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BOOK REVIEW

Training in Compassion: 
Zen Teachings on the Practice of Lojong
by Norman Fischer
Shambala Publications (2012)
Reviewed by Debbie Tan

Training in Compassion is a commentary on the 
Root Text of the Seven Points of Training the 
Mind, also known as Lojong, written by the 12th 
century Tibetan master, Geshe Chekhawa.

Being a Zen Buddhist priest, Norman Fischer 
provides an insightful, relevant and practical 
perspective on the practice of Lojong as it can 
apply in the 21st century. 

This Zen approach to a non-Zen text not only 
explains the teachings with straightforward 
commonsense simplicity but also provides a 
thorough and systematic method of cultivating 
compassion and resilience in our modern life.

The premise behind Lojong is that our minds are 
plastic and hence trainable. 

In Lojong, slogans are used as tools to develop 
Bodhicitta (the wish to attain enlightenment for 
the sake of all sentient beings) and compassion. 

Applying Zen wisdom, Fischer explains how the 
practice of Lojong can be beneficial for everyone, 
regardless of whether they are interested in 
Buddhism or not. 

People who find Buddhist explanations of 
how the mind works, complicated or difficult 
to understand, would enjoy reading Fischer’s 
explanations, which are illustrated in the context 
of modern living. Knowing how complex Buddhist 
teachings can be applied to our everyday lives, not 
only empowers us to live a life with compassion 
and wisdom, but also gives us the capacity to 
develop a greater understanding of ourselves. 
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Although Fischer has skilfully explained complex 
Buddhist teachings in ways that would not 
discourage a new reader, he does not shy away 
from discussing the profound absolute truth. In 
fact, Fischer explains the differences between 
practising absolute Bodhicitta and relative 
Bodhicitta; how the mind training slogans 
oscillate between the profound and mundane. 
Hence Training in Compassion provides valuable 
insights and techniques, not only for people 
new to Buddhist teachings but also seasoned 
practitioners. In fact, Fischer’s approach to 
Lojong appeals not only to Buddhists, but to all 
with the basic human aspiration for goodness 
and happiness.

Readers will find Fischer’s commentary on 
Lojong  a very handy manual for training the 
mind. 

The book is structured around seven categories 
shown below, which serve as the basis for the 
fifty-nine slogans discussed.

        1) Resolve to Begin
        2) Train in Empathy and Compassion
        3) Transform Bad Circumstances into the Path
        4) Make Practice your Whole Life
        5) Assess and Extend
        6) The Discipline of Relationship
        7) Living with Ease in a Crazy World

One of my favourite slogans is “Turn things 
around”. Fischer explains that the problems and 
obstacles we face in life are our treasures, which 
have the potential to bring us much joy and 
spiritual wealth. In most instances we run away 
from our suffering and problems, so Fischer 
provides some helpful tips on how we can face 
the difficulties and engage them creatively, 
making use of the pain to make us stronger and 
more compassionate. 

Another slogan is “Drive all blames into one”. 
We are told to take responsibility for all the 
problems and obstacles we may face. In the 
words of Fischer, “eat the blame and it will make 
you strong”. 

Such slogans are used to train our minds to 
boldly face the inevitable suffering we experience 
in samsara. They empower us to deal with them 
positively, turning them into benefits.

Fischer also highlights how the slogans can be 
used to help us when we feel that our spiritual 
practice is going nowhere. The slogan “Practice 
when you are distracted” reminds us that when 
we are distracted or lazy or overwhelmed by 
anger or jealousy, etc we can make them all part 
of the practice. As explained by Fischer,  “you fall 
down on the ground and you use the ground to 
get up”. 

Another slogan “Abandon hope” trains us to 
practise without the concepts of gain and loss. 
Instead Fischer encourages us to keep on going 
with the training, based on the understanding  
that it is worthwhile for its own sake. 

Both these slogans train us to be kind and 
compassionate to ourselves and to accept our 
inadequacies while turning them into practice. 
In this way, our whole life becomes practice.

Another  powerful slogan is “Don’t be 
predictable”. In life, often what we expect to 
happen does not happen. Fischer explains 
that “freshness and openness and a capacity 
for surprise are hallmarks of mind training”. 
Expecting the unexpected and then learning to 
manage and accept them, builds our capacity 
to deal with the vicissitudes in life. This helps 
us to develop compassion and resilience within 
ourselves.

Mind training in Tibetan Buddhism requires 
a lot of commitment, repetition and patience. 
Fischer offers a practical approach towards 
Lojong practice that resonates with the modern 
mind. In this book, the slogans are introduced 
in a way that is cogent and filled with wisdom. 
Fischer’s Zen perspective on Lojong makes it a 
valuable aid to anyone who aspires to live life to 
the fullest, while doing so with ease.
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BOOK REVIEW

In William Shakespeare’s play, King Lear, the 
King suffers a crisis of identity upon the loss of 
his authority and power. Painfully, he questions 
his understanding of self. 

People experiencing mid-life crisis may identify 
with King Lear’s predicament and young adults 
can learn the importance of self-awareness and 
understanding. 

Why should anyone, especially the foolish like 
King Lear, only come to realise that they never 
knew themselves only when they are old and 
have nothing left? 

This  hard fall can be avoided by giving children 
and young adults the means to understand 
themselves. Taking up practices in mindfulness 
comprising simple and easy methods to embark 
on this journey can fulfill this task.

Unimaginable as it is, mindfulness can be 
cultivated in children even in their pre-school 
years.  

Written in an easy prose with generous details to 
guide any parent or reader new to meditation and 
mindfulness, Greenland provides the reasons 
and methods for parents to give their child the 

Reviewed by Crystal Ang

( King Lear, William Shakespeare)

' Who is it that can tell me who I am?"

�e Mindful Child
    
   -  How to Help our Kid Manage Stress
       and Become Happier, Kinder and More Compassionate 

by Susan Kaiser Green land
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tools for self-discovery and management at an early age. She proves that even a rambunctious child 
can be mindful for short periods of time. 

The fun and simple mindfulness practices shared by Greenland may significantly benefit children 
who have difficulty dealing with people, emotions and stress.

Juggling homework with co-curricular activities (CCAs), project work, academic assessments, 
meeting parental and school’s expectations, and the challenges of maintaining friendships and 
relationships -  the list goes on  - these are numerous sources of stress for a child growing up in 
Singapore. 

Parents who love and care for their children are not spared the anxiety as the dampened mood 
is reflected in the quieter shopping malls during periods of key examinations like the Primary 
School Leaving Examinations (PSLE) and Ordinary level examinations (O’Levels).  Therefore, giving 
children small pockets of time for mindfulness training can help make growing up happier.

The Mindful Child comes with numerous activities to cater to children of various age groups. Using 
only simple instructions and objects like raisins, beans or soft toys, parents can aid their children to 
become more mindful of their bodies, e.g. breath, emotions and surroundings. Being mindful helps 
children become  more attuned to their emotions and thinking.  

Greenland offers activities for children to look both inwards and outwards, gently nudging them 
towards compassion, self-awareness and self-mastery. 

Parents who can afford to commit periods as short as ten to fifteen minutes in doing these fun and 
engaging practices with their children will find this a great opportunity to strengthen their bonds 
with their children. 

                                          
           Ven Somaloka’s Vipassana Retreat 
  August 1-9, 2014
  Paramita Meditation Center, Kadugannawa, Sri Lanka, 

 

A Short Summary by Geok Hua.
 
1. Justification  of  our  reaction to a given stimulus. It is right and appropriate to do. Often when  others 
highlight our faults,  we seek to justify our behaviour to protect the image of ‘our self’. In Vipassana practice, 
this interferes with the learning process in which we wish to discover who we really are and how we function. 
Justification is usually a way of ameliorating one's reaction, instead of admitting that the behavior was 
inappropriate.

2. Self-deception. Deceiving ourselves into believing that what is really not true ‘is true’. This can happen in 
any situation whether it is a perceived episode or a mental image. An example is the case of the volunteer at a 
home for the elderly who truly believes that by setting fire to the home and killing the residents he liberates 

them from their suffering.

 BL ACTIVITY
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3. Our own value systems. Influenced and shaped by 
family, community or culture, social and economic. 
These are the data  we uncontrollably collect and 
process. They determine our reactions.

4. Spiritual knowledge & practice. The danger of 
trying to fit one into another. By comparing and 
dismissing one aspect and adding on others, we 
prevent ourselves from gaining full benefit from this 
practice. In the worst case scenario, we put the blame 
on the practice for being ineffective or worthless.

5. Fear of truly confronting ourselves. To look and 
drill deeply into our own psyche to see who we 
really are. We fear and hesitate, afraid that we may 
not always be the ‘wonderful, kind … ‘ people we 
appear to be. We need to drill through this facade or 
construct.

6. Expectation or fixation on a goal leading to 
disappointment or intervention.  This prevents us 
from being able to mindfully observe the process 
in Vipassana practice which is process of observing 
that the untamed mind perceives no separation or 
distinction between the objective stimulus and the 
onslaught of our reactions. Habitual perception 
sees both as one and the same. It is in observing the 
separation that we see the space created between 
them and realise that the mind can be free from all 
the defilements because they are not one and the 
same.

7. Lack of compassion for this body.  We fail to 
recognize  that life is sacred and that this body has 
the full potential to actualise both our spiritual and 
mundane dreams and aspirations.

8. Unwittingly feeding the ‘ego’. We replace one set 
of value system with another and judge  others by  
this ‘new’ standard. This practice of mindfulness is 
cultivated by us looking  at ourselves  and is not to be 
used to judge others.

It is essential to reflect regularly on these obstacles 
so that we do not get derailed in our practice and 
jump off the track before we reach our destination

 What do the Retreatants think of their Experience?
 
Venerable Somaloka reinforced the importance of 
knowing our motivation very clearly. He taught us to 
reconstruct our life to be clear  and precise by asking 
ourselves  how to lead a productive life without 

attachment and  stay focussed and mindful without 
expectation.
     
 
I noticed that I became more subdued over the nine 
day Vipassana retreat and was able to discover what 
I would like to believe is my optimal level of calmness 
to support my other, immediately following,  
meditational activities, including Vipassana.
 
 
Bhante Somaloka’s welcome was a sobering wakeup 
call. Forget what you thought you know (or think 
you know) about Vipassana.
 
‘Angry mind and sad body’  is a metaphor for illness. 
The body has been bullied into submission. Growing 
mental expectations unrelentingly reinforce self-
image constructs by ignoring the overworked body. 
The familiarity of dukka indeed!

The resolution came when I experienced the 
'mindful' pause-button. And what was that process 
precisely? I leave you with this cliffhanger. Go and be 
transformed.
 

 
Perception synthesises sensual stimuli and 
reactions. Vipassana practice creates the space and 
time between them. Observing this space and time 
allows us to note the separation between stimuli and 
the habitual onslaught of emotions and reactions. 
When this is observed,  the healing process begins 
naturally.

 

Bhante Somaloka has given us clear and incisive 
instructions on the practice as well as the technique 
for  maintaining mindfulness in the midst of our 
busy daily activities. It has truly been an extremely 
fruitful retreat. The rest is for me to keep up with the 
practice! Thank you Bhante.
 
 

Bhante Somaloka has been so patient with  us, 
guiding us through the practice.With his subtle but 
highly impactful technique, I came to know how I 
became who I am and who I will be as if I see the 
whole picture. The gift Bhante Somaloka provided 
so generously was lifelong insight to me. Ayubowan, 
Bhante Somaloka!.

 Nikko Tan

Ang Thiam Hong

Siauw Chong

Geok Hua

Sandy,  Saito Shinobu
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The interconnectedness of all beings and conditions surfaced clearly in this retreat. 

We depend on so many people around us to accommodate a retreat, off the radar, literally,  for nine days. 

We depend on the originator of the idea (Sin Tho the organiser),  the clear teachings of the meditation teacher 
(Bhante Somaloka); the communal spirit of the retreatants,  the care and attention from the Meditation 
Centre (Bhante and the staff) and the healing vibes of nature, which was abundantly felt in the Centre.

We are not 'separate' beings. When our appreciation of Vipassana grows from this retreat, we bring it back 
to the world we retreated from. We share our beliefs, not with words, but (hopefully)  by living it.

The teaching that jive most with me is  - 

Create this space, between the initial feelings and resultant action. Take time to pause and breathe every 
hour. Meditate, even for a short while, every day, because it is the continuity that keeps the benefits from 
the retreat fresh. And last,  but not least, a teaching from myself, checking the handphone only twice a day, 
is a retreat in itself.
 
May all beings get a chance such as this.
 

 
 Thank you Bhante Dharmaratana for making it possible for the ten of us to receive the Dharma and meditate 
in a most conducive environment. 

Thank you to all the wonderful people at Centre for taking excellent care of us during the retreat. 

Last but not least, thank you Bhante Somaloka for diligently and generously sharing the Dharma and guiding 
us in our meditation practice.
 
 
 

Lim Mei Ling

Sin Tho 
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