Continuing to emphasize the basic importance of Goodwill, we present the following article:

Learning To Be Truly Kind
Mildred Murphy Pond 

Aldous Huxley, in answer to a question posed to him not too long before he died, said that the one thing he wished, in looking back on his life, was that he had been more kind. Here he was—world-famous shaper of ideas, novelist, essayist, and short story writer—expressing at the end of a long and fruitful career a major regret.

Many of us, I suspect, honestly disposed at that identical, rather crucial moment of transition, might utter similar words. In a sense, they’re an indirect form of advice: I’ve learned, accomplished so much, been honored, done all this stuff, and you know what? I’m kicking myself for not having been more kind.

Our perspectives change over time, thank God. Hopefully, they nudge us to become more generous, open-minded, tolerant, forgiving. By “kind” I’m sure Huxley meant being truly kind; not acting kind, or doing the right thing for form’s sake; but being kind toward others from the heart, from a spirit of generosity (without the expectation of getting something in return); with tolerance and compassion. True kindness would have to include all of those traits, as well as that of forgiveness. And ultimately it would have to express inclusiveness; not, that is, being kind to some, my favored loved ones, but not others, like my boss or the stranger in front of me in the grocery line or the uninvited solicitor (seemingly the same one) who telephones me (every time!) when I’m serving dinner.

I ask myself: what is it to be kind? Forgiving? I know they’re closely linked. If I can’t be kind to you, I’m holding onto a grudge, judging you and not forgiving you. Or I’m holding a grudge against someone else and unconsciously letting it spill onto you. Another question: why is it so hard to forgive? I can forgive George and Edith and maybe Mary, et al, for this, that and a host of other things, but I’ll never forgive Bill for something Bill did thirty-five years ago. Why am I still clinging to that grudge now, today, in this moment? It’s only a memory, that’s all, lodged there with a big bag of other memories. Obviously I’m getting something out of hanging onto this grievance, but what is it? We can just as easily play the same game with ourselves and refuse to forgive ourselves for something we did a long time ago. The festering wound plagues us, but we still can’t let go of the harsh judgment.

More than thirty years ago, after going through a divorce, becoming a single mother, re-entering the work force, and simultaneously a new member of Alcoholics Anonymous, I was one angry person. Over time, with a lot of therapy and self-scrutiny, I changed. A great deal changed. The anger dissipated. I was almost another person. Everything improved, as is often the case among members of Twelve Step programs.

Years later, however, I still had not forgiven myself for my angry outbursts, outbursts that my young son had to witness and sometimes be the brunt of. I could not look at small children without feeling enormous pain and guilt. One day, while swimming in a pool in which there were a group of small children, I once again felt that same hopeless sadness but this time I heard from deep inside me: “Isn’t it time you forgave yourself?” The thought came bursting through—that’s what I should do. I immediately accepted it as a concept, yet it took another year for me to one day realize that, though regret was still present, I had allowed forgiveness to happen. I let the punishing self-judgment and the guilt go. Huxley did not mention being kind to oneself, but it’s clear that my kindness to you is directly linked to my being kind to myself; it works both ways.

It takes a great deal of energy to hate, be angry, unkind, to someone. We judge all day long, never quite acknowledging that these judgments are forms of attack. They run wildly over the map. “Why did that guy deliberately cut me off just now on the road?” “Why doesn’t she get on with her life?” “Why did my mother run out on us?” “Why did dad whip me and not my brother? I still hate him, in spite of twenty years of psychoanalysis, and Buddhist retreats, workshops on anger, self-help books and Esalen. ”And on and on.

This is all very difficult to change. The only reason I do allow change to occur is because engaging in all of the above makes me very unhappy. If I’m honest I’ll see that. I have to look inside, and remove the focus — away from you and onto me. A well-known sentence in AA literature (Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions) states: “It’s a spiritual axiom that every time we are disturbed, no matter what the cause, that there is something wrong with us. “ The point is similarly made in A Course in Miracles: “You never hate your brother for his sins, but only for your own.” I project onto you what I don’t like to see in myself.

So that’s where I begin. Every day this is where I begin. Sometimes it’s difficult to see that what I dislike in you is really what I dislike in myself. It can seem terribly far-fetched. For example, I once had a new friend I was helping to find work. She had various ailments, but principally (I thought), she was seriously anorexic. Although she was seeing a doctor for this, (I think she weighed 85 pounds), she couldn’t acknowledge to me that she even had a problem. Her denial infuriated me. Moreover, it really bothered me just to look at her, let alone have a meal with her. I happened to mention my discomfort to a good friend who was a therapist. “I don’t have a problem with anorexics,” my therapist friend told me, “but you do.” I was dumbstruck. It so happens that I’m not even remotely anorexic, but in looking and probing and asking for help, I realized that the form of the woman’s self-destructiveness was all that was different from my own various forms of self-destructiveness or anybody else’s for that matter. Once I was able to recognize our essential sameness I could let my judgment of my anorexic friend go, and I felt genuinely kinder toward her. She eventually died but I had by then already told her that I loved her.

So in all of this I learned that being truly kind to those around me is a tall order. But essentially I have to agree with its underlying purpose, which is that I’ll be happier if kind. I’m certainly unhappy when I’m not kind. So it’s surely not an accident that an entire book would be devoted to the subject in the Dalai Lama’s, The Art of Happiness, a Handbook for Living, (told with Howard C. Cutler, M.D., Riverhead Books, New York, 1998).

All of my judgments are designed to make me feel better than you— smarter, superior (or even inferior), fatter, thinner, whiter, blacker, richer, more poor—but always, I’m different; above all, different. Which is to say, I’m unique. To maintain my uniqueness, I insist that we’re not the same. Yet we are all the same, and on some profound unacknowledged level, we know it. So how do I learn to accept that fact in order to neutralize the obvious surface differences I so want to believe are important?

Addressing a crowd of 6,000 people at Arizona State University, the Dalai Lama said that while he was meeting most of them for the first time, he knew already that they were all, as fellow humans, the same. “To me, whether it is an old friend or new friend, that’s not much difference anyway, because I always believe we are the same, we are all human beings.” He said that of course there were differences in culture, faith, race, but they all shared in their humanness. He told them that with each encounter, wherever he finds himself, he knows he is meeting another person “just like myself.” To meet others on that level, he added, opens up communication.

And communicate is what he does—with immense compassion and tolerance extended toward everyone. Those of us who have seen him on television or in person notice, too, that each communication is continuously interspersed with a kindly mirth. His spontaneous laughter seems to be as deep as a well, reminding us, I think, to take ourselves less seriously. He says in the book that he trained for years to arrive at his level of tolerance and compassion. “If you maintain a feeling of compassion, loving kindness, then something automatically opens your inner door,” he writes. Communication becomes easy and the differences we feel about each other ultimately vanish.

None, or certainly very few of us, arrives at such a compassionate state without individual struggle. In fact, the process of learning, according to the Dalai Lama, is “a constant battle within.” Over time we learn to replace negative with new positive conditioning.” I can’t forgive or develop tolerance unless I’m willing to look within at exactly what’s going on. Very often I may not even know the source of the problem. Isn’t this what therapists are for? But therapists themselves aren’t exempt. If they’re honest, they’ll struggle with the same process. Psychiatrist Irvin D. Yalom, in his best-selling book, Love’s Executioner, (HarperCollins, New York, 1989), writes of how he heals himself while in the process of helping every one of his patients.

In one story, Yalom relates that he had always been revolted by the mere sight of fat women, but he had never thought to look into the origin or depth of his feelings until a vastly overweight woman waddled into his office, needing help. There was no way he could begin to help the woman—”It’s the relationship that heals,” is his mantra—until he did some serious work on himself. He had to recognize that he, a professional healer, actually hated her; she reminded him of his own corpulent, uneducated mother back in Russia whom he had never stopped condemning. Moreover, he found his new patient boring. Could it be that his own therapist had found him boring? Each session, Yalom relates, revealed to him more about himself. It seems that in her present state the fat patient really was boring and, furthermore, she was not taking any responsibility for her having reached her present physical and emotional impasse. During the process of his working through and being released from his own negative feelings, Yalom was able to help her and, along the way, he developed a genuine liking and deep compassion for her, finally seeing her in a totally different light. As he healed, she did too.

Recognizing a brother to be a brother is not a surface recognition. When I allow my perception of him or her to be shifted from one of condemnation to forgiveness, I actually see the person differently.

A more appropriate question I might ask is what mileage I’m getting out of condemning you. Judgment is always harsh, even when I delude myself that a situation calls for it. “You may not like to hear this, but. . .” Judgment is an attack so blinding it prevents me from seeing you at all. I discover that my real investment in attacking you is to maintain and even to widen the gap that separates. I “need” the differences between us to preserve my uniqueness, my specialness, my wish to stand out.

What about those long ago events that seem to do nothing but fester? Their purpose is still the same—to help me cling to my uniqueness—but they’re often fortified by society’s view that I have every right to hang onto them. In the West especially our time and culture speak to us incessantly about the past, as if it were alive—parental influence, early developmental circumstances. The implication is that, because of them, we’re off the hook. It’s their fault. Society as a whole laps this up as largely true. “Of course you behave this way, considering that your mother. . .” Or, ”No wonder you’re like this, with a father who did. . .” We learn to accept this point of view as fact because we believe all of those influences define us. They don’t. Am I truly still shy or impatient or nervous or a cheat today because thirty-five years ago my mother or father repeatedly sent me to bed without my supper? Or whatever they did? The truth is that I’m still engaging in the same behavior because I want to. I choose to believe the chip is too deeply imbedded in my shoulder. If I’m honest I’ll recognize that I’m not helpless. I can learn to accept responsibility for my thoughts and to forgive those individuals from my past.

What about those events I find I simply can’t forgive? The Dalai Lama tells a story of how he advised an older monk, well practiced in Buddhism, telling him that a certain spiritual routine was better embarked on by a younger man than he. The older monk went out and killed himself in order to be reborn in a younger body so that he might more effectively undertake the practice. When asked how he eventually let go of his terrible sorrow after the event, the Dalai Lama replied, “I didn’t. It’s still there.” But the regret, over time, was no longer associated with a feeling of heaviness or a quality of pulling him back, and besides, he explained, excessive sorrow would serve no purpose. “The reality is that no one is 100 percent bad,” he writes, and when we judge that unforgivable moment we are seeing the person as 100 percent bad. It’s helpful to break the situation down, spend some time looking at it. Was the act so malicious or do I simply see it that way? Was there fear in the person’s act, covered over with cruelty? Over time I might learn to see the hostile act was an indirect call for help. There are well known cases of individuals in Nazi concentration camps who learned to look at their persecutors with enormous compassion. These are extreme cases. But for everyone sincerely trying to overcome deep-seated grievances, the Dalai Lama writes: “Someone who gains victory over hatred and anger through such an arduous process is a true hero.”

A principal Buddhist premise is that the “essential nature of the mind is pure. . . (There is an) underlying basic subtle consciousness . . . untainted by the negative emotions. . .(It is) referred to as the ‘mind of Clear Light.’ Also called Buddha Nature.” Or we might say Christ Nature, or an expression of perfect love. It is there in anyone, accessible to anyone willing to begin, take on, carry on, the arduous process of letting go of everything that stands in the way of that love. In meditation, extended over months and years, everyone learns that there is an observer that is independent of the individual who’s busy doing and talking, thinking and judging. And this observer is constantly choosing—to either see things one way (selfishly) or the way of Buddha Nature, Christ Nature, or perfect love. It is from this state of “clear light,” of perfect love, that forgiveness is extended. So this is why I find it difficult to be genuinely kind all the time. It’s hard work!

All of these explorations seem removed from Huxley’s simple wish that he had been more kind. Yet to arrive at the ultimate simplicity of kindness, it’s necessary to examine its complexity. The Dalai Lama spends three or four hours readying for his day in meditation, chanting and prayer. This seems daunting. But after several decades of meditation, looking and probing, I have learned to join with that inner observer. If I remain alert on a moment-to-moment basis I am able to catch the sudden shift, the wrong turn, the chosen impulse to judge harshly—none of this is accidental—and to choose again, let it go. Each and every time I manage to do that, I experience again that, behind the dissolved judgment, there is love.

Mildred Pond writes: “Learning to be truly kind is really about being willing to honestly recognize why we aren’t, and being willing to let go of the blocks we put in the way.” Mildred is a former New York Times reporter, short story writer and playwright. She has just completed a novel. l53 W. Shore Rd., New Preston, CT 06777. (mildred.pond@snet.net)
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