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A HEART THAT IS READY FOR ANYTHING
-Tara Brach

When the Buddha was dying, he gave a final 
message to his beloved attendant Ananda, and to 
generations to come: “Be a lamp unto yourself, be 
a refuge to yourself. Take yourself to no external 
refuge.”
In his last words, the Buddha was urging us to see 
this truth: although you may search the world over 
trying to find it, your ultimate refuge is none other 
than your own being.
There’s a bright light of awareness that shines 
through each of us and guides us home, and we’re 
never separated from this luminous awareness, any 
more than waves are separated from ocean. Even 
when we feel most ashamed or lonely, reactive 
or confused, we’re never actually apart from the 
awakened state of our heart-mind.
This is a powerful and beautiful teaching. The 
Buddha was essentially saying: I’m not the only 
one with this light; all ordinary humans have this 
essential wakefulness, too. 
Buddhist monk, Sayadaw U. Pandita describes these 
blessings in a wonderful way: A heart that is ready 
for anything. When we trust that we are the ocean, 
we are not afraid of the waves. We have confidence 
that whatever arises is workable. We don’t have to 
lose our life in preparation. We don’t have to defend 
against what’s next. We are free to live fully with 
what is here, and to respond wisely.
vYou might ask yourself: “Can I imagine what it 
would be like, in this moment, to have a heart that is 
ready for anything?”
If our hearts are ready for anything, we can open 
to our inevitable losses, and to the depths of our 
sorrow. We can grieve our lost loves, our lost youth, 
our lost health, our lost capacities. This is part of our 
humanness —we bring a courageous presence to the 
truth of loss.
If our hearts are ready for anything, we will 
spontaneously reach out when others are hurting. 
Living in an ethical way can attune us to the pain 
and needs of others, but when our hearts are 
open and awake, we care instinctively. This caring 
is unconditional—it extends outward and inward 
wherever there is fear and suffering.

If our hearts are ready for anything, we are free to 
be ourselves. There’s room for the wildness of our 
animal selves, for passion and play. There’s room for 
our human selves, for intimacy and understanding, 
creativity and productivity. There’s room for spirit, for 
the light of awareness to suffuse our moments. The 
Tibetans describe this confidence to be who we are 
as “the lion’s roar.”
If our hearts are ready for anything, we are touched 
by the beauty and mystery that fill our world.
When Munindraji, a vipassana meditation teacher, 
was asked why he practiced, his response was, “So I 
will see the tiny purple flowers by the side of the road 
as I walk to town each day.”
_____

TENDER HEART OF LOVING KINDNESS
- Bodhipaksa
(Triratna Buddhist practitioner and teacher)

In this commentary I am suggesting an approach 
to cultivating lovingkindness that begins with 
contacting our innate lovingkindness. Now the 
expression “contacting our innate lovingkindness” is 
a problem for many people, because they look inside 
themselves, don’t see anything at that moment that 
they could call “metta” or “lovingkindness,” and then 
conclude they don’t have these qualities. Which can 
start a downward spiral of rumination and pain: I don’t 
feel any love; Therefore I don’t love myself; Therefore 
I must be unlovable; Therefore no one will ever love 
me; Therefore my life is horrible.

I think almost everyone has experienced that kind of 
emotional nose-dive at one time or another.

But I think that when this happens we may be looking 
within in the wrong way, and for the wrong thing.

I think the potential for lovingkindness is always there. 
It’s an innate part of us. But we have to awaken it. It’s 
sleeping, dormant. It’s wrapped in blankets of denial 
and self-protection.

And my current approach to awakening our innate 
ability to be kind is one I’ve mentioned before: a pair 
of simple reflections, followed by an invitation.
So the first reflection is this: We drop into the mind 
the truth, “I want to be happy.” I’m presenting this as a 



truth, because I believe that deep down we all do want 
happiness. Even when we choose a destructive path 
that leads to pain, we’re doing this because we believe 
it will bring happiness, or at least a relief from suffering, 
in the long term. It won’t, of course, but that’s because 
we’ve chosen the wrong strategy to find happiness, not 
because we don’t want to be happy.

So we drop this statement — “I want to be happy” 
— into the mind, and let its truth resonate within 
us. Feel its truth in your life, not in an abstract way, 
but concretely: “Yes, it’s true. I do want happiness. 
Even in this moment I want happiness.” This may be 
experienced as a kind of tender ache, and that’s OK. 
We’ll get back in a moment to why that’s OK.

And the second reflection is this: “Happiness isn’t 
always easy to find.” So we drop that thought — 
that truth — into the mind in the same way, giving 
ourselves time and space to have a response to it, 
to sense the truth of it in our lives. Because this too 
is true. We want happiness, but happiness is often 
elusive. We keep expecting to be happy and it doesn’t 
happen. Happiness doesn’t arrive, or it passes too 
quickly, or unhappiness shows up instead. So this too 
many evoke an achey sense around the heart. That’s 
good. Again, we’ll come to the why in a moment.

The invitation that follows these two reflections is just 
this: there is some part of you that, realizing that you 
want to be happy and that happiness is elusive, is 
prepared to wish you well. There is a part of you — a 
very deep part of you — that is prepared to be kind 
and supportive as you go about this difficult thing we 
do — being human.

Because I think it is generally harder than we admit, 
this being human. Having this innate drive for 
happiness in a world in which happiness is hard to 
find is a tough thing to do. And happiness doesn’t 
necessarily mean going about with a smile plastered 
on your face. Yes it can mean joy, but it can also be 
meaning, purpose, satisfaction, connection, or peace.

And the ache I talked about, which comes, often, when 
we rediscover that we want to be happy and when we 
admit that it’s hard to do this, is very valuable. Because 
this feeling of vulnerability is the recognition of the 
truth of our existential situation, and it’s not until we 
recognize our desire for happiness and the difficulty of 
attaining that desire that we can be truly supportive of 
ourselves.

Often we don’t admit this truth, and we believe we 
have our lives “sorted.” We’re fine. Maybe we don’t 
admit that we’re not too happy right now. That would 
be an admission of weakness and failure! Or maybe 

we do grudgingly admit that things aren’t perfect 
right now, but once we lose that 10 pounds, or get 
that promotion, or get past this busy spell at work 
— well, then we’ll be happy. We can become a 
bit cold and hard, and judgmental. When we see 
others being unhappy, rather than feel sympathy 
for them we may feel contempt. Or if we’re 
magnanimous we may give them some advice: 
“You just need to…” Have you noticed how prone 
we are to give advice on how to be happy even 
when we’re not happy ourselves? How sure we are 
that we have it all figured out, even when clearly 
we haven’t? And when people are at their most 
alienated from their vulnerability, they can be cruel. 
It becomes enjoyable to watch someone else fail; it 
confirms that that person is weak — unlike us.

When we allow ourselves to be vulnerable (“Yes, 
I do want to be happy; yes, it is hard”) all this 
protectiveness is dropped, and we discover that 
we do want to support ourselves. We do want to 
be kind to ourselves as we do this difficult thing of 
being human. We do have innate lovingkindness 
and we have just contacted it. And it’s a bit achey, 
but that’s just what happens when we rediscover 
our deeper needs, and when we admit the difficulty 
of meeting them.

And then when we turn our attention to others 
and recognize that they are in the same situation 
as us — that they are struggling beings, desiring 
happiness but finding it elusive — we find that the 
vulnerability opens the way to a tender sense of 
kindess toward them: a heart-felt desire to wish 
them well as they do this difficult thing of being 
human.

So try this as a practice for the next few days, at 
least. When you meet other people, or see them 
on TV, or think about them, remember that this is 
another being who wants to be happy, and who 
finds happiness elusive, who wants not to suffer 
and finds the suffering comes visiting all too often. 
Try this and see how it affects your sense of 
yourself, and your attitude to others. Try this also 
when you become aware of yourself — particularly 
when you find life hard or frustrating or unsatisfying. 
Recollect that you want to be happy, and that 
happiness isn’t always easy to find. Accept the 
tender sense of vulnerability that comes with that 
awareness — and wish yourself well.

This is what “contacting our innate lovingkindness” 
means. It’s not looking inside and finding some pre-
made emotion of love. It’s finding a way to our own 
achey, tender vulnerability, and letting the heart 
respond with kindness.


