Stillness by the Nile: A Buddhist Reflection on Empathy and Self-Compassion

I recently took a brief, two-day respite in Cairo. I find myself increasingly drawn to Egypt as a
destination for meditation and deep relaxation. While sitting quietly on my hotel balcony

overlooking the River Nile, the following reflections came to mind:

In both Buddhist philosophy and modern psychological research, we often confront a
challenging paradox: how can we cultivate deep compassion for a world filled with suffering
without being entirely consumed by it? For many leaders and practitioners, the re lentless
exposure to global and systemic challenges leads to empathic bumout. The missing element in

these moments is almost always self-compassion.

There is a profound lesson in a traditional Buddhist metaphor regarding a dark house. If you
find yourselfin a pitch-black room, you do not refuse to light a single candle simply because
the rest of the world remains in darkness. Yet, when faced with the suffering of others, we often

feel that allowing ourselves to experience peace, joy, or rest is inherently selfish.

This fundamentally misunderstands the nature of Karuna (compassion). True compassion
requires a steady heart. When we deny ourselves grace and become overwhelmed by despair,
our minds grow turbulent. Just as a disturbed pond cannot accurately reflect the sky, a restless
and exhausted mind cannot respond to the world with clarity or wisdom. It reacts out of fear,

anger, or hopelessness.

Through my ongoing MSc mindfulness research at the University of Aberdeen, I constantly
observe thatself-compassionis notan escape fromresponsibility. Itis the necessary foundation
for sustainableaction. Youcannotalleviate the sufferingofothersifyou entirely dismantle your

own inner peace in the process.

We are not required to carry the weight of the entire world in one heart. We are simply asked to

be kind where we are, to speak gently, and to reduce sufferingin the small, tangible ways within

our reach. Protecting your own peace allows you to meet the world’s heavy demands with



sustained wisdom rather than fleeting panic.

Do notextinguishyourown lightbecausethe world outside is dark. Cultivate the inner stability
to keep it burning, and use that light to make the small corner of the world around you a little

brighter.

Dr. Johnny Hon
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