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The Four-Point Method of Exchanging Self and Other 
Master Shantideva (8th Century CE) 

 
Point 1: Equalize Self and Other 
90. One should first earnestly meditate on the equality of oneself and others in this way: "All 
equally experience suffering and happiness, and I must protect them as I do myself." 
 
All beings are equal in their reification and fixation of a traumatized, alienated sense of self.  
All beings have the natural capacity to feel compassionately connected to all life forms. 
 
Point 2: Contemplate the Downfalls of Self-Preoccupation 
134. If all the harm, fear, and suffering in the world occur due to grasping onto the self, what 
use is that great demon to me? 
 
The reification and fixation of a traumatized, separate sense of self drives all the stress 
instincts of fear-based attachment and greed, defensive hostility and violence, prejudice and 
objectification of others and things, which leads to the myriad forms of suffering. 
 
Point 3: Contemplate the Benefits of Altruism 
129. … All those who are happy in the world are so as a result of their desire for the happiness 
of others. 

Our greatest moments of ease, joy, success, and meaning occur when the erroneous 
boundaries between self and other dissolve and the natural flow of attention, validation, love 
and care are permitted to impartially resonate in a circuitry with all of life. 
 
Point 4: Exchange Self and Other 
136. Therefore, in order to alleviate my own suffering and to alleviate the suffering of others, I 
give myself [habit] up to others, and I accept others as my own self. 
 
Exchanging self-preoccupation for empathy, requires that we dis-identify from the axis of our 
limited self-absorbed orbit, and step into the nervous system of others to see the world from 
their point of view.  Understanding that all beings are driven by evolutionary stress instincts 
and childhood traumas, and that they like us just want to be happy, we are less inclined to get 
defensive or dragged into their drama, and more capable to access and give freely the care, 
reassurance and modeling others need to evolve. 
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Bio-Psycho-Social Contemplation on the Four-Points 
 
 
POINT ONE: EQAULIZING SELF AND OTHER 

• The delusion of separateness, distinction, division and difference are all cured through 
the wisdom of emptiness (lack of inherent existence). 

• Sentient beings share more in common, yet we tend to focus on our difference, thereby 
creating arbitrary distinctions and divisions, which get reified as if inherently real. 

• Humans share 97.5 percent of their DNA with chimpanzees  
• Our bodies are constituted by the same elements and recycled within the environment. 
• Psychologically we all want happiness and wish to avoid suffering. 
• JFK Quote: “For in the final analysis, our most basic common link is that we all 

inhabit this small planet. We all breathe the same air. We all cherish our children's 
futures. And we are all mortal.” 

• No child should suffer, irrespective of their race, citizenship, religion or economic 
status.   

• Observations of animals reveal that when an offspring is orphaned, then the natural 
inclination is to foster it regardless of species. 

• Human beings share the common experience of universal suffering, as well as the 
unique ability to use insight to leverage over default programming, and consciously 
evolve. 

 
POINT TWO: CONTEMPLATE THE LIMITS OF SELF-PREOCCUPATION 
 

• Our brains have adapted a ‘negativity bias’ over the course of evolution to ensure 
survival, but now our old programming predisposes us to worst-case anticipation, 
fight-flight reactivity, toxic emotions, and neurological wear-and-tear. 

• As infants, empathic failures or lapses in attunement felt life-threatening and created 
imprints of implicit and explicit memory as micro trauma. 

• We cope and unconsciously adapt to these perceived traumas by building mental 
constructs of ourselves as alone, vulnerable, worthless, inadequate, abandoned, 
attacked, and build an image of the world that is lonely, untrustworthy, and 
dangerous. 

• If these distorted schemas were created during benign parental lapses, then real abuse 
and neglect only heighten, and reinforce or reify our fundamental self-world 
convictions. 

• These traumatic memories and their underlying schemas are triggered by perceived 
threats in real-time through neural networks of association, making us feel as 
helplessly dependent and threatened as we did in childhood, and making the distress of 
others (ie. their own fear, anxiety, or anger) appear unimaginably lethal and 
unbearable. 

• Our perceived threat, triggers our biological fight-flight-freeze response, incapacitating 
us, precluding our natural problem solving and communication skills in the moment, 
and reeking havoc on our nervous system over the long haul. 
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• Our aim is to expose the unreality and cost of our sense of traumatized childhood self, 
which has lingered with us since our days of precarious dependence in infancy and 
though evolution. 

• Through empathy and insight, we can expose the threatened animal, terrified child 
complex as mostly a nightmare or projection of our own unconscious creation, and as 
the real inner enemy that prevents civilized living. 

• The point is not to jettison the loving sense of self - that we each deserve to be happy - 
mistaking selflessness for nihilism, but rather to expose and eliminate the fear-based 
clinging, shame-based rage, defensiveness and entitlement, that feels alienated and cut 
off from the world. 

• To do this we need to realize that we have arrived and are now safe to disarm.  We 
made it out of childhood, we survived evolution, we are adults and we can embrace 
civilized life.  We don’t need to be afraid anymore, we have more tools, resources and 
abilities, than our residual traumatized self-image allows us to feel.  As a species we no 
longer need the biology of fight-flight-freeze, as communication and cooperation are 
more effective skills to manage the toxic social emotions of others.  Rather than run 
from others anger, neediness, despair or prejudice, we can generate wise compassion 
for ourselves and others, relying on pro-social emotions and skills for effective 
engagement. 

• Joe Loizzo’s “Water Bug Test”, watch your reactions to a spider in the tub…even 
though you are bigger, smatter, more capable, you still feel under threat.  This is the 
lingering, unnecessary, evolutionary appendage of the psychology of trauma and 
biology of fear.  From our felt sense of fear and shame (inadequacy) we react with self-
protective hostility in a knee-jerk shame-rage response, which is akin to unnecessarily 
crushing the water bug in the tub. This is how every war on the planet is started, and 
every traumatized reaction between human beings ensues. 

• Research evidence shows the complete waste and adverse consequences of stress 
emotions like self-involvement (see Dr. Larry Scherwitz) and aggression (see Dr. 
Redford Williams).  Toxic social emotions make us more susceptible to coronary 
artery disease and eventual heart attack, than variable of poor diet, lack of exercise, 
and smoking, combined. 

• In this way we make strong resolve to exchange our default program of traumatic 
childhood and precarious evolution for confident, awakened adulthood.  We can 
reverse our dependency on others, and learn to take empathic responsibility for others 
and ourselves.  The Awakened Altruist (Bodhisattva) has matured into a capable 
parent ready to help teach a world of suffering children how to consciously evolve. 
 

POINT THREE: CONTEMPLATE THE BENEFITS OF ALTRUISM 
 

• Recognize and cultivate pro-social emotions like love, compassion, vicarious joy and 
impartiality, because these can support and enhance our ability to live and thrive in 
social communities based on cooperation and mutual interdependence. 

• Our nervous system natural have the capacity for both the psychology or trauma and 
biology of fight-flight-freeze as well as the love-growth nervous system, pro-social 
emotions and biology of reproduction.  We can de-habituate the adverse qualities that 



Dr. Miles Neale  |  www.milesneale.com  5	

are making us fearful and sick, and cultivate the social instincts that make us feel 
happy, healthy and connected. 

• Because the brain is plastic, and because love is natural, we can athletically train to 
increase the circle of loved ones and our capacity to tolerate their distress. 

• Why is it important to cultivate love? Love certainly feels better that fear or anger, and 
it is a healthier and more productive state of mind in which to creatively solve 
problems. Love isn’t a cure-all, it’s a necessary precondition. 

• Love and compassion also do not have to be warm and fuzzy, but can be realistic and 
wrathful just like Gandhi’s non-violent resistance and a parent’s tough love.  
Therefore, we can still have a full spectrum of emotional energies to suite various 
context and situations, without the risk of tipping into the detrimental psychology of 
trauma and biology of stress. 

• It is also useful to consider how social cooperation, support, care, compassion and love 
that has been shown to you by others, have made possible all of your own success and 
meaningful experience.  Upon that basis you can consider, how you could repay the 
kindness of others by showing them the same level of pro-social engagement. 

• At first it is difficult to cultivate self-love and self-compassion for our own inner child 
and traumatized sense of self, primarily because most of us did not have adequate 
models for appropriate self-regulation, self-soothing and self-worth when we were 
children.  Initially we may need to turn to healthy role models as adults, such as a 
mature, securely attached friend, a spiritual teacher or a therapist, or even a 
community or support group, who can help mirror for us a sense of self-worth, 
validation, self-respect, realistic care. 

• We should not confuse these people or places as the source of the care we need, less 
we become dependent on them, but as a role model or guide for how to effectively 
deliver that inner security within ourselves.  We need to learn how to fish, rather than 
expect others to fish for us. 

• Once we can sufficiently become secure, self-satisfied and social then we can become a 
role model and guide for others development, in an act of paying it forward. 
 

POINT FOUR: EXCHANGE SELF (PREOCCUPATION) FOR OTHER 
(ALTRUISM) 
 

• Exchange the childhood traumatized self, with an adult, capable, engaged self, and 
reverse the flow of give and take with the world, so that you are caring for the 
traumatized dependent children, rather than depending on the others for care. 

• By using wisdom to see through the delusion of the reified self, and using self-
compassion to work through the traumatic memories, you then gradually arrive at a 
new, more current, and realistic sense of self, feeling more able to give and share.  This 
process shifts from reparenting one self to parenting others, from self healing to social 
healing, from renunciation to bodhicitta, from Theravada to Mahayana, from simple 
mindfulness practice to mind-training (lojong), giving and taking (tonglen), and the 
four immeasurables (brahma vihara). 

• Reparenting involves us coming to terms with the limits of our own care givers, 
realizing they themselves were precarious children of limited parents, and that no one 
ever truly gets enough of what they need because human beings are fragile and 
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stressed.  Trauma is transgenerational since beginingless time. So the sooner we 
relinquish our childhood fantasy and narcissistic entitlement of getting enough, the 
sooner we can begin the process of self-healing, establishing mirroring bonds that help 
us access the natural flow of love and creative genius we have within.  Once we get a 
taste of that experience, we are ready to be a more reliable source of inspiration and 
support for others who are still struggling.   

• Another way we can take responsibility is through understanding karma, and how 
experiences trigger our own unresolved traumas and transference reactions from the 
past. That way we stop blaming others for our experience, and use that energy for 
healing our own wounds and retraining our own nervous system to resist its impulsive 
reactions and adverse conditionings. 

• Parenting others means sharing your wisdom and strength when others are in 
depleted, scarcity mode and engaging your tolerance and tough love when they are in 
tantrum mode, while at the same time closely monitoring your own limits so that you 
don’t get pulled back no time into a wounded, exhausted, resentful state. 

• Put your own oxygen mask on first.  Be the calm person in the life boat, because that 
helps everyone in a dismal situation. 

• Instead of blaming yourself for disappointments and failures by looking to immature 
others to care-take you, look to your idealized support, and your own inner resources 
to care take yourself, then try to skillfully deal with the childish around you as best you 
can, as you would with your own children or pets.  This is an expression of enlightened 
self-interest as much as it is enlightened altruism.  
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Meditation on Giving and Taking (Tonglen): 
Instructions amended by Dr. Miles Neale 

 
• Begin by establishing a comfortable seated posture.  Reflect on Refuge and generate 

the Bodhicitta - the altruistic wish to be completely free of traumatic conditioning in 
order to benefit other living beings. 

• ‘Train in the Preliminaries’ by reflecting on the Four Thoughts that Turn the Mind – 
Preciousness of Human Life; Death and Impermanence; Causality; The Defects of 
Compulsive Existence (samsara). 

• Take a few deep breaths then begin mindfulness of sensations to check in with your 
own state of being.  Use the breath to sooth your nervous system and use a positive 
affirmation (ie. I am safe) to connect with a reassuring narrative.   

• In the space before you imagine someone who is suffering, begin with your inner child, 
then a loved one, then a stranger or acquaintance, then a difficult person, then group 
of people, and finally the entire biosphere. This can be done in separate sessions or 
sequentially in a single session. Be sure to bring clarity and vividness to the image of 
the person, particularly the face(s) as this will activate your mirror neurons (aka 
empathy neurons). 

• Exchange Self for Other. Reflect deeply on their current experience of suffering, and 
try to use your empathy to enter into their experience, seeing the world from their 
perspective. Allow their condition or situation to impact you emotionally. 

• Wishing to alleviate their suffering, initiate Giving and Taking (Tonglen). Imagine on 
your in-breath taking (responsibility for) their pain, distress, fear, and loneliness in the 
form a of a black smoke or tar. Notice any resistances to taking. 

• Imagine that this black smoke dissolves your own traumatic self-preoccupation and 
defensive resistances to intimacy at the center of your heart.  

• Remember that you are capable of metabolizing and recycling their suffering, like a 
good parent or skilled therapist who can tolerate the tantrums and traumas of a 
child/client. 

• Mounted on the out-breath imagine sending and sharing your love, care, joy and peace, 
in the form of white light. Notice any resistances to giving.  

• If you have any doubts or misgivings about sharing, remind yourself that you are not 
loosing your positive energy, rather keeping it in a resonance circuitry.   

• Imagine that they receive this white light, feel relieved, reassured, and nurtured and 
that it begins to disarm the traumatic self-preoccupation, fear and insecurity at their 
heart. 

• Repeat several cycles of giving presence and reassurance and taking distress and pain. 
• Imagine that through the circuitry of care both you and the other are freed from the 

conditioning of fight-flight reactivity and traumatic self-preoccupation, the root causes 
of suffering. Rejoice and feel good in this activity. Feel close to the other. 

• Dissolve the image of the other being(s). 
• Rest in stillness and open awareness (without focal point). 
• Remembering this is a training simulation for your own development, dedicate the 

positive energy and insight you created to actualizing and manifesting unconditional 
and wise compassion, for your own benefit and for the benefit of all beings. 


