Compassion conversations 12: Practising compassion
We don’t expect to become proficient at piano playing, driving a car, or playing golf without regular practice. Compassion is no different. It’s why we talk about “the practice of compassion”. 
We have a choice about where we direct our attention. Do we continually ruminate on things that make us angry and disappointed or do we choose to focus on the positive? If we want to increase our store of love and compassion, we need to rehearse and practise acts that stimulate positive emotions rather than negative ones.
Advances in neuroscience suggest that positive and negative emotions are associated with different parts of the brain. Positive emotions like love, joy, happiness and compassion are related to the left pre-frontal area. Negative emotions such as anger, jealousy and fear are linked with the right pre-frontal area. The relative amount of brain activity in these two areas predicts your temperament. Individuals who respond to life’s challenges with tolerance, humour, compassion and equanimity have predominant activity in the left pre-frontal area. Those with a dominant right pre-frontal area are prone to anger, depression and anxiety disorders.
When we regularly practise a skill, we create structural changes in our brain. The corresponding part of the brain grows new neurones and increases its blood supply. It’s rather like going to the gym to develop your muscles. If we regularly practise compassion, we can modify our brain function, improve our temperament and make ourselves happier. Neuroscientists have studied the brains of advanced practitioners in Buddhist meditation. The measureable changes in brain function are astounding. But for us mere beginners, simple daily habits will do.
A good starting place is a daily act of spontaneous kindness. As you fall into the habit you will begin to notice that the Universe responds generously to these little acts of love. Your focus of attention reveals how many people show you unexpected kindness and consideration in return.
These practices are deepened by reflection. At the end of each day, reflect on the most significant interaction you noticed that day. Write a very brief account of the event and its significance, just a line or two. At the end of the week, review what you have written. Notice what happens in your mind and body during these reflections. You will be surprised how quickly tension and stress melt away.
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