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Karen Armstrong’s  book, Twelve Steps to a 
Compassionate Life,  provides an 
impassioned and practical  guide to making 
the world a more compassionate place.  The 
twelve steps she suggests begin with 
learning about compassion,  and conclude 
with loving your enemies.  In between, she 
takes up self - love,  mindfulness,  suffering,  
sympathetic joy,  the l imits of  our 
knowledge,  and concern for everybody.   

!

Designed for use by discussion groups,  this  
program encourages experiential  learning 
through: readings from diverse sources;  
l inks to web-based videos and music,  r ituals,  
l iturgy and music;  discussion in pairs;  
ref lective writing; and prayers. !
!
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Note to Group Leaders 

Before beginning this discussion series, ask each member 
of the group to obtain a copy of Karen Armstrong’s book, 
Twelve Steps to a Compassionate Life, and to read 
Chapter One of the book before the first session.  Each 
group member should also obtain a copy of this booklet so 
they may write down their reflections during and between 
sessions.  Throughout this booklet, page references relate 
to the edition of the book published by The Bodley Head in 
2011. 
 
Prepare for each session by selecting the questions that 
are most relevant for your group.     
 
The questions are designed to be discussed in pairs.  
Each time group members respond to a new question, 
they should find a new partner.  Occasionally, group 
members may like to share their reflections with the whole 
group.  
 
When group members first arrive at the session, they 
should be encouraged to discuss in pairs the question 
under the heading ‘gather’, before the group formally 
opens.  
 
A web link is provided to a suggested video for each 
session.  You will need an internet connection at the place 
where your group meets in order to show these videos.  
Most of the videos are between 10 and 20 minutes in 
length.  You may prefer to select a shorter extract for your 
group.  For example, the first group that used this study 
guide viewed shorter extracts of the Karen Armstrong 
videos for session one (we watched from the beginning to 
the 7.13 minute mark) and session seven (an extract from 
14.45 to 17.26).   
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Gretta Vosper and Scott Kearns, ‘As I Live’, 2005, West 
Hill United Church, available at http://www.westhill.net/our-
prayer/ 
 
Jim Wallis, The Soul of Politics: ‘Beyond Religious Right’ 
and ‘Secular Left’ , The New Press, 1995. 
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The principle of compassion lies at the heart of all 
religious, ethical and spiritual traditions, calling us always to 
treat all others as we wish to be treated ourselves. Compassion 
impels us to work tirelessly to alleviate the suffering of our 
fellow creatures, to dethrone ourselves from the centre of our 
world and put another there, and to honour the inviolable 
sanctity of every single human being, treating everybody, 
without exception, with absolute justice, equity and respect. 

It is also necessary in both public and private life to refrain 
consistently and empathically from inflicting pain. To act or 
speak violently out of spite, chauvinism, or self-interest, to 
impoverish, exploit or deny basic rights to anybody, and to 
incite hatred by denigrating others—even our enemies—is a 
denial of our common humanity. We acknowledge that we 
have failed to live compassionately and that some have even 
increased the sum of human misery in the name of religion. 

We therefore call upon all men and women ~ to restore 
compassion to the centre of morality and religion ~ to return 
to the ancient principle that any interpretation of scripture 
that breeds violence, hatred or disdain is illegitimate ~ to 
ensure that youth are given accurate and respectful 
information about other traditions, religions and cultures ~ to 
encourage a positive appreciation of cultural and religious 
diversity ~ to cultivate an informed empathy with the suffering 
of all human beings—even those regarded as enemies. 

We urgently need to make compassion a clear, luminous 
and dynamic force in our polarized world. Rooted in a 
principled determination to transcend selfishness, compassion 
can break down political, dogmatic, ideological and religious 
boundaries. Born of our deep interdependence, compassion is 
essential to human relationships and to a fulfilled humanity. It 
is the path to enlightenment, and indispensable to the creation 
of a just economy and a peaceful global community. 

Source: Charter for Compassion website: 
http://charterforcompassion.org/share/the-charter/ 
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GATHER 
What are you hoping to gain from this discussion series on 
compassion? 
 

OPEN 
Readings:  
The Golden Rule in Scriptures 
 
Christianity So in everything, do to others what you would 

have them do to you, for this sums up the 
Law and the Prophets.  
      Matthew 7:12 
 

Confucianism Do not do to others what you would not like 
yourself. Then there will be no resentment 
against you, either in the family or in the 
state.  
      Analects 12:2 
 

Buddhism Hurt not others in ways that you yourself 
would find hurtful.  
      Udana-Varga 5,1 
 

Hinduism This is the sum of duty; do naught unto 
others what you would not have them do unto 
you.  
      Mahabharata 5,1517 
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Islam No one of you is a believer until he desires 
for his brother that which he desires for 
himself.  
      Sunnah 
 

Judaism What is hateful to you, do not do to your 
fellowman. This is the entire Law; all the rest 
is commentary.  
      Talmud, Shabbat 3id 

 
 
Responsive reading  
 
We embark on this journey! 
buoyed by a sense of possibility,  
ready to listen,  
ready to stretch and grow. 
 
We recognise God,  
in and around us,  
ready to create something new in this moment, 
ready to transform us by the power of love.  Amen. 

 
 

DVD: KAREN ARMSTRONG ON THE SCIENCE OF 
COMPASSION 

In this video, Karen Armstrong tells Bill Moyers about her 
practice of studying the world’s religions using the ‘science 
of compassion’.   

(Video available at: 
http://www.pbs.org/moyers/journal/03132009/watch2.html) 
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CLOSE 
As I live every day, 
I want to be a channel for peace. 
May I bring love where there is hatred 
And healing where there is hurt. 
Joy where there is sadness 
And hope where there is fear. 
I pray that I may always try 
To understand and comfort other people 
As well as seeking comfort and understanding 
from them 
 
Wherever possible, 
may I choose to be a light in the darkness, 
a help in times of need, and a caring, honest friend, 
And may justice, kindness, and peace 
Flow from my heart forever, 
 
Amen   
 
(Gretta Vosper and Scott Kearns) 
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REFLECTION 
‘We do not think ourselves into new ways of living, we live 
ourselves into new ways of thinking.’ - Richard Rohr 
 
Look back through the booklet to refresh your memory 
about the sessions in the series. Name those things from 
your time together for which you feel gratitude. 
 

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________ 

Share your feelings of gratitude with the group, ending 
with the words:  
 
For all that has been ‘Thanks’ 
 
(We respond): 
For all that will be: ‘Yes’ 
(words attributed to Dag Hammarskjold) 

 

PRAYER OF CHANGE 
What further change would you like to see in yourself or in 
the wider community to bring about a more 
compassionate world? Write this as a short prayer and 
share your prayer with the group. 

 

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________ 
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Note down the idea that seems most important to you 
from Karen Armstrong’s presentation: 

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________ 

THE FIRST STEP: LEARN ABOUT COMPASSION 
According to Armstrong, ‘each of the world’s religions has 
its own particular genius, its own special insight into the 
nature and requirements of compassion, and has 
something unique to teach us.’ (p 56)   

Which of the following expressions of the practice of 
compassion speak most strongly to you?   

 
1. The Buddha's insight that it is not enough to enjoy a 

religious experience, we must also work to alleviate the 
suffering of others. (pp 34-5) 

2. The idea of Confucius that the family is the ‘school of 
compassion’. Our ‘circles of compassion’ must be 
continually expanding outwards beyond the family to 
the community, state, and the world. (p 43)  

3. The Talmudic story of the sage Hillel who insisted that 
the whole of the Torah is encapsulated in a single idea: 
‘What is hateful to yourself, do not to your fellow man.’ 
(p 44) 

4. The message of the Qur’an that we must share our 
material wealth to create a society that respects the 
poor and vulnerable.  According to Muhammad, ‘Not 
one of you can be a believer, unless he desires for his 
neighbor what he desires for himself.’ (p 52) 
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According to Armstrong, each of these wisdom teachers 
‘were innovative thinkers, ready to use whatever tools lay 
to hand in order to reorient the human mind, assuage 
suffering, and pull their societies back from the brink.’ (p 
57).  
 
Armstrong encourages us to look to our own tradition for 
‘inspiration and motivation that reach to a level of the mind 
that is deeper than the purely rational and touch the 
emotions rooted in the limbic region of the brain.’ (p 22) 
 
What stories, images or teachings from your own tradition 
inspires you to act with compassion?  In what ways does 
your spiritual practice provide you with energy and 
conviction to pursue a more compassionate life?  

 

THE CHARTER FOR COMPASSION 
The Charter for Compassion is the result of Karen 
Armstrong’s 2008 TED Prize wish and was finalised on 
November 12, 2009. The Charter, drafted by a multi-faith, 
multi-national council of thinkers and leaders, seeks to 
change the conversation so that compassion becomes a 
key word in public and private discourse.   

CANDLE LIGHTING 
Consider the Charter for Compassion on p 4 of this 
booklet. 
  
Identify a single statement from the charter that you 
consider particularly important.  Light a candle and offer 
the statement, either as a prayer of petition (eg, ‘Help us 
to work tirelessly to alleviate the suffering of our fellow 
creatures’) or as a prayer of recognition (eg, ‘To 
impoverish, exploit or deny basic rights to anybody is a 
denial of our common humanity’).   
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is no longer your enemy. The idea of ‘enemy’ vanishes 
and is replaced by the notion of someone who is suffering 
and needs your compassion.   Thich Nhat Hanh, Living 
Buddha, Living Christ  
 
Hatred paralyses life; love releases it. Hatred confuses 
life; love harmonises it. Hatred darkens life; love illumines 
it.   Martin Luther King Jr 
 

VIDEO: KAREN ARMSTRONG ON LOVING YOUR 
ENEMIES 

In this video, Armstrong uses a story from the Iliad to 
illustrate the change of heart that is required in order to 
love our enemies. 

(Video available at: 
http://www.ted.com/talks/karen_armstrong_makes_her_te
d_prize_wish_the_charter_for_compassion.html) 

 
Have you been able to get past feelings of hurt, fear, or 
hatred to humanize an ‘enemy’? If so, how did you do it? If 
not, what holds you back?  

 

LOVINGKINDNESS MEDITATION 
Silently repeat the lovingkindness meditation for your 
‘Enemy’ - someone who is difficult for you.  Then continue 
to repeat the words of this meditation, extending your 
prayer to encompass all beings.  
 
May you be filled with lovingkindness.  
May you be well in body and mind.  
May you be safe from inner and outer dangers.  
May you be truly happy and free.  
(Jack Kornfield) 
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we recognise truth in cultures beyond our own, and avoid 
defining anyone by a single story. 
 
Reader 12: 
 
In the eleventh step you led us into Recognition. 
 
We recognise our own pain in the pain of another. As we 
light this candle, we respond to your call to use our unique 
experiences and skills to alleviate the suffering of others.   
 
Reader 13: 
 
We come to the twelfth step in which you call us to Love 
Our Enemies. 
 
God, help us to relinquish our discontentment with those 
who have wronged us. As we light this candle, open our 
eyes and our hearts, that we might recognise you in the 
other.  
 
Amen 
 
 

STEP TWELVE: LOVE YOUR ENEMIES 
 
Readings 
But to you who are listening I say: Love your enemies, do 
good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, 
pray for those who mistreat you!Do to others as you 
would have them do to you.  Luke 6 
 
When you look deeply into your anger, you will see that 
the person you call your enemy is also suffering. As soon 
as you see that, the capacity of accepting and having 
compassion for him is there. Jesus called this ‘loving your 
enemy.’ When you are able to love your enemy, he or she 

! (!

 
THINGS TO DO BEFORE THE NEXT SESSION 

Examine some of the teachings on compassion from at 
least one other religious tradition and be prepared to 
share at the next session the most important thing that 
you discovered from this material. These teachings might 
come from books (including The Twelve Steps to a 
Compassionate Life) or from the internet. In preparation 
for the next session, please read Chapters 2 and 3. 
 
You might also be interested in watching the 3-minute 
video, Charter for Compassion, which was used to 
generate contributions to the Charter:!
http://youtu.be/DCG4qryy1Dg 

!

CLOSE 
 
Sing together the Taize chant: 
 
Ubi caritas et amor 
Deus ibi est 
 
Translation: Where charity and love are, God is there. 
(You will find a beautiful rendition of this song at: 
http://youtu.be/JcUci_D1dIc) 
 
Leader:     Go into the wide world. 
                 Be tender of heart to yourself, 
                 to those you know and love, 
                 to the stranger and to those who are in need. 
                 Learning from Jesus, 
                 let compassion guide you. 
 
Unison:      Amen.   
 
(Source: Seekers church) 
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GATHER 
To whom in your life would you give a Golden Rule prize? 
(p 64) 
 

OPEN 
Readings 
 
One of the teachers of the law came and heard them 
debating. Noticing that Jesus had given them a good 
answer, he asked him, ‘Of all the commandments, which 
is the most important?’ ‘The most important one’, 
answered Jesus, ‘is this: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our 
God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with 
all your strength.” The second is this: “Love your 
neighbour as yourself.” There is no commandment greater 
than these.’  Mark 12: 28-31 
 
If your compassion does not include yourself, it is 
incomplete. Buddha 
 
Can a woman forget her nursing child, or show no 
compassion for the child of her womb?  Even if these may 
forget, yet I will not forget you. See, I have inscribed you 
on the palms of my hands.  Isaiah 49: 15-16a 
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Reader 8: 
 
In the seventh step you reminded us of How Little We 
know. 
 
God, free us from the need to be right.  Help us to 
embrace uncertainty and unknowing.  
 
We light this candle in wonder at what we have learned by 
listening to the unique ideas offered by members of this 
group.  
 
Reader 9: 
 
In the eighth step you reminded us How We Should Speak 
to Each Other. 
 
As we light this candle, free us from our entrenched habits 
of harsh words, our need to denigrate others or to incite 
negativity. 
 
Reader 10: 
 
In the ninth step you called us to have Concern for 
Everybody. 
 
God, help us to recognise our deep interdependence, to 
see that compassion is essential to human relationships 
and to a fulfilled humanity. We light this candle in the 
knowledge that you will help us to restore compassion to 
the centre of morality and religion. 
 
Reader 11: 
 
In the tenth step you enticed us to embrace Knowledge. 
 
As we light this candle, we relinquish our tribalism. May 



! '#!

Reader 4:  
 
In the third step you reminded us to have Compassion For 
Ourselves. 
 
God, we recognise that we cannot love others without first 
loving ourselves. As we light this candle, we let go of self-
judgment.   
 
Reader 5: 
 
In the fourth step you called us to have Empathy. 
 
We recognise that all beings are alike in striving for 
happiness, that all beings are motivated by complex 
emotions. As we light this candle, we invite you to open 
our eyes and our hearts, that your love may flow out from 
us in ever-widening circles. 
 
Reader 6: 
 
In the fifth step you nudged us into Mindfulness. 
 
We light this candle as a reminder to pay attention.  We 
are mindful of the stillness within us that is separate from 
our thoughts and feelings; and of the freedom of this 
present moment. 
 
Reader 7: 
 
In the sixth step you roused us to Action. 
 
God, we are grateful for the opportunity to experience 
ecstasis through acts of compassion. As we light this 
candle, we lay down our dutifulness and embrace the joy 
of loving action.  
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Responsive reading 
 
Stilled in the midst of our busy lives, 
we pray: 
that the truth of a life in compassion 
will always be a call to us 
to live in right relationship 
and place love at the centre of our choices. 
 
As we gather in community, 
may we find the stillness in which to focus, to hush, to pray.  
 
As those born for light, 
yet ever shying from it, 
we pray, 
Amen 
 
(Gretta Vosper, adapted from Another Breath: Prayers for 
Celebration and Reflection, 2009) 
 
 

REVIEW 
Share with the group the most important truth that you 
learned this week when you investigated the teachings on 
compassion from other religions.  
 
 

STEP TWO: LOOK AT YOUR OWN WORLD 
In step two, Armstrong asks us to take a step back, to look 
at ourselves, our families, our workplaces, our nations, 
with a new perspective.  She asks us to assess what 
might need to be changed within our own communities.  

In The Heart of Christianity (pp 200-201), Marcus Borg 
points out that the social or systemic form of compassion 
is justice.  He argues that this form of compassion requires 
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us not only to help those who are suffering, but to change 
the structures of society that contribute to this suffering.  

In the context of your family, workplace, or the broader 
community, what teachings, practices, or policies 
contribute to a lack of compassion?  

 

DVD: COMPASSION AT THE DINNER TABLE 
In this talk, Rev. James Forbes tells us about the practical 
compassion that was taught to him around the dinner 
table during his Southern childhood.  

(Source: http://www.ted.com/talks/james_forbes.html) 

 
THE PRACTICE OF COMPASSION 

 
Identify ways that you might encourage respect for others 
within your family or close relationships, your work, your 
community or into the political discourse and actions of 
our country (see pp 60-66) 
 
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________ 
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OPEN 
Each reader lights a candle as they read these prayers:  
 
Reader 1:  
 
We have gathered together on nights warm and cold.  We 
have walked together, taking steps towards the light. We 
light this candle to mark the end of the beginning. We now 
take the final step in this series, but we commit to 
continuing our own practices of compassion until we 
create a compassionate groove in our minds.  
 
Reader 2:  
 
In the first step you asked us to Learn About Compassion. 
 
The principle of compassion lies at the heart of all religious, 
ethical and spiritual traditions. As we light this candle, we 
remember your call to always treat others as we wish to 
be treated ourselves. 
 
Reader 3:  
 
In the second step you asked us to Look At Our Own 
World. 
 
May we see clearly the injustices in our world, and act to 
dissolve those systems and practices that privilege a few, 
and cause suffering to many.  
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CLOSE 

May God’s breath stream within you. 
May God’s breath renew you. 
May God’s breath invigorate you. 
Walk with confidence into this day.   
All     Amen. 
(Traditional Jewish blessing) 
 
!
! !

!!
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STEP THREE: COMPASSION FOR YOURSELF 
 
Armstrong points to the importance of acknowledging and 
embracing our fears. At the same time, she says we 
should not become self-obsessed about our fears and 
inadequacies.  Such a focus reflects our old reptilian brain 
that was ‘all about me’. It leads us to project our failings 
onto others, attacking them for precisely those qualities 
that we most dislike in ourselves. If we can accept our 
inadequacies and recognise that they do not reflect our 
true selves, then we will be less judgmental of others. 
 
Write down one trait that you often criticise in yourself (eg, 
I am often judgmental etc).   
 

 

 

Read your statement to your partner and they will respond 
with these words from the Buddha: 
 
This is not yours; this is not what you really are; this 
is not your self.1 

 
MEDITATION 

The Dalai Lama has called for ‘radical reorientation away 
from our habitual preoccupation with self’.2  Buddhists 
recognise that in order to transcend the ego, we must be 
kind to ourselves.  Armstrong recommends to us the 
Buddhist practice of meditating on compassion.  Here is 
one version, developed by Jack Kornfield, which we will 
practise together.  For a few moments, silently repeat 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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these words:  
 
May I be filled with lovingkindness.  
May I be well in body and mind.  
May I be safe from inner and outer dangers.  
May I be truly happy and free.  
 

REFLECTION ON SUFFERING 
Armstrong reminds us that suffering is a part of life, yet ‘in 
the West we are often encouraged to think positively, 
brace up, stiffen our upper lip and look determinedly on 
the bright side of life.’  Armstrong tells the story of a 
woman who found that the most difficult part of having 
cancer was being pressured by her friends to adopt a 
positive outlook, rather than express her fears. We are 
also reminded of the culture of the ancient Greeks, who 
believed that those who wept together formed a special 
bond (p 72-3) 
 
Consider a time when you have experienced suffering: in 
what ways were you comforted by others who were willing 
to enter into that experience with you? Or consider a time 
when you shared the suffering of another person: in what 
ways were you able to provide comfort by entering into 
that experience?   

 
THINGS TO DO BEFORE THE NEXT SESSION 

Practise the lovingkindness meditation for yourself before 
you begin each day.  Practise smiling to yourself or 
shrugging when you recognise your failings and saying 
‘this is not who I really am, this is not myself’.   
 
Read Chapters 4 and 5 in preparation for the next session.  
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VIDEO: IMAM FAISAL ABDUL RAUF: LOSE YOUR 
EGO, FIND YOUR COMPASSION 

In this talk, Imam Faisal Abdul Rauf combines the 
teachings of the Qur’an, the stories of Rumi, Muhammad 
and Jesus, to show us how to get ourselves out of the way, 
in order to practise compassion.  
(Available at: 
http://www.ted.com/talks/imam_feisal_abdul_rauf.html) 

 

THINGS TO DO BEFORE THE NEXT SESSION 
After this session, practise step ten: knowledge. Choose 
another country or religious tradition that you are 
interested in. Investigate the poetry, movies, language, 
music, cuisine or customs of the country; or visit a mosque, 
a Shabbat service or a Buddhist temple, or explore the 
teachings of another tradition. Include people from this 
country or tradition in your lovingkindness meditation. 
 
To consider world affairs from a different perspective, look 
at the website Search for Common Ground: 
http://www.commongroundnews.org/index.php. The aim is 
to change your mind, even just a little.   
 
Then practise step eleven: recognition.  Following 
Armstrong’s suggestions on pp 154-156, open yourself to 
the pain of the world as Christina Noble did. Make a 
conscious effort to allow media images of other people’s 
suffering to enter your consciousness. Or focus on 
suffering closer to home. If a particular image speaks to 
you, focus on it as Christina did.  Armstrong says you 
should not leave this step until you have looked at your 
world with new eyes and chosen a mission. What is the 
need that you – and only you - can fulfil? 
 
Read Chapter 12 in preparation for the next session.  
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When Christina Noble saw a destitute little girl on the 
streets of Vietnam, she recognised her own pain and 
devastation at being abandoned as a child (p 152).  As the 
little girl smiled at Christina and tried to hold her hand, 
Christina decided in that moment to move to Vietnam to 
work with street children.   

It is Mary’s cousin Elizabeth who recognises that Mary has 
been chosen by God to give birth to a very special child.  
Mary only understands and accepts the angel’s message 
to her after her encounter with Elizabeth. 

An encounter between Jesus and his wild cousin John 
points Jesus in a new direction.  As Ian David describes it, 
‘a light goes on in Jesus’ after he is baptised by John in 
the river Jordan. As Jesus comes up out of the water, he 
sees the Spirit coming down from heaven to rest upon 
him. Immediately after this encounter, Jesus begins his 
ministry. 

After Jesus’ death, the disciples are walking from 
Jerusalem to Emmaus.  They fall in with another traveller, 
who asks them why they are so troubled.  When they tell 
him, Jesus comforts them, interpreting the scriptures to 
explain what has happened.  Later they would remember 
how their hearts ‘burned within them’ as Jesus spoke. 
 
Can you recount a time when your heart burned within you 
in an encounter with another, and your life was changed 
as a consequence? 
 
!  
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CLOSE 
Sing together the Taize chant: 
 
Ubi caritas et amor 
Deus ibi est 
 
Translation: Where charity and love are, God is there. 
 
(Listen to the song at: http://youtu.be/JcUci_D1dIc) 
 
 

*** 
 
Where love and loving-kindness are together,  
God is always there, 
Therefore, whenever we are together, 
Let us not be divided from each other; 
But embrace our diversity and complexity,  
Through the Spirit which unites us. 
 
Amen 
!

!

!

! !

!!
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GATHER 

What forms of news media do you access on a regular 
basis and how do you deal with the stories of suffering 
that are presented to you through this media?  

OPEN  
Readings 
 
So that there should be no division in the body, but that its 
parts should have equal concern for each other. If one 
part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is 
honoured, every part rejoices with it.  1 Corinthians 
12:25-26 
 
Remember those in prison as if you were their fellow 
prisoners, and those who are mistreated as if you 
yourselves were suffering.  Hebrews 13:3 
 
Whenever you are unable to share, whenever you are 
unable to practise charity, note down — you must be poor. 
You may have much in the eyes of others, but deep down 
you must be poor if you cannot share. You possess only 
that which you can give. Only by giving do you become 
the possessor. If you cannot give, then you are not in 
possession, you are not the master. Then the thing that 
you think you possess, is possessing you.  Osho, The 
Discipline of Transcendence 
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Imagine yourself in similar circumstances to the main 
character in the story.  How would you feel?   

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________ 

 

STEP ELEVEN: RECOGNITION 
In step number eleven, we recognise that we all 
experience suffering. We can see our own pain in the pain 
of another. The challenge here is not to become absorbed 
and overwhelmed in the pain, but to allow that 
understanding of my experience in yours, and your 
experience in mine, to open our hearts.    
 
 

TURNING POINTS 
If we are truly present in our encounters with others, it 
might lead (us or the other person) to a complete change 
of direction. Consider these stories of turning points: 
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In the stories we share together 
Creativity God is in our midst. Amen. 
 
(Adapted from a liturgy by Rex Hunt) 
 
 

STEP TEN: KNOWLEDGE 
In step ten, we are encouraged to expand our limited 
understanding of other cultures, religions, languages and 
traditions. The more we know, the better we understand. 
The better we understand, the easier it is to live out the 
Golden Rule. 
 
Tell your discussion partner about a time when you 
radically altered your opinion about an issue that you felt 
strongly about.  

 

MAKE ROOM FOR THE OTHER 
Consider a news story from the past month. See if you can 
‘make room for the other’ in response to this story. Look 
for complexities that are not immediately evident in the 
story.  Are there aspects of the context of this event that 
you have not previously considered? Note them here: 

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________ 
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Responsive reading: 

God with us,  
We have come from many places  
to gather in community. 
We have come here to remember,  
To remind each other of your love, which is channeled 
through us.  
We have come here to wake up, 
To wake up to a world that requires our compassion. 
Open our ears to the wisdom that each one of us brings to 
this gathering,  
And open our hearts to your love.  Amen 
 

REVIEW 
Discuss with your partner your experience this week of 
practising the Buddhist lovingkindness meditation, and of 
using the mantra ‘this is not who I really am’ in response 
to your inadequacies.   Have these practices made you 
kinder towards yourself and others?  

 

STEP FOUR: EMPATHY 
Empathy allows us to be in touch with the reality that all 
people suffer like we do, hurt like we do, feel joy and grief 
and happiness and sorrow, just like we do.  

 

AN OPEN HEART 
Marcus Borg explains the importance of empathy, or an 
open heart, in his book ‘The Heart of Christianity’ (pp 161-
2): 

‘An open heart and seeing go together.  We see more 
clearly when our hearts are open – see the person right in 
front of our face, see the landscape stretched out before 
us. ! 
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An open heart is alive to wonder, to the sheer marvel of 
‘isness’. ! 

An open heart and gratitude go together.  We can feel this 
in our bodies.  In the moments in my life when I have been 
most grateful, I have felt a swelling, almost a bursting, in 
my chest. ! 

An open heart feels the suffering and pain of the world 
and responds to it.  Compassion and a passion for justice 
are the ethical impulse and imperative that go with an 
open heart.’ 

Art helps us to open our hearts to see more clearly and 
feel more deeply the suffering and pain in the world.  
Following the tradition of the ancient Greeks (pp 86-87), 
art helps us to enter fully into the experience of others.  

Recall a time when a book, or a movie, or another form of 
art, helped you to enter into the experience of the other.  

Armstrong refers to the centrality of suffering in the stories 
of many religious traditions.  Buddhists are told that they 
will only achieve enlightenment if they allow the dukkha 
(suffering) that is all around them to enter their hearts and 
minds. (pp 82-3)  For Christians, a central image is the 
crucified Christ. Armstrong points out, however, that the 
doctrine of atonement ‘is sometimes difficult to 
understand: it is hard to imagine how a compassionate 
God would demand such suffering as the price of our 
salvation.  But the French philosopher Peter Abelard 
suggested an alternative: when we look at the crucifix, our 
hearts break in sympathy and fellow-feeling – and it is this 
interior movement of compassion and instinctive empathy 
that save us.’ (p 83) 
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GATHER 
Have you ever learned something important from 
someone you didn’t know very well? 

OPEN 
Reading 
Not Christian or Jew or Muslim, not Hindu 
Buddhist, sufi, or zen. Not any religion 
or cultural system. I am not from the East 
or the West, not out of the ocean or up 
from the ground, not natural or ethereal, not 
composed of elements at all. I do not exist, 
am not an entity in this world or in the next, 
did not descend from Adam and Eve or any 
origin story. My place is placeless, a trace 
of the traceless. Neither body or soul. 
I belong to the beloved, have seen the two 
worlds as one and that one call to and know, 
first, last, outer, inner, only that 
breath breathing human being.   (Rumi)  
 
 
Responsive reading  
 
Among us the spirit of Creativity God conceives new life 
And we feel the life within us. 
 
In life touching other life, moments of kindness, 
sharing of joys, caring for others 
Creativity God is in our midst. 
 
In the writings and practices of the world’s religions 
Creativity God is in our midst. 
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Then practise Step Nine (see ‘Recognising our 
Connectedness’ above). As you walk around your home, 
bring to mind all the people who contributed to its 
construction and maintenance.  When you get up in the 
morning, remember those who contributed to your 
morning cup of coffee.  
  
Read Chapters 10 and 11 in preparation for the next 
session. 
 

 

CLOSE 
Somewhere-someone by Thomas Carruth 
 
The kingdom of love is coming because: 

somewhere someone is kind when others are unkind, 
somewhere someone shares with another in need, 

somewhere someone refuses to hate, while others 
hate, 
somewhere someone is patient - and waits in love, 

somewhere someone returns good for evil, 
somewhere someone serves another, in love, 

somewhere someone is calm in a storm, 
somewhere someone is loving everybody. 

Is that someone you?   
 
 

! !

!!
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How useful do you find the image of the suffering Christ in 
developing your own spirituality and your practice of 
compassion? 

VIDEO: JOAN HALIFAX on EMPATHY 
Buddhist roshi Joan Halifax works with people at the last 
stage of life. She shares what she's learned about 
compassion in the face of death and dying, and a deep 
insight into the nature of empathy.  
(Source: http://www.ted.com/talks/joan_halifax.html). 
 
Armstrong shares the story of Patty Anglin who found that 
the misery she experienced in a harsh boarding school 
prepared her for her life‘s work caring for children 
abandoned by their parents. (p 91)  
 
In what ways have your own experiences of difficulty or 
suffering prepared you for the work you are now doing 
(paid or unpaid)?  
! 

MEDITATION 
One way that we can develop our sense of empathy is by 
silently repeating the lovingkindness prayer, but now 
directing it outwardly toward specific people that we see in 
our mind’s eye, in ever-growing circles – starting with 
someone we care deeply about, to someone we hardly 
know, and finally someone we don’t particularly like.  

May you be filled with lovingkindness.  

May you be well in body and mind.  

May you be safe from inner and outer dangers.  

May you be truly happy and free.  

(Jack Kornfield) 
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STEP FIVE: MINDFULNESS 
The fifth step is mindfulness, which requires us to pay 
attention to the things that trigger anger, or defensiveness, 
or resentment.  Armstrong reminds us ‘to take careful note 
of how unhappy these primitive emotions make us. When 
you are engrossed in thoughts of anger, hatred, envy, 
resentment, or disgust, notice the way your horizons 
shrink and your creativity diminishes.’ (p 97) 

Being mindful, aware of the things that bother us, of the 
things over which we obsess, can help us to let go of 
those things, and rob them of their ability to control us. As 
Indian mystic, Osho, reminded us in our opening readings: 
‘the thing that you think you possess, is possessing you.’ 
Our emotions, our indignations, our resentments are just 
as much our possessions as are our material goods.  
Again, we can use the Buddha’s mantra to weaken our 
identification with these instinctive responses. 

Write down one thing that causes you annoyance or 
irritation (eg, I feel a surge of anger when I’m taken for 
granted.) 

 

 

 

Read your statement to your partner who will respond with 
these words: 
 
This is not yours; this is not what you really are; this 
is not your self.3  
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______________________________________________

______________________________________________ 
 

VIDEO: RABBI JACKIE TABICK: THE BALANCING 
ACT OF COMPASSION 

In this video, Rabbi Jackie Tabick explains how to balance 
compassion and justice.  

(Video available at: 
http://www.ted.com/talks/jackie_tabick.html) 

 

BOWL OF TEARS 
Armstrong’s suggested response to tribalism is to focus on 
our interconnectedness with all beings.  Before starting 
the bowl of tears ritual (created by eco-philosopher, 
Joanna Macy), take some time to reflect on a person or 
issue about which you feel sorrow.   
 
Water is poured into a clear glass bowl. Let it represent 
our tears for the world and all beings. Each person is 
invited, as they pass the bowl to each other, to scoop up 
some water and let it trickle through their fingers. As they 
do, they can say:  
 
My tears are for__________________________________ 
 

THINGS TO DO BEFORE THE NEXT SESSION 
After this session, practise Step Eight, following 
Armstrong’s suggestions to regularly check your open-
heartedness in your interactions with other people:  
• Do you try to win the argument? 
• Do you make clever or cutting remarks? 
• Do you listen open-heartedly? 
• Are you ready to change your mind? 
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challenge those who insist that Islam is an inherently 
violent or intolerant religion, since it only causes her 
opponents to rehearse their old ideas again with greater 
venom.  
 
What alternatives are there to debating issues in an 
oppositional way? What strategies can we use to start 
where people are rather than arguing against them?  
 

STEP NINE: CONCERN FOR EVERYBODY 
In the ninth step, Armstrong talks about our lingering 
tribalism.  This tribalism continues despite how small the 
world has become, and how connected our lives are, and 
how all of us, no matter what country we were born in, or 
what our language is, have the same needs for health and 
well being.  
 
What issues do you feel tribal about? What makes you 
feel threatened or causes you to become puffed up with 
righteous aggression? 

 

RECOGNISING OUR CONNECTEDNESS 
Identify one activity which you have enjoyed today (eg, a 
walk in the park) and list all those who contributed to this 
experience (eg, the gardeners who maintain the park, the 
people who built the paths, your companion on the walk, 
the factory workers who made your footwear, the 
carpenters who made the seat you rested upon) (pp 139-
140): 
______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________
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THINGS TO DO BEFORE THE NEXT SESSION 
Karen Armstrong says it takes dedication, hard disciplined 
work, and intensive training before a dancer can achieve 
the graceful movements of their craft.  Similarly, those who 
practise compassion ‘all day and every day’ find that their 
capacity for compassion expands. (pp 17-18) 
 
Before the next session, in your own way, practise one or 
two of the steps to compassion that we have 
encountered so far in our study: learn about other faiths, 
find ways of encouraging compassionate practices in your 
family/community/country/world; be compassionate 
towards yourself; develop your heart of compassion 
(empathy); and practise mindfulness. Your aim is ‘to make 
a compassionate groove in your mind’ (p 93). 
 
Consider adding your own specific commitment to 
compassionate action at the ‘charter for compassion’ 
website (http://community.charterforcompassion.org/) 
 
Examples on the website include: 

I will commit to teach my children how to love, care for, 
understand, and provide compassion for others. 

I will commit to seeing myself in my enemy. 

I will remember that every individual has many stories to 
tell, as do I, and commit myself to refraining from defining 
anyone by a single story. 

I will have more compassion for myself. 

In preparation for session four, read chapters 6 and 7. 
 

 
 

!  
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CLOSE 
Song: One Heart Beating  
 
Try learning this song by Melbourne songwriter Sue 
Kirkpatrick, available at: 
http://songsforthegreatturning.net/seeing-with-new-
eyes/one-heart-beating-sue-fitzpatrick/ 
 
Let us say together a prayer by Dag Hammarskjold: 
 
Give us pure hearts, that we may see you, 
Humble hearts, that we may hear you; 
Hearts of love, that we may serve you; 
Hearts of faith, that we may abide in you.  
Amen. 
 

! !
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Write a statement of gratitude for acts of compassion 
given or received. Eg, I am grateful that I could comfort my 
sister this week; or I am grateful for a visit from a dear 
friend that came just when I needed it. 
 
I am grateful for__________________________________ 

______________________________________________ 

 
We will share these statements together and, at the end of 
our time of sharing, we will respond: 
 
May our hearts be open to love all around us. 
 
 

STEP EIGHT: HOW SHOULD WE SPEAK TO EACH 
OTHER 

In step eight, Armstrong challenges us to be mindful of the 
way we speak to others. She observes that in our 
discussions with one another, we are often keen to win the 
argument, demonstrate our own cleverness, and persuade 
others to take on our point of view.  We do not listen with 
an open mind and heart, seeking the truth. (p 126) 
 
Linguists say that when we hear a statement that sounds 
false we actually want to find a way for it to make sense. 
We need to recapture this attitude in our discussions; to 
start assuming that the other person has something useful 
to say. (pp 127-8) 
 
Read the story of the Buddha’s conversation with King 
Pasenadi of Kosala (on p 123).  In this story, the Buddha 
meets the king at the point he is at, rather than lecturing 
him about where he ought to be. !
 
Armstrong says (at p 125) that she has decided it is 
counterproductive to write articles in the media to 



! &%!

/',,-).!K!
39:!:1J939!/3:<=!95E!/957>6!E:!/<:?C!35!52:!?2539:4!
$.8!39:!21239!/3:<=!"52":42!;54!:G:4D@56D!
 

GATHER 
What has been your experience of practising the Golden 
Rule since the last session? 

OPEN 
Readings 
Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not 
boast, it is not proud.  It does not dishonour others, it is 
not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no 
record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices 
with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always 
hopes, always perseveres.  1 Corinthians 13: 4-7   

As they were leaving Jericho, a large crowd followed 
him.  There were two blind men sitting by the roadside. 
When they heard that Jesus was passing by, they shouted, 
‘Lord, have mercy on us!’ The crowd sternly ordered them 
to be quiet; but they shouted even more loudly, ‘Have 
mercy on us, Lord!’ Jesus stood still and called them, 
saying, ‘What do you want me to do for you?’ They said to 
him, ‘Lord, let our eyes be opened.’ Moved with 
compassion, Jesus touched their eyes. Immediately they 
regained their sight and followed him.  Matthew 20: 29-34 

An individual has not started living until he can rise above 
the narrow confines of his individualistic concerns to the 
broader concerns of all humanity.  Martin Luther King, Jr. 
 
Through my love for you, I want to express my love for the 
whole cosmos, the whole of humanity, and all beings. By 
living with you, I want to learn to love everyone and all 
species. If I succeed in loving you, I will be able to love 
everyone and all species on Earth... This is the real 
message of love.  Thich Nhat Hanh, Teachings on Love 
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GATHER 
Recount a time when you have been uplifted by 
someone’s kind words. Also identify a time when unkind 
words have had a corrosive influence on you. 

 
OPEN 

Readings 
 
For truly, I say to you, if you have faith as a grain of 
mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, ‘Move from 
here to there’, and it will move; and nothing will be 
impossible to you.  Matthew 17:20 
 
With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what 
parable shall we use for it?  It is like a grain of mustard 
seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the smallest 
of all the seeds on earth; yet when it is sown it grows up 
and becomes the greatest of all shrubs, and puts forth 
large branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests 
in its shade.  Mark 4: 30-32 
 
To know that what is impenetrable to us really exists, 
manifesting itself as the highest wisdom and the most 
radiant beauty, which our dull faculties can comprehend 
only in their primitive forms - this knowledge, this feeling, 
is at the center of true religion.  Albert Einstein, The 
Enlightened Mind 
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Responsive reading 
 
Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, 
there is a field.   
I'll meet you there. 
 
When the soul lies down in that grass, 
the world is too full to talk about. 
 
Ideas, language, even the phrase each other 
doesn't make any sense.  
 
Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, 
there is a field.   
I'll meet you there.   
 
(Rumi) 
 
 

STEP SIX: ACTION 
In step six, Armstrong argues that we have ‘the ability, 
with disciplined, repetitive action, to construct new habits 
of thought, feeling and behaviour.’ (p 103).  
 
Action is the overarching objective of this book on 
Compassion. This session’s ‘homework’ (in the ‘Things to 
do before the next session’ below) will give us a chance to 
construct another new habit: we will try to do something 
every day that reflects the positive and negative versions 
of the Golden Rule.   
 

*** 
Which of the following statements most inspire you to take 
compassionate action, and why? 
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• Notice the aggressive certainty of modern commentary 
and conversation. 

• Exercise open mindedness. Try to enter another 
perspective on one of your deeply held opinions.   
 

Read Chapters 8 and 9 in preparation for the next session. 
 

CLOSE 
Song (16th century canon) 
 
Dona nobis pacem 
Grant us peace 
 
(music available at: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Dona_nobis_pacem.png) 
 
Jesus challenges us to listen 
to the voices of those who have nothing to lose. 
Let us walk his way with joy. 
 
Jesus beckons us to a way of risk, 
letting go of our security. 
Let us walk his way with joy. 
 
Jesus points us to a way of self-giving, 
where power and status are overturned. 
Let us walk his way with joy.  
Amen  
 
(Extracted from Jan Berry in Bread of Tomorrow) 
!
! !
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he hasn’t the skill, Hamlet replies:  
 
‘How unworthy a thing you make of me! You would play 
upon me: you would seem to know my stops; you would 
pluck out the heart of my mystery; you would sound me 
from my lowest note to the top of my compass!Do you 
think I am easier to be played on than this pipe?’  (pp 115-
6) 
 
What strategies can we use to stop ourselves from 
‘plucking out the heart of the mystery’ in another person? 

 

VIDEO: SWAMI DAYANANDA SARASWATI: THE 
PROFOUND JOURNEY OF COMPASSION 

Swami Dayananda Saraswati reminds us that to 
understand compassion, we must be compassionate.  We 
must ‘fake it to make it’. 

(Video available at: 
http://www.ted.com/talks/swami_dayananda_saraswati.ht
ml) 

THINGS TO DO BEFORE THE NEXT SESSION 
After this session, try practising the positive and negative 
versions of the Golden Rule. Following Armstrong’s 
suggestions for Step Six: Action on pp 103-4, do one thing 
for someone else that you would like done for you: send a 
card of gratitude, offer to help, make way for others. And, 
don’t do something to someone else that you wouldn’t 
want done to you: don’t be cutting or rude, don’t talk 
behind someone’s back, don’t take advantage of another 
person. Then, at the end of the day, reflect on how you 
went. Don’t forget to have compassion for yourself. 
 
Then practise Step Seven: How Little We Know: 
• Appreciate the unknowable. Enjoy experiences that lift 

you momentarily beyond yourself. Progressively spend 
more time on such experiences 
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Some people find the experience and practice of 
compassion as a spiritual discipline to be a more direct 
route to the transformation of the heart than prayer. It is 
not that prayer does not or should not play a role in their 
lives, but their way to the opening of the heart lies through 
deeds of compassion. ‘Just do it’ summarizes this path of 
transformation. - Marcus Borg in The God We Never Knew 

At times I think the truest image of God today is a black 
inner-city grandmother in the United States or a mother of 
the disappeared in Argentina or the women who wake up 
early to make tortillas in refugee camps. They all weep for 
their children, and in their compassionate tears arises the 
political action that changes the world. The mothers show 
us that it is the experience of touching the pain of others 
that is the key to change. - Jim Wallis in The Soul of 
Politics 

Compassion and love are not mere luxuries. As the 
source of both inner and external peace, they are 
fundamental to the continual survival of our species. - His 
Holiness the Dalai Lama in The Little Book of Buddhism 

The whole idea of compassion is based on a keen 
awareness of the interdependence of all these living 
beings, which are all part of one another, and all involved 
in one another. - Thomas Merton (1968 speech) 

 
STEP SEVEN: HOW LITTLE WE KNOW 

In the seventh step, we are reminded that our knowledge 
and our perspectives are woefully limited. We sometimes 
make snap judgments about people or cultures or ideas 
with very little real information or knowledge.  The aim of 
this step is threefold (p 117): (1) to recognise and 
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appreciate the unknown and unknowable; (2) to become 
sensitive to over-confident assertions of certainty in 
ourselves and other people; and (3) to make ourselves 
aware of the numinous mystery of each human being we 
encounter during the day. 
 

EKSTASIS 
Any experience that ‘touches you deeply and lifts you 
momentarily beyond yourself’ is a moment of ‘ekstasis’.  It 
releases you from the prism of selfhood. (p 117) 
 
For Armstrong, work and study provide these moments of 
‘ekstasis’: ‘I see my work, my study, as prayer. Its silence, 
the disciplines of the science of compassion where you 
get out of your own preconceptions and into the world of 
another, this changes you. And I love my work. While I'm 
studying I will sometimes have intuitions of awe and 
wonder and transcendence. And some of my Jewish 
colleagues tell me that's exactly what Jews do when they 
study Torah and Talmud and immerse themselves in the 
sacred texts.’ – Karen Armstrong, Interview with Krista 
Tippett, 8 May 2008 
 
What forms of unknowing provide moments of ekstasis for 
you (eg, music, science, study, art, conversation)?  Do you 
see these forms of unknowing as prayer? 

 

EMBRACING UNCERTAINTY 
Armstrong points to the aggressive certainty that 
characterises much of our public discourse.  To counter 
this, she suggests the following exercise: pick a topic 
about which you have strong opinions. List everything that 
supports your viewpoint. Then develop a list of arguments 
that contradict your point of view.  
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Topic:________________________________________ 
 
FOR: 
______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________ 

AGAINST: 
______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________

______________________________________________ 

 
Discuss with your partner how it feels to enter into another 
perspective. Did you learn anything about yourself in the 
process? 

 

RECOGNISING MYSTERY 
In this part of the seventh step, we recognise that the core 
of each person eludes us; they are a sacred mystery.  
Armstrong urges us to recapture a reverence for others. 
 
Armstrong uses a passage from Hamlet to illustrate the 
point.  Hamlet is aware that his father, the king, has sent 
two old friends, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, to spy on 
him.  Hamlet presents Guildenstern with a pipe and 
challenges him to play it.  When Guildenstern protests that 


