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PREFACE

This is a book after my own heart. Piero Ferrucci has drawn on both his broad experience as a psychotherapist and what I think of as fundamental human values to write on the importance of kindness. What I particularly appreciate about his presentation is that he makes kindness the starting point, the fount from which flow so many other positive qualities, such as honesty, forgiveness, patience, and generosity. It is a compelling and encouraging approach.
I believe that if we stop to think, it is clear that our very survival, even today, depends upon the acts and kindness of so many people. Right from the moment of our birth, we are under the care and kindness of our parents; later in life, when facing the sufferings of disease and old age, we are again dependent on the kindness of others. If at the beginning and end of our lives we depend upon others’ kindness, why then in the middle, when we have the opportunity, should we not act kindly toward others?
Kindness and compassion are among the principal things that make our lives meaningful. They are a source of lasting happiness and joy. They are the foundation of a good heart, the heart of one who acts out of a desire to help others. Through kindness, and thus through affection, honesty, truth, and justice toward everyone else, we ensure our own benefit. This is a matter of common sense. Consideration for others is worthwhile because our happiness is inextricably bound up with the happiness of others. Similarly, if society suffers, we ourselves suffer. On the other hand, the more our hearts and minds are afflicted with ill will, the more miserable we become. Therefore, we cannot avoid the necessity of kindness and compassion.
On a simple, practical level, kindness creates a sense of warmth and openness that allows us to communicate much more easily with other people. We discover that all human beings are just like us, so we are able to relate to them more easily. That generates a spirit of friendship in which there is less need to hide what we feel or what we are doing. As a result, feelings of fear, self-doubt, and insecurity are automatically dispelled, while at the same time other people find it easier to trust us, too. What is more, there is increasing evidence that cultivating positive mental states like kindness and compassion definitely leads to better psychological health and happiness.
It is tremendously important that we try to make something positive of our lives. We were not born for the purpose of causing trouble and harming others. For our life to be of value, as Piero Ferrucci amply demonstrates here—and I am grateful to him for expressing it so clearly—we need to foster and nurture such basic good human qualities as warmth, kindness, and compassion. If we can do that, our lives will become meaningful, happier, and more peaceful; we will make a positive contribution to the world around us.
—His Holiness the Dalai Lama
May 2004


INTRODUCTION

The little old lady no longer bothered to eat. Alone in the world, she felt forgotten by everyone. She was so depressed, she could not even swallow. The very idea of ingesting food was too much for her. Closed in her silent sadness, she was simply waiting for death.
At this point, Millina enters the scene. Millina was my aunt. Every afternoon she would do her rounds, taking care of homeless people, the elderly forgotten in nursing homes, neglected children, the outcasts and the maladjusted, the dying. She would try to make them feel a little better.
Millina meets the lady who no longer eats. She talks to her and gets her to talk a little too. In a faint voice, the old lady tells Millina about her sons and daughters, how they are too busy to look after her. No one comes to visit anymore. She has no illness. She is merely exhausted because she cannot manage to eat, and she cannot manage to eat because she is too exhausted.
“How would you like some ice cream?” Millina asks. It’s a strange idea, giving ice cream to a dying person. But it works. With every spoonful, ever so slowly, some color, voice, and life return to the old lady.
It’s simple, it’s ingenious: Give a tasty, easily ingested food to someone who finds it hard to eat, and it will give her a quick lift. But this explanation is only part of the picture. The ice cream solution came to Millina only because she had taken the woman to heart. Because she had seen that this lady needed not only food, but above all care and attention—just what all of us need, as we need oxygen. Before the ice cream, it was the warmth of solidarity that the lady received, and what brought color back to her face was not merely food but, more significantly, a simple act of kindness.
Kindness? It may strike us as absurd to even approach the subject: Our world is full of violence, war, terrorism, devastation. And yet life goes on precisely because we are kind to one another. No newspaper tomorrow will tell of a mother who read a bedtime story to her child, or a father who prepared breakfast for his children, of someone who listened with attention, of a friend who cheered us up, of a stranger who helped us carry a suitcase. Many of us are kind without even knowing it. We do what we do simply because it is right.
My neighbor Nicola is always busy, yet he will never miss an opportunity to be of help. Whenever my wife, my children, and I have to go to the airport from our home in the country, he offers to take us. Afterward, he drives our car back home, puts it in the garage, and takes out the battery if we are away for long. Then he comes to fetch us at the airport when we return—in freezing cold or oppressive heat, he will be there.
Why does he do it? What makes him give up half a day, at any hour, to do us a favor when he could choose other more urgent or pleasant tasks? He could simply drop us at the nearest train station. But no, it is door-to-door service. He always finds a way to give his support wherever he can.
This is pure, disinterested kindness. However special it may sound, it is by no means exceptional. On the contrary, it comprises a great deal of human interactions. We hear about robberies and murders, but the world goes on thanks to people like Nicola. The fabric of our life is made of care, solidarity, mutual service. These qualities are so embedded in our daily events that we may not even notice them.
To receive kindness does us good. Think of a time someone has been kind to you, in a big or a small way: A passerby gave you directions to reach the station or a stranger threw herself in a river to save you from drowning. What effect did it have on you? Probably a beneficial one, because if someone helps us when we need it, we feel relief. And everyone likes to be heard, treated with warmth and friendliness, understood, and nourished.
Something similar happens on the other side of the equation: Giving kindness does us as much good as receiving it. If you accept the broad definition of kindness that I will outline in this book, you can safely say—and scientific research confirms it—that kind people are healthier and live longer, are more popular and productive, have greater success in business, and are happier than others. In other words, they are destined to live a much more interesting and fulfilling life than those who lack this quality. They are much better equipped to face life in all its savage unpredictability and frightening precariousness.
But I can already hear an objection: Suppose we are kind in order to feel better and live longer. Wouldn’t we be perverting the very nature of kindness? We would make it calculated and self-interested, and therefore it would no longer be kindness. How true! Kindness derives its purpose from itself, not from other motives. The true benefit of kindness is being kind. Perhaps more than any other factor, kindness gives meaning and value to our life, raises us above our troubles and our battles, and makes us feel good about ourselves.
In a certain sense, all the scientific studies showing the advantages of kindness are useless—useless as incentives because the sole incentive to kindness can be none other than the desire to help, the pleasure of being generous and attentive to other people’s lives. These studies, however, have extraordinary importance from another point of view: They help us understand who we are. If we are healthier when we are caring, empathic, and open to others, it means we are born to be kind. If we push our way forward, cultivate hostile thoughts, or bear lifelong grudges, we will not be at our best. And if we ignore or repress our positive qualities, we may harm ourselves and others. As psychiatrist Alberto Alberti maintains, love that is not expressed becomes hate, joy that is not enjoyed becomes depression. Yes, we are designed to be kind.
Research is a useful tool for understanding ourselves, but not the only and definitive one. The wisdom of the ages, great art, and our own intuition can help us here. As we shall see, kindness in all its aspects can become an extraordinary inner adventure that radically changes our way of thinking and being, and moves us briskly along in our personal and spiritual growth. Several spiritual traditions see kindness and altruism as the key to salvation or liberation. For instance, here is how the Buddha lists the benefits of kindness. Sharon Salzberg quotes him in her beautiful book Lovingkindness. If you are kind:
	You will sleep easily.
	You will wake easily.
	You will have pleasant dreams.
	People will love you.
	Devas (celestial beings) and animals will love you.
	Devas will protect you.
	External Dangers (poisons, weapons, and fire) will not harm you.
	Your face will be radiant.
	Your mind will be serene.
	You will die unconfused.
	You will be reborn in happy realms.

Great poets have also seen, in love and the sense of unity with all living beings, the essence of our lives and our greatest victory. Dante, in The Divine Comedy, for example, after going through hell and purgatory, and after seeing human perversion and unhappiness in all of its forms, rises to heaven, and toward the end of his journey, at the center of the mystical rose, he sees a “laughing beauty”—it is the Madonna, the archetype of femininity. According to some interpreters, the whole of The Divine Comedy is a voyage of self-discovery and a man’s reunion with his feminine part, his lost soul, where soul implies the heart and the capacity to feel and love.
Goethe, in his Faust, the masterpiece on which he worked all his life, arrives by a different route to the same conclusion. According to the pact with the devil, Faust must find a moment in his life that makes his existence worthwhile—otherwise he will be forever captive of the Evil One. He looks for happiness in the ecstasy of pleasure, the euphoria of power and wealth, and the grandiose dream of scientific knowledge. But he does not find it there. In the end, when all seems to be lost and the Devil moves arrogantly forward to claim his victory, he finds fulfillment in the eternal feminine—love and tenderness and warmth.
Let us return to earth. It should be clear by now that I am speaking of true kindness. Heaven save us from the fakes—self-interested politeness, calculated generosity, superficial etiquette. And also from kindness against one’s will. What’s more embarassing than someone doing us a favor out of a sense of guilt? Psychoanalysts speak of yet another type of kindness—one that hides anger, a “reaction formation.” The idea of being full of rage upsets us, so we unconsciously repress this dark side and act in a kind way. But this is false and contrived, and has nothing to do with what, in our heart, we really care for. Finally, weakness masquerades sometimes as kindness: You say yes when you mean no, you go along because you want to be nice, you acquiesce because you are afraid. A person who is too good and submissive ends up a loser.
So let us have none of this. My thesis is that true kindness is a strong, genuine, warm way of being. It is the result of the interplay among several qualities, such as warmth, trust, patience, loyalty, gratitude, and many others. Each chapter in this book will be about kindness seen from the standpoint of one of these qualities. It will be a variation on the same musical theme.
Without even one of these qualities, kindness is less convincing and less true. Each of these qualities alone is sufficient, if we evoke and cultivate it, to revolutionize our psyche and change our life radically. Together, their action is even more effective and profound. From this perspective, kindness is synonymous with mental health.
The gifts of kindness and its qualities are various. Why are grateful people more efficient? Why are those who feel a sense of belonging less depressed? Why do altruistic people enjoy better health, and trusting individuals live longer? Why is it that if you smile, you are perceived as more attractive? Why is it advantageous to take care of a pet? Why do those elderly who can talk more with others have less probability of contracting Alzheimer’s disease? And why do children who receive more love and attention grow healthier and more intelligent? Because all these attitudes and behaviors, which are all aspects of kindness, bring us closer to what we are meant to do and to be. It is so elementary: If we relate better with others, we feel better.
Kindness, as we will see, has many facets. But its essence is as simple as can be. We will find that kindness is a way of making less effort. It is the most economic attitude there is, because it saves us much energy that we might otherwise waste in suspicion, worry, resentment, manipulation, or unnecessary defense. It is an attitude that, by eliminating the inessential, brings us back to the simplicity of being.
Kindness has to do with what is tenderest and most intimate in us. It is an aspect of our nature that we often do not express fully—especially men in our culture, but also women—because we are afraid that if this vulnerable side comes to light, we might suffer, be offended, ridiculed, or exploited. We will find rather, that we suffer by not expressing it. And that by touching this nucleus of tenderness, we enliven our entire affective world, and we open ourselves to countless possibilities of change.
This task is not always easy. The culture we live in will often sabotage us. That is because we all are in the midst of a “global cooling.” Human relations are becoming colder. Communications are becoming more hurried and impersonal. Values such as profit and efficiency are taking on greater importance at the expense of human warmth and genuine presence. Family affections and friendships suffer and are less lasting. Signs of this decline are everywhere, visible especially when they touch us in the small catastrophes of everyday life.
You make a phone call to talk with a person and you hear a digital voice presenting a list of options. You park your car and find out the parking attendant has been replaced by a meter. You wait for a letter from a friend and receive an e-mail. The farm you loved is gone, and in its place stands a cement building. You notice that older people are not as well cared for and respected as they used to be. Your doctor concentrates on the test results instead of listening to you and looking at you. And rather than playing ball in the backyard, kids move in the virtual world of video games. At the same time, human warmth, subtracted from everyday life, is now sold as a product: “homemade ice cream,” bread baked “the way it used to be,” pasta just like Grandma used to make, the car that makes you feel you are back in the womb, the phone that allows you to be in touch.
Human feelings do not always remain the same. They change in emphasis and tone through the centuries. Thus we can talk about a history of emotions. I am convinced that we are going through an Ice Age of the heart, which began more or less with the Industrial Revolution and continues in our post-industrial age. The causes of this Ice Age are many: new living conditions and forms of work, the establishing of new technologies, the decline of the extended family, the great migrations in which people are uprooted from their birthplace, the weakening of values, the fragmentation and superficiality of the contemporary world, the accelerating pace of life.
Do not misunderstand me—I am not pining for the good old days. On the contrary, I think we are living in an extraordinary epoch. If we wish to cultivate solidarity, kindness, care for others, we have more knowledge, instruments, and possibilities than ever before. Still, the Ice Age we are passing through is worrisome, and I am not surprised that it goes hand in hand with the epidemic of depression and panic attacks, probably the two psychological disturbances most linked to lack of warmth and of a reassuring and protective community, and to a weakened sense of belonging.
Kindness itself might seem lightweight, and yet it is a central factor in our lives. It has surprising power to transform us, perhaps more than any other attitude or technique. The great English writer Aldous Huxley was a pioneer in the study of philosophies and techniques aimed at developing human potential, including such diverse approaches as Vedanta, psychedelics, bodywork, meditation, hypnotic trance, and Zen. Toward the end of his life, he said, in a lecture, “People often ask me what is the most effective technique for transforming their life. It is a little embarassing that after years and years of research and experimentation, I have to say that the best answer is—just be a little kinder.”
This is also the Dalai Lama’s philosophy. His motto, “My religion is kindness,” is one of the simplest, most efficacious statements I have ever heard. It is like an E = mc2 of the Spirit—a universal principle that contains an enormous potential for good, and cuts through all dogma, inviting us to concentrate on an essential theme and showing us the simplest way to liberation.
But wait. While no doubt we are altruistic, we are at the same time the cruelest species on the planet. Our history is full of wickedness and horrors. Yet a unilateral and fixed view of human nature is both false and dangerous. The image of primitive humans fighting for survival through violence and bullying is misleading. If our long evolution has been successful, it is also because we have been kind. We nurture and protect our young for much longer than all other mammals. The solidarity of humans has facilitated communication and cooperation. That is how we have faced adversity, developed our intelligence and our multiple resources. It is thanks to the warmth and care we have given and received that, so far, we have been winning—because we have helped one another. Now, in the twenty-first century, a kind individual is no bizarre mutant in a violent world. He or she is a human who knows how best to use those faculties that have helped us in the course of our evolution.
No doubt about it, we would all be much better off in a kinder world. Kindness, in its broadest sense, is the universal remedy—first, for the individual, for we can be well only if we are able to care for ourselves, to love ourselves. And then for all of us, because if we have better relationships, we feel and do better.
Kindness is essential at all levels of education since we learn more in an atmosphere of warmth and attention than of indifference and repression. A child treated with tenderness grows healthily, a student who receives respect and attention can make much progress. In health, too, kindness is a necessary ingredient: Patients who are treated with empathy and care suffer less and heal sooner.
And what about business and commerce? Here again we reach the same conclusion. Firms that exploit their workers, degrade the environment, deceive the consumer, and create a waste culture, will perhaps gain in the short term, but in the long run they compete less favorably than those that, in their own interests, do not take advantage of employees, respect the environment, and place themselves at the service of clients.
In the political arena, kindness is the giving up of domination and vendetta, and the recognition of others’ points of view, their needs, and their history. Violence and war, on the other hand, appear more and more as remarkably gross and inefficient ways for resolving the world’s problems—a method that generates rage and thus new violence, chaos, waste of resources, suffering, and poverty.
Finally, kindness is urgent in our relationship with our living environment. If we do not respect and love nature, do not treat her with loving kindness and the awe that she deserves, we will end up intoxicated by our own poisons.
We still do not know, however, who we really are. The definitive version does not yet exist. We are capable of the most horrendous crimes and the most sublime acts. Neither of these two potentials is established enough to allow us to define it as a dominant trait of human nature.
It is up to us. It is a choice in the life of each of us—to take the road of selfishness and abuse, or the way of solidarity and kindness. In this exciting but dangerous moment of human history, kindness is not a luxury, it is a necessity. Maybe if we treat each other, and our planet, a little better, we can survive, even thrive. And by becoming kinder, we might end up discovering that we have given ourselves the best, the most intelligently selfish gift.


HONESTY
Everything Becomes Easier

Albert Schweitzer was invited by the Norwegian royalty to a banquet in his honor after he had won the Nobel Prize for Peace. A plate of herring was placed before him—a food he could not stomach. He did not want to appear impolite by refusing it, so when the queen turned away for a moment, he quickly put the herring in the pocket of his jacket. “You certainly ate the herring fast,” commented the queen with a funny smile. “Would you like some more?”
Schweitzer had not wished to offend and had solved the problem by hiding the dinner in his pocket. He too was unable to say no—at least on that occasion. Perhaps, despite his innocent trick, he had not completely digested the meal, for years later he felt impelled to tell the story. It makes me wonder how many of us are walking around with herring in our pockets.
Honesty is often embarrassing. The truth can be sharp and uncomfortable, the truth-teller tactless, the receiver disturbed by the revelation: “I don’t like the way they have cut your hair,” “Your dinner is bland,” “I don’t feel like being with you tonight,” “You need deodorant,” “Mom, I’m gay.” How does all this fit in with kindness, which is by definition supposed to be comfortable, warm, and soft as feather down? Can honesty and kindness coexist? Or do we have to choose?
A while ago, my family and I boarded a train without having bought tickets. We were going to buy them from the conductor on the train. When he approached us, I said, “We arrived at the station at the last moment, so we would like to pay now.”
“No, that’s not how it went,” my wife, Vivien, surprisingly piped up. “We had plenty of time.” The conductor looked perplexed. Vivien didn’t want to get me in trouble, she is simply incapable of telling a lie. Yet I was also telling the truth. We had arrived at the station ten minutes before departure, hardly sufficient time for me to familiarize myself with an unfriendly ticket machine.
The conductor accepted my explanation and cast me a look of clandestine solidarity. I thought that maybe he was married, too.
This reluctance to lie, however embarrassing it may be at times, is an aspect of human nature—a spontaneous reaction. Some time earlier, my wife had been shopping with our 6-year-old son, Jonathan. She was returning a T-shirt, exchanging it for a different size, when Jonathan, full of goodwill, exclaimed: “But Mommy, we didn’t get that shirt here! You bought it at another store.” After a moment of embarrassment, the mystery was clarified: That other shop was part of the same chain of stores, and the exchange, although somewhat unusual, was permitted. Children’s candor is all very well, unless it interferes with our everyday compromises.
At first it seems that telling the truth is more uncomfortable and difficult than telling a lie. And it is just this conviction that leads us to lie in order to hide our weaknesses and avoid giving explanations or getting into trouble—out of laziness or perhaps out of fear. Yet it is falsehood that in the long run is more difficult and complicates our life.
The lie-detector machine is based on this very principle. When we lie, we subject our body to a stress. The stress is measurable: sweating, heart rate, muscle tension, and blood pressure increase. This ordeal is invisible to us but easily revealed by scientific instruments. When we lie, we are clutching at straws. If we pretend, we are making a big effort, because we must invent a lie and feel anxious in case we are found out. We try to avoid being unmasked, and thus perpetuate our anxiety.
What a job! Computerized scanning of cerebral activity shows that when we lie, our brain has to carry out a series of complex operations that are needless when we tell the truth. The scientist who invented this method maintains that the brain tells the truth “by default”—meaning that we are programmed to be sincere.
To be transparent is a relief. Muddy water hides a host of unpleasant surprises. Clear water shows us the bottom of the sea—the rubbish and debris if they are there, but also the multicolored fish, shells, starfish. Honesty allows us to look into someone’s eyes and through them into the heart, because there is no veil, no fiction. It allows us to let ourselves be seen—and look back without averting our eyes.
Honesty exists in both directions—in our interactions with ourselves and with others. To know yourself, said the psychologist Sydney Jourard in his book The Transparent Self, is the sine qua non of mental health. But we can hardly know ourselves in isolation: We must first let ourselves be known by someone else, without bluffing or hiding. For Jourard, all neurotic symptoms, such as fear of leaving the house or depression, are nothing more than screens we erect in order to hide ourselves from others. As soon as we become more transparent, we start to feel better. However, we can also, on a parallel course, learn to be honest with ourselves, to look with unflinching eyes into our inner world and not turn away. As Polonius says in Hamlet, “This above all: to thine own self be true, and it must follow, as the night the day, thou canst not then be false to any man.”
Consider an extreme case: eccentrics. They are people who are honest with themselves, who have not the slightest intention of pretending to be other than what they are, and who profoundly honor what they feel. For this reason, they engage in practices that may seem to us strange and unconventional. A study, some years old now, found that eccentrics were longer-lived and happier than average. The author of the study wrote an interesting book about them. In it, you read about the man who always walked backward (thus he journeyed from California to Istanbul); the woman who collected what other people threw out, and bought an abandoned theater to house what she had accumulated; the man who rode around on a contraption that was half rocking horse and half bicycle; the woman who every evening invited a group of rats to dinner; and so forth. Because eccentrics are not subject to the stress of having to conform to others’ expectations, their immune system is stronger. They are healthier and happier.
These are extreme cases. Yet the theme is the same—honesty. We can all learn from eccentrics. In The Divine Comedy, Dante pictures the hypocrites in hell. They must go about with a heavy metal cape, gold on the outside, lead on the inside. It is infinitely exhausting toil to wear this shiny but false and weighty garb, which represents what they are not and never will be. Not having to pretend simplifies our life. On the other hand, pretending day after day to be someone you are not, requires enormous effort.
Let us return to the original question: Are honesty and kindness incompatible? Honesty, at times so tough, has a lot in common with kindness, though they might seem to be opposites. If kindness has falseness at its base, it is no longer kindness. It is a labored courtesy. It does not come from the heart, but from a fear of sticking one’s neck out, of provoking strong reactions, or of facing accusation and argument. What do you prefer—genuine kindness, ready to tell the uncomfortable truth? Or the politeness of someone who avoids confrontation, declares himself to be having fun when he is bored, says yes when he means no, and smiles when in agony?
In my psychotherapy work, I have seen scores of people who have said yes when they really wanted to say no. They have said yes even to big commitments, such as marriage, the purchase of a house, a work contract. And they have let others make free use of their time and space. (“Why don’t you come out with us this evening?” “Can you do this job for me?” “Will you look after my two cats while I’m away?” “Can I stay with you for a few weeks?” “Why of course.”) The inability to utter the magic word has at times even led to catastrophe. It has made people live with someone they did not love, in a home they did not like, made them work at a job they hated, deprived them of their peace of mind. It has forced them to live a life that was not theirs, because they did not have the courage and honesty to say a simple, honest, firm word that would have saved their own life and the life of others: “No.”
In a famous children’s book, George and Martha, two hippos of indeterminate age are the best of friends and go through the usual ups and downs of friendships. My favorite episode is when George visits Martha, who proudly prepares her specialty for dinner: split pea soup. George hates this dish, but does not have the heart to tell Martha. So while Martha is in the kitchen, he secretly pours the soup into his shoes, pretending to have eaten and enjoyed it. But Martha finds him out. After a few moments of embarrassment, the two of them agree that it is just because they are friends that they can tell each other the truth. Not having to eat a dish we do not like is a symbolic example. If we were to eat it, it would remain undigested, like anything we do unwillingly because we do not have the strength to refuse. Sometimes, in order to be kind, we first have to learn to look after ourselves.

TO ACT HONESTLY—EVEN AT THE RISK OF SAYING THE unpleasant truth, or of saying no and causing distress to others—if done with intelligence and tact, is the kindest thing to do, because it respects our own integrity and acknowledges in others the capacity to be competent and mature. A music teacher I know once said to me, “I feel I am kinder if I tell a student he has no talent, and advise him to stop his studies and find an interest to which he is better suited, rather than encourage him to continue. If, in order not to hurt him, I say something I do not believe, I deceive him, and perhaps prolong for years his hardship and defeat. If instead I say the truth, he might be unhappy at first, but at least he knows where he stands and can work out more clearly his next move. That to me is true kindness.”
Just think how you’d feel if you ever discovered that someone was trying to protect you—by hiding the gravity of an illness, for example, or not telling you an unpleasant matter that was apparent to everyone, or simply not letting you know your makeup was a mess, or your fly was undone. All out of politeness, to protect you. The result is a feeling of being underestimated or even betrayed: “Why didn’t someone tell me?”
But honesty is a conquest. We have to learn it gradually, and in this way become stronger and more mature. The ancient Aztecs believed we are born without a face and that we must win our faces bit by bit as we grow. We can do this only by honoring truth. If we lie, or if we are not clear about what we want to say, we will have a face without form. Only with an authentic face will we be able to come out of Tlalticpac, the world of dreams.

TO BE HONEST ALSO MEANS TO RECOGNIZE A PROBLEM rather than to pretend there is none. Some time ago, my son Emilio was going back to school after vacation. He did not like the idea at all and was filled with anxiety. To him, the approach of school days was like a monster that threatened him and wanted to squash him. What is a parent supposed to do? I tried to lift his spirits, to distract him, convince him it was not as bad as it seemed, but in vain. Then I hit upon the idea of offering him something I thought would do the trick. I offered Emilio something that is almost taboo in our family: French fries at a fast-food place. Usually anything that is prohibited appeals to Emilio, especially junk food. I thought I had the ace up my sleeve. But no. Emilio’s reply ought to be chiseled in stone: “Dad, you don’t solve problems with French fries.”
Touché. You don’t pretend problems do not exist, and you can’t solve them with ephemeral distractions. You have to face them with open-eyed honesty. Offering French fries to my son in order to console and distract him from his anxiety was by no means a kind act. I was simply choosing the easier option—far too easy. I had found a comfortable way out. His response was a lesson in honesty.
But honesty does not concern only the difficult, unpleasant aspects in life. Even more it concerns the creative and beautiful ones. Because often, strange as it might seem, we hide those very aspects: our tenderness, goodwill, original thoughts, our capacity for being moved. We do this partly out of a sense of reserve: We don’t want to overwhelm others with our gushing emotions. But mostly we do it to protect ourselves. We don’t want others to see us like that. We would feel weak, exposed, perhaps ridiculous. Better to appear a bit cynical, even hard, or, at the very least, not so dangerously open. In that way, however, we separate from the most spiritual and beautiful part of ourselves—and prevent others from seeing it.
And that is not all. Lying has a thousand faces, the truth only one. We can pretend to have many emotions we don’t really have, to be many people we are not. But if we stop pretending, all the artifices and the efforts to hold our life together fall away. What a relief.
When I was in the military, there was a fellow serviceman who liked to play the braggart. He often boasted about having won the world championship in swearing (I later found out it had been a village competition). He was the kind who always outdid you, whatever you said. One evening he and I were talking of this and that, when suddenly his face changed. He started to speak about his fear of death, about the void, about love. He became a completely different person, far more profound and true. It was much more worthwhile spending time with him like that. I told him so, and asked him why he had decided to take off his mask that evening. He answered, “Sometimes you have to let go, and just speak the truth.”
Like all of us, at times I have conveyed emotional misinformation. I can understand people who do not want to show their true feelings; sometimes reserve is perfectly appropriate. But other times it is not. In my work as a psychotherapist, I often hear both terrible and beautiful stories, and I am frequently moved. Is it right that my client notice this, or is it important that I hide behind an impassive mask? Opinions on this point abound. I do not think a psychotherapist should always disclose his emotions, because it could cause harm and create misunderstanding. Yet psychotherapy is only beneficial in a good relationship, and a relationship is good only if it is honest.
Once while listening to the story of a client, I was deeply moved. She noticed and told me so. I tried to hide my emotion, but she didn’t believe it for a second. In that moment I realized how weak and awkward we are when we try to hide our feelings. And how important it is, within limits of tact and good taste, to be honest and freely show what we feel and who we are. So when are we kinder: when we hide our warmth, our dreams, our wonder, our humor, or when we reveal them?
Thus, not only is honesty compatible with genuine kindness, it is the very basis of kindness. False kindness pollutes. As long as you are not living in the truth, you cannot really communicate with others, you cannot have trust, you cannot relate. As long as you do not call the hard realities by name, you are living in the land of dreams. There is no room for you and me there, but only for harmful illusions. Inasmuch as we lie, we live a life devoid of reality. And kindness cannot exist in a world of masks and phantoms.
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