fight or flight” imperative, we are wired to tune into what is threatening or negative, so that is 

what we primarily see, feel, and focus on. But it doesn’t have to be that way. We have the power 

to change that focus. We can notice how positive experiences make less of an impact, and as Rick 

notes, are like “Teflon” sliding past us on a regular basis. We can change the propensity for 

negative, fear-based focus by enhancing our view and our experience of what’s good, what is 

lovely, what is heart-opening and compassion- awakening. We start by doing this with our 

everyday interactions, by noticing the good. Taking it in, feeling it, embracing and enhancing it. 

Soon we notice it more, find ourselves transformed by the new world we are experiencing.  

Now we can intentionally take this wisdom into a broader arena, and let it lead the way for our 

compassionate action. When we take an active role to search out every day what is working in 

our community and in our world, particularly what gives us hope and inspires us about being alive 

in the world today, our heart begins to open. We find the courage we need to take the positive 

action that is ours to take.  

Dharmic life is not a life on the sidelines. Depending on our svadharma, it may be a quiet life 

behind the scenes, but it will never be on the sidelines. It is the merging of meditation and action. 

That is always compassion. It is awakened love in action.  
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Lesson Journal: 

Am I a compassionate person?  

 

 

What signs of love-in-action have I seen recently in my community or the world? 

 

 

How have I engaged in love-in-action?  

 

 

What inspires me about being alive in the world today? 

 

 

What am I more pulled toward—meditation or action? Do I need more balance? 

 

 

Can I relate to the Isa Upanishad’s teaching that both meditation and action are necessary for a 

fulfilled life?  

 

 

Is courage a factor in compassionate action? 

 

 


