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Quiz: An Open Heart: practicing compassion in everyday life

Please answer five of the nine questions:

“Our present life results from our karma, our past actions. Our future situation, the
conditions into which we shall be born, the opportunities we shall or shall not have

to better our state in life, will depend on our karma in this life, our present acts.”

Based on the quote above, are we responsible for our present actions, or are 
we simply controlled by our karma? Provide examples of two non-virtuous 
acts and their results (e.g., idle gossip causes others not to listen and leads 
one to speak incessantly).

A: The meaning of the word “karma” is action. Negative karma refers to harmful 
actions, such actions are considered to be non-virtuous. In contrast, if we have an 
opportunity to harm others but we refrain from doing so, then that creates positive 
karma. Karma includes actions of body, speech and mind. Of the three, mind is the 
most important since it determines our intention and motivation. We have been born 
as human beings in this present life due to actions committed in past lives, likewise, 
we create our future with every action of body, speech and mind. For example, if we 
kill an insect and feel no remorse then eventually in the future, we may end up 
habitually killing not just insects but even people and we will have a short life. If we 
lie, then no one will listen to what we say, and we will not be trusted. See An Open 
Heart pages sixty six to sixty seven.

“As we further examine our more impulsive emotions and thoughts, we find that on
top of disturbing our mental peace, they tend to involve “mental projections”.

Explain the term “mental projections” and give an example.

A.  Mental projections refers to the stories that we make up that embellish and 
distort a situation. For example, if you send an email to someone and she doesn't 
respond, then you might start thinking, “Oh, maybe she doesn't like me, or maybe 
she went on a vacation to a place without internet, or, gee...she's getting old, 
maybe she died”.

Why is equanimity the foundation of the four immeasurables?

A.  Our natural inclination is to be attached to those who are kind to us, or to 
anyone (or anything) that we desire. We gravitate towards those who give us 
pleasure. In contrast, we reject and move away from people who we dislike. 
Equanimity is the principle that we hold everyone equally dear in our heart. One 
can argue that only developing love and compassion for our friends and family (and 
not our enemies) isn't a spiritual practice at all. 
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What is the main obstacle to developing the four immeasurables and why?

A.  The self-cherishing mind is the main obstacle to developing all of the four 
immeasurables. Our dualistic minds see ourselves as separate from others. We 
can't imagine generating inexhaustible love and compassion for others without 
feeling that somehow this will come at our own expense. How can we think of 
benefiting others all the time? Wouldn't we get tired? Burned out?  Likewise, we are 
unable to sincerely rejoice in others' happiness without feeling jealous or cheated.

List the top three afflictive emotions and briefly explain how to overcome 
them.

A.  Ignorance is overcome by the wisdom that understands the true nature of 
reality; Attachment is overcome by meditation on impermanence and death 
because we realize that it's useless to become attached to things that are 
constantly changing. All relationships end in separation, all live ends in death; 
Anger is overcome by patience and the understanding of how karma works.

Why is our enemy as precious to us as our root guru?

A.  From BuddhaNet's Lam Rim Meditation Outline

10. The enemy is the object of my practice of patience, to control my anger. I should 
not hate the enemy who, by strengthening this practice, brings peace into my mind.
11. The enemy is infinitely more precious than any possession. He is the source of 
my past, present and future lives’ happiness. I should never hate. Any material 
possession can be given up for his peace.
12. The enemy is my greatest need. He is the cause of all beings’ enlightenment, 
including mine, he is my best possession; for his peace I can give up myself.

Why is an understanding of suffering necessary for generating inexhaustible 
love and compassion?

A.  By deeply meditating on the varieties of suffering in each of the six realms, we 
realize that we must use this precious human rebirth to escape from samsara. Not 
only do we wish to free ourselves from suffering, but by generating the conviction 
that all sentient beings are like our mothers, we naturally wish to free them. Such 
love and compassion are inexhaustible in the sense that they are not biased 
(friends versus strangers) in any way.

What is the most effective way to purity negativity and at the same time 
accumulate virtue? Explain why.

Developing Bodhicitta. Most of our negative karma results from harmful actions that 
we engaged in relation to other sentient beings. The best way to purify such 
negativity is by doing the opposite – by truly working for their benefit – by offering 
food, shelter, wealth, prayers, or simply listening. These are virtuous acts that result 
in the accumulation of infinite merit.



Why are both compassion and wisdom necessary for enlightenment?

Like two wings of a bird, compassion and wisdom are both necessary for attaining 
enlightenment. Those who follow the Mahayana teachings promise to attain the 
Enlightened state for all sentient beings. Over the course of three countless eons, 
they happily engage in six practices – generosity, ethics, patience, joyful effort, calm 
abiding, and wisdom. By so doing, they accumulate immeasurable merit and purify 
all negative karma and karmic seeds.  As a result of a practitioner's perfection of 
wisdom, he or she attains a state of mind in which all obscurations and afflictive 
emotions have been completely eliminated and the true nature of reality is directly 
perceived. This enlightened state is known as Buddhahood – all self-cherishing and 
ignorance have been eliminated forever from one's mind leaving only pure love and 
compassion.

 


