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TOP  A young girl and her baby sister at 
the Tacloban Astrodome evacuation site. 
Their whole family survived the typhoon by 
evacuating a few days before the storm. They 
were able to leave the Astrodome a week later 
when they finally connected via text message 
with relatives in Bohol, a neighboring island. 

RIGHT  Jasper Villegas, 8, laughed when 
asked to f lex his muscle. There is a catch 
phrase, Bangon Philippines in Tagalog, or 
Tindog Tacloban in Waray (Bangon or Tindog 
both mean “rise up”). I would always think 
of this photo when that phrase is used.

These Three Things
Psychiatrist, poet and writer Ravi Chandra discusses 

cultivating well-being in the real world

Words Nicole Wong

Dr. Ravi Chandra spends a lot of time thinking about how ancient healing practices can solve modern 
illnesses. The San Francisco-based writer and psychiatrist’s debut nonfiction book, Facebuddha: Transcendence in 
the Age of Social Networks, explores the psychology of social networks through a Buddhist lens, emphasizing the 
importance of building meaningful relationships in our changing technological environment.

“We’re relating to each other more and more through screens,” he says. “That offers some possibilities, but 
also dangers.”

Chandra says the social media-obsessed can end up sinking into depression, low self-esteem, narcissism and 
jealousy.

So what’s an ultra-connected 21st century guy or gal to do?
Hyphen magazine asked Chandra to share his take on mental health, from both a scientific and spiritual 

perspective.
“Health is not simply an absence of disease, but the presence of well-being on biological, psychological, social, 

cultural, environmental and spiritual levels,” he says. “I think we can cultivate well-being with these three things: 
mindfulness, compassion and relationship.”

Mindfulness

Mindfulness is awareness of present 
experience with acceptance. Being on-
line is usually the opposite of mindful-
ness as we erode our attention span with 
endless distractions. While mindfulness 
derives primarily from Buddhist teach-
ings, its benefits have been secularized; 
mindfulness is now being used in various 
settings, from prisons to health care to 
schools to corporations to government.

You can start by simply focusing your 
attention on your breathing, anywhere 
from a few breaths up to an expanded 
meditation session of 45 minutes or lon-
ger. Mindfulness has been shown to de-
crease anxiety, depression, chronic pain 
and stress, and to improve sleep, heart 
disease and other physical ailments.

One way it works is by enhancing the 
“experiential self” — the self composed of 
awareness of bodily sensations, feelings 
and thoughts. Pain, for example, consists 
of both the physical pain and what the 
mind does with the pain. Mindfulness 
decreases pain by allowing us to be aware 
of sensations without reacting to them. 

Compassion

The Dalai Lama says: “If you want 
to be happy, practice compassion; if 
you want others to be happy, practice 
compassion.”

Why is this so? It’s because the op-
posite is also true: “If you want to be 
unhappy, practice self-centeredness; if 
you want others to be unhappy, practice 
self-centeredness.”

Compassion — feeling another per-
son’s suffering and being motivated to 
help them — breaks us out of our self-
centered inclinations. Along the way, we 
need to practice self-compassion.

I regularly teach this practice to con-
nect mind and heart and to decrease 
our tendencies to criticize and even hate 
ourselves. This is especially important for 
those of us who come from harsh, critical 
or demanding families. Loving kindness 
and compassion are the basis of good 
mental health and a good society. While 
it’s possible to send compassion with likes 
and shares, we’re built for face-to-face 
interactions in which we can fully nourish 
our positive emotions.

Relationship

“No man is an island” — yet Asian 
Americans often “go it alone.” Because 
studies have shown that we suffer from 
higher rates of depression, anxiety and 
suicide, we need each other.

All suffering is ultimately a crisis in 
connection. By developing and strength-
ening relationships within our families, 
friendship circles, communities and or-
ganizations (yes, including romantic re-
lationships!), we can work toward health 
on all levels.

My bias is that it won’t happen on-
line, despite all the allure and benefits 
of social media. Love and relationship 
require presence in the real world, an ap-
preciation of nuance and complexity and 
a great deal of humility and acceptance.

A comment thread is not the 
tapestry I seek.
Love’s loom shuttles 
heart-to-heart;
looms larger than “likes.”

Nicole Wong is a senior contributing editor at Hyphen.


