
Tonglen - An Ancient Practice for Modern Times

The first Noble Truth of Buddhism is that suffering exists. It's hard to be a sensitive person while
acknowledging so much pain and distress in the world. Itʼs o�en overwhelming. What can you, personally,
do about it? Tonglen meditation is an antidote for feeling helpless, fearful or insignificant in the face of our
personal and collective challenges.

Every thought and word - even the smallest action - can truly make a difference. We are all part of collective
energy fields both big and small. What can you do that is appropriate and beneficial?  

Tonglen is a powerful Buddhist practice that fosters change on many different levels; for ourselves, for
others, and for the world. I have done it nightly for years. And as usual, I have an energetic take on the
dynamics of the practice as well.

The heart chakra is a center of transformational energy. Sitting midway between the lower three chakras,
which are related to the physical – and the upper three chakras, associated with energy and spirit – it
encompasses all possibilities. In Tonglen we actively engage this quality to transmute suffering into
acceptance, peace, and even joy. It arouses our compassion in a healthy way. Intention is the subtlest form
of Doing, and offering this practice helps manifest a loving world.

Here are 3 versions and the basic practice:

The Basic Practice:

1) Align your Hara (always!) You can sit or stand; eyes gazing downward, or perhaps focused on an altar.

Using the breath, and visualization:

2) On the in-breath – connect with suffering as darkness, an oppressive heaviness, or jagged chaotic energy. I
imagine the intended recipient(s) in a painful situation, in despair or crying out. You can picture something
or someone that relates literally or is a metaphor.
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3) Pause at the top of the breath; bring the suffering to your heart chakra. Using some type of visual like
swirling, colors, or little starbursts helps to imagine the suffering being transformed in the green/rose
radiance of the heart. Feel the power and beauty of the moment!

4) On the out-breath – release the newly transformed energy and feel the love, light, spaciousness, and calm.
Focus again on those receiving now expressing awe, serenity, or happiness. I o�en perceive relief and a
sense of deep understanding and peace.

You can use this basic practice in three different versions. Usually, I do just one each day for 3 or more
rounds. If you do all three, I recommend doing them in this order at first (it can be hardest to offer this to
ourselves.)

1) Tonglen for another person:
Choose a person you know who is suffering in some way, but donʼt get into the details of their story even if
you are familiar with those particulars. Try to eliminate projection, judgment, or how things should/need to
improve for them.

2) Tonglen for a group:
This can be related to a situation such as a pandemic, war, mental illness, hunger… or pain in general. You
can do a general version because all living beings suffer; you donʼt need to know the why, or sort out the
causes and effects.

3) Tonglen for yourself:
Bring up a memory where you were hurt in some way - or maybe a moment where realized you caused hurt
to someone else. Remembering the situation, see yourself experiencing it from an objective viewpoint. Bring
the same kindness and compassion to yourself as you did to others.

Thatʼs it! Breathe in suffering – transform it at your heart – then breathe out peace, love, and healing. This is
the mantra that goes along with the practice:

may all beings be free of suffering
may all beings everywhere be happy

(In sanskri: the second line is “om lokah samasta sukino bhavantu”)

Substitute a personʼs name, a description of the group you are practicing for, or “I” (if itʼs for yourself) for “all
beings” depending on the version you are doing.

My Tonglen practice is constantly evolving. I hope it becomes a beautiful part of your day. Letʼs make a
difference, together!
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