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Lesson 8: 

Cultivate a Compassionate Heart 

If you dig a hole for your brother to fall in 

you yourself will fall in it. --Hadith
1
 

 

We cannot prosper, thrive, and know true fulfillment without the ability to connect to the soul, 

without the skill of Self-referral or awareness of our essential nature. In the same way, we cannot 

thrive without awareness of, and compassion for our self or others. The spiritual law that these 

truths rest upon is simple, the most fundamental core of life—the great Oneness. Everyone and 

everything is connected. There is no true or lasting fulfillment in isolation. 
 

Developing a compassionate heart is not only something we feel inclined to do because it is good, 

but it is also the key to our own happiness and wealth. That compassion is necessary is clear. How 

to cultivate it is another matter! If it were that easy, we wouldn’t have so many scriptural verses 

about it, so many guidebooks to it, or courses on “awakening the heart” to attend. What is the 

key? There are four components for cultivating compassion we’ll explore in this lesson: 

recognizing the necessity for compassion; discerning the source of compassion; knowing it is a 

skill we can develop, and taking immediate steps.  
 

Compassion is Necessary 

In the teachings of yoga, compassion is the first law of righteous or dharmic living. It is put forth 

as the spiritual principle of ahimsa, nonviolence, or nonharming. This sounds like it is just 

refraining from doing harm, but the scriptural commentaries are quick to point out that we 

cannot just refrain from something, we must do something. It is not possible to simply negatively 

resist action. Time and time again we must choose what we think, say, and do.  

																																																													
1
 Hadith, translated and edited by Omid Safi, Radical Love: Teachings from the Islamic Mystical Tradition (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 2018), 233. 
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Ahimsa is seen as a positive injunction to cultivate and express compassion. As the opening verse 

so poignantly expresses, what we do to another, we do to ourselves. And, what we do to 

ourselves, we do to another. We cannot simultaneously have self-hatred and express love to 

others. Nor, can we “dig a hole for our brother to fall in” without falling in ourselves.  
 

A teaching attributed to Buddha expresses the same sentiment that the anger, hatred, or 

resentment we feel toward another is like holding a hot coal in our own hand we plan to injure 

someone else with. The trouble we have with someone else lives in our own heart. And, the 

trouble we have with our own self, can negatively influence and affect others.  
 

We can’t escape our divine oneness. Compassion then becomes our primary responsibility. What 

if we understood this very deeply about compassion? What if we realized it isn’t just a good or 

nice thing, but an absolute necessity for self and others?  
 

The Source of Compassion 

Every person, indeed every being, that streams forth from the Source into manifest existence 

loves life and wants to avoid suffering. Even a so-called lowly insect will veer away from 

impending harm or death. In the Jain religious tradition, ahimsa is their primary tenet. There are 

some sages who wear cloth masks to avoid harming microbes who live in the air that they 

breathe, and they sweep the ground in front of where they walk to avoid harming any insects. 

This is obviously not for everyone! But it is a powerful demonstration of the degree that one can 

be conscious of potential harm to other life forms. Because it can seem so difficult to be keenly 

aware of the harm we may cause, many of us just shut down our awareness. It seems beyond our 

capacity. Yet it is not. The sages advise us to remove harm from the most important place we can. 

We should remove any inclination to harm from our hearts. 
 

Removing any desire to harm from our hearts is the crux of ahimsa practice—to not cause or 

wish harm to any being. As Yogananda’s guru, Sri Yukteswar observed: “This world is  
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inconveniently arranged for a literal practice of ahimsa. Man may be compelled to exterminate 

harmful creatures. He is not under similar compulsion to feel anger or animosity. All forms of life 

have equal right to the air of maya. The saint who uncovers the secret of creation will be in 

harmony with its countless bewildering expressions. All men may approach that understanding 

who curb the inner passion for destruction.”
2
 

 

Compassion is a Skill 

Once I became aware of the oneness of all life and opened my eyes to seeing all beings and all life 

as divine, I was stunned and ashamed to realize how I had lacked compassion. I had not thought 

about how my diet, lifestyle choices, words, or actions were harming others. Once I saw that, I 

turned that insensitivity toward myself! First, I was unaware of my harmful behavior toward 

others. Then, the awareness turned into self-recrimination, embarrassment, and self-hatred. Even 

though I had a new awareness of the reality of this life, I could not change my thoughts, speech, 

habits, and actions overnight. In the meantime, I needed to find some shelter from the storm of 

judgment. I needed some self-compassion. Where could I find it? 
 

I came to understand that the ego-based mind will always find a way to criticize, blame, and 

judge. From the perspective of the false self, whatever progress we make will never be enough. 

Its primary “position” is to oversee our ongoing self-improvement project. The best way out of 

that trap is through the heart door itself. While the mind can bring understanding and help guide 

us to improve our actions, we can also shift our attention to our heart center and affirm that we 

are opening our hearts as we cultivate the skill of compassion. The paradox is that the only way 

out of self-judgment is self-compassion. And, the only way to develop the skill of compassion for 

others is to open our hearts to ourselves as we learn.  
 

 

																																																													
2
 Paramahansa Yogananda, The Autobiography of a Yogi (Los Angeles: Self Realization Fellowship)  
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Compassion Begins Now 

No one thrives without a tender and true heart that loves and feels compassion. We begin our 

journey of growing in kindness and compassion by deciding to make it a priority, recognizing it as 

central to our wealth. Then we take up a practice.  
 

Patanjali’s sutra (2.35) gives us the promise that one who is established in nonharming 

experiences freedom from enmity, from hostility or ill will. The commentaries on that sutra 

explain that first we begin by refraining from harming. We refrain from killing or injuring others 

with our actions, our speech, and even our thoughts. That’s step one.  
 

Next, we cultivate compassion by practicing kindness—kind and helpful action, kind speech that 

uplifts, and kind and compassionate thoughts. I remember asking my guru’s advice for successful, 

loving relationships and he said, “Just be kind to one another.” 
 

Begin with kindness. Plant seeds of kindness every day and your beautiful heart garden of 

compassion will blossom and bring forth the fruit of abundance.  
 

 

 

To support your practice, refer to: 

The Jewel of Abundance, Chapter Thirteen: Ten Prospering Promises, pg. 151-163.  

 

 


